Submission to the Higher Education Standards Panel
Consultation on amendments to the Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold Standards) 2021
The Higher Education Standards Panel’s decision to pursue targeted amendments to the Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold Standards) 2021 is timely and appropriate. The proposed focus on student safety, governance, inclusion and emerging technologies reflects real pressures facing the higher education sector and recognises the need for the Threshold Standards to remain responsive and fit for purpose.
The proposed amendments relating to addressing racism, incorporating University Governance Principles, strengthening transparency and accountability, responding to emerging technologies (including generative artificial intelligence), and introducing a more structured cyclical review of the Threshold Standards are strongly supported.
Although the proposed reforms are not directed at higher education staff with significant caring responsibilities, their emphasis on systems, oversight and assurance is highly relevant to carers as a cohort. Many equity impacts experienced by carers, and other groups, most often arise not from overt intent but from weaknesses in institutional systems and assurance. In this context, the proposed strengthening of governance responsibilities usefully reinforces the principle that equity is an institutional obligation, rather than a matter of local discretion. The most constructive role for the Threshold Standards lies in reinforcing expectations about institutional systems, governance maturity and accountability, rather than creating new individual entitlements. Where institutions are well governed, transparent and consistent in practice, equity outcomes are less reliant on discretionary decision‑making and more likely to be sustained over time. 
In practice, shortcomings in governance are often experienced by staff with caring responsibilities through inconsistent application of flexible work arrangements, short‑term or fragile accommodations, and promotion or workload systems that inadequately account for relative to opportunity. These issues are often treated as operational, yet they are better understood as indicators of governance maturity. Clearer expectations that governing bodies oversee how institutional systems operate in practice, including their equity impacts, would strengthen accountability while remaining within the proper scope of the Threshold Standards. Against this backdrop, the following comments are offered as a consideration of how the proposed reforms might be extended, consistent with their intent, rather than as a departure from them.
The proposed strengthening of expectations around supporting people with disability is also welcome, particularly the shift towards more systematic and anticipatory approaches rather than reliance on individual adjustments. In this context, the Panel may wish to consider whether the framing of these amendments could be extended to more clearly acknowledge the close relationship between disability inclusion and caring responsibilities within higher education.
To strengthen the coherence and effectiveness of proposed amendments relating to disability inclusion, the Panel may wish to consider the following recommendations:
1. Explicitly recognise the relationship between disability inclusion and caring responsibilities
Acknowledge within the framing of the Threshold Standards that many staff carers support children or dependants with disability or chronic illness, and that their ability to participate sustainably in higher education work is shaped by the quality and consistency of institutional systems. This recognition would reinforce disability inclusion as a whole‑of‑institution responsibility and improve alignment between student‑focused inclusion frameworks and staff experience.
2. Provide clear guidance anchored in existing legislative frameworks
Support this recognition through clear guidance that does not extend or duplicate disability legislation but is underpinned by recognised and enforceable rights within existing legislative frameworks. This would help institutions translate intent into consistent and transparent practice.
3. Strengthen compliance and enforcement expectations
Reinforce expectations that disability inclusion and related caring impacts are supported by strong compliance obligations and effective enforcement mechanisms, ensuring that institutional systems, rather than discretionary decision‑making, drive sustainable and equitable outcomes.
Overall, the direction of the proposed amendments is strongly supported and welcomed. Consideration of how these reforms might be extended to better reflect the interaction between disability inclusion, caring responsibilities and governance maturity would further strengthen the coherence and effectiveness of the Threshold Standards, while remaining within their proper regulatory scope.
