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The Monash Assistive Technology and Society Centre welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this review. MATS supports people with disabilities to live self-directed lives through technology. With over 100 members, MATS is the largest centre of its kind in the world. 

MATS researchers harness digital technologies to provide real-world solutions for people with disabilities that:
· Support communication and information access
· Build inclusive STEM pathways
· Support creativity and improved access to community and cultural events
· Improve access to education and employment

MATS supports these aims through pillars based around research, education and community impact. We are deeply interested in improving access to higher education for people with disabilities and bring this expertise to this submission. 

This submission has been prepared by MATS Deputy Director, A/Prof Louisa Willoughby, with input from the MATS Management team. Louisa recently received a Shaping Australia Award for her work advancing communication access for Deaf and Deafblind communities.


In keeping with our expertise our submission addresses only consultation point 3, Supporting people with disability in higher education.

[bookmark: _k8vx2uf027t8]General comments 
We welcome the modernisation of threshold standards around supports for people with disabilities in higher education. In particular we welcome acknowledgement that disability support and accommodations is a live issue for staff and not just for students. 
We agree that the proposed themes of Inclusion, Universal Design and Inherent Requirements do much to strengthen the status quo. We also suggest a fourth area of focus, namely Accessible Digital Systems. Below we comment on each theme in turn.
[bookmark: _bri1jid2i5rz]Inclusion
The focus on Inclusion is welcome but somewhat light on detail as to how this will be operationalised in practice. Many of the barriers that students and staff with disabilities face in accessing universities are not simply attitudinal but stem from systems and set ups that are inaccessible and expensive to remediate. For example, most wet labs are not wheelchair accessible and a great deal of university administration happens via pdfs that do not work well in screen readers. Students and staff with chronic or fluctuating illnesses also often find sick leave, part-time study or intermission options are too binary or inflexible for how their bodies work and struggle to negotiate appropriate accommodations within the confines of approved processes. 

There is much that can be done to improve how access works in universities and to ensure that so-called merit based selection - from course entry to academic promotion - better acknowledges the challenges that people with disability face in higher education; as well as to improve the daily experience of staff and students with disabilities. Clear performance targets and a well resourced evaluation and monitoring framework are needed to ensure that universities lift their performance in these areas, as well as targeted funding that specifically addresses the often substantial costs in making universities more accessible. 
[bookmark: _8dm3jzkx20zj]Universal Design
We support the rollout of Universal Design principles as aiding educational access for a wide variety of learners. We commonly encounter instances where better adherence to Universal Design principles would remove learning challenges faced by students with disabilities and see clear educational benefits for other groups in this rollout. 

However, we stress that Universal Design should not take the place of accommodations that directly address the specific needs of individual students (or staff) with disabilities. For example the provision of captioned videos should not be seen as removing the right of a Deaf student to have an Auslan interpretation of that content should they prefer, nor should an image description take the place of a blind student's access to tactile graphics should they wish to access them. The framing of the current discussion paper is somewhat concerning in the emphasis that it places on Universal Design as a solution for providing tailored accommodations and suggests that this may be used in future as a justification for cost cuts to disability supports in higher education. We don’t want this progress to lead to poorer outcomes for students or staff with disabilities rather than the improved outcomes that are intended.
 
For these reasons we would like to see a strong statement in the minimum standards about students’ (and staff’s right) to access information in their preferred format as well as clear processes and funding pathways for maintaining these services. 
[bookmark: _az1spiotvob7]Inherent requirements
The basic approach taken in the discussion paper of making inherent requirements explicit and requiring providers to take a flexible approach to them informed by Universal Design appears to make sense. However, the relationship between inherent requirements and other obligations to provide access is often complex in real-world scenarios. Whether this requirement ends up being a net positive or negative will thus hang on implementation details that are unknown at this point. 

Inherent requirements can prove important for setting expectations around supports and future workplace experience for students. But they need to be implemented carefully to ensure that they do not end up locking students with disabilities out of pathways that they could pursue with a little lateral thinking on the part of the university or employers. For example, there is a long history of signing Deaf people being denied access to teaching degrees in Australia because they cannot effectively teach in mainstream classrooms, without acknowledging that these teachers are only looking to teach in schools that use Auslan as the language of instruction and without any universities offering pathways that would equip them to do this. 

For this reason, discussion about inherent requirements needs to proceed carefully and consider the full range of ways that students might approach a course or career with disability accommodations in place. It is important too that people with lived experience of disability are involved in conversations that set inherent requirements, so that abelist assumptions can be challenged and flexible approaches are well considered in setting inherent requirements. 

[bookmark: _t59kf95jf73t]Accessible digital systems
Universities purchase a great deal of specialist software and other digital systems. A focus on Universal Design will help ensure university-created content (such as learning resources on a learning management system) is accessible but is unlikely to be front of mind when a vendor is tendering for payroll systems or highly specialised research computing software. While there will not always be accessible systems available, there is a need to increase the expectations on universities to take accessibility into consideration in making decisions about their digital environments. Without this people with disabilities will continue to be locked out of universities as a place to study or work. We thus advocate for including accessible digital systems as an additional theme to the reform package. WCAG 2.2 provides a ready-made benchmark of system accessibility. Vendors should be asked to proactively demonstrate compliance, with staff and students with disabilities having the opportunity to provide feedback on usability and user experience. 

[bookmark: _vezp2aebe8jt]Conclusion
The reform of the minimum standards, together with the emphasis on inclusion of students from underrepresented groups in the Universities Accord provides a valuable opportunity to make real inroads in improving the experience of staff and students with disabilities at Australian Universities. We welcome the direction taken in the discussion paper but caution that care is needed in implementation to ensure that these reforms do not lead to poorer outcomes for students or staff with disabilities rather than the improved outcomes that are intended. Meaningful use of lived experience should occur in the implementation planning and MATS would also welcome the opportunity in being involved in that implementation planning phase.
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