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Introduction

Vision Australia is providing this short submission to the Consultation on Amendments to the Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold Standards) 2021 to express our strong support for the inclusion of specific and meaningful references to disability in the Amendments, and also to share insights we have gained through our discussions with higher education students and staff who are blind or have low vision. The overarching insight we have gained is that while individual students and staff have positive experiences and outcomes from their involvement in higher education, as a whole there are still significant institutional and cultural barriers to full inclusion and equity. The proposed Amendments to the Standards are a welcome development, but unless they are supplemented with robust measures for achieving greater sector collaboration and cultural transformation they are unlikely to bring about tangible improvements in the experiences of students and staff who are blind or have low vision.

Context

In 2017 Vision Australia conducted qualitative research into the online learning experiences of university students who are blind or have low vision. The results of this research are presented in our report titled “Online, But Offtrack: Barriers to Online Learning Experienced by University Students who are Blind or have Low Vision”. In essence, we found that 34 of the 35 students who participated in the research experienced barriers to online learning. In some cases, these barriers were so insurmountable that the students were forced to withdraw from their studies, usually in a state of despair and distress.

Three categories of barriers were identified: inaccessibility of online learning systems because of a failure to design them in compliance with accessibility standards; inconsistent, inequitable and often inadequate application of concepts of reasonable adjustments across the sector; and substantial lack of awareness and training for specialist support and academic staff in how to assist students who are blind or have low vision.

Our report included 10 Recommendations that were primarily directed towards the various peak bodies in the sector that have the responsibilities and capacity to lead systemic change and thereby improve access and equity in the sector as a whole. A crucial point to emphasise is that many of the greatest barriers to higher education experienced by students who are blind or have low vision are systemic in nature and can only be removed through systemic action. They cannot be adequately addressed by institutions acting in isolation without meaningful sector collaboration and leadership.

The publication and promotion of our report did act as a catalyst for some important and proactive initiatives, such as those undertaken by the Australian Disability Clearinghouse on Education and Training (ADCET) in partnership with the National Disability Coordination Officer (NDCO) program, and with collaborative expertise from the blind and low vision sector. There have also been some overall improvements in the accessibility of a number of online learning platforms, mainly driven by requirements in the US and Europe. However, it appears to us that the sector-wide collaboration and leadership envisaged by the recommendations in our report have yet to materialise. The end result for students and staff who are blind or have low vision is that there are “islands of inclusion and equity” that populate a sea of exclusion and discrimination. Students who are blind or have low vision usually cannot predict in advance what their experience studying at university, or transitioning from one university to another, is going to be like, and all too often positive experiences are the result of the commitment and dedication of individual support staff and lecturers rather than the systematic implementation of institution or sector-wide inclusion and equity policies.

Comments on Consultation Questions

The comments below relate to the Consultation Questions in the Consultation Paper produced by the Higher Education Standards Panel. We have limited our comments to those questions that relate specifically to supporting students and staff with a disability, although we stress that there are important synergies between this area and the other themes discussed in the Consultation Paper. For ease of reference we have retained the question numbering from the Paper.

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?

We strongly support the incorporation of these themes into the Standards. Based on our experiences interacting with university students and staff who are blind or have low vision, our view is nevertheless that the amended Standards would be a necessary, but not a sufficient, condition for creating a more inclusive and equitable culture. The Standards must be supported by significant investment in the development of resources and interpretive guidance, and measures for requiring greater sector collaboration.

Universal design is a philosophy based on core principles, but these principles can be operationalised in numerous ways that do not always produce consistent outcomes or experiences. Even if higher education institutions were to adopt a thoroughgoing approach to universal design, the experiences and outcomes for students and staff who are blind or have low vision would likely be very different depending on the institution(s) they attend. To give one example: the only way to ensure that online learning systems and staff-facing IT systems are accessible to people who are blind or have low vision is to require compliance with accessible public ICT standards such as Australian Standard AS/NZ301: 549. It is not readily deducible from studying the principles of universal design alone that such compliance must be mandated across the higher education sector as a key driver of inclusive and equitable culture.

This example also demonstrates the need for sector collaboration: while one institution may have limited ability to influence multinational ICT vendors to make their products compliant with accessibility standards, the sector acting jointly and collaboratively is in a much stronger position to require demonstrated compliance as part of ICT tendering processes.

Lack of consistency and predictability was a key barrier identified in our research, and it remains a key and intractable barrier 10 years later. We continue to receive feedback about barriers such as:
· Differences of interpretation of relevant provisions of the Copyright Act meaning that some students have to wait months for accessible versions of their course materials while the university engages in time-consuming and unnecessary negotiations with publishers.
· Some students feel that they are the “meat in the sandwich” because the university expects them to use their NDIS supports to assist them with access to courses, despite the clear expectation that it is not the role of the NDIS to support the higher education sector.
· Students say that they are constantly exhausted, stressed and behind in their studies because of the need to battle for basic access and supports with impersonal and perverse bureaucracies over which they have no control and little capacity to influence.
· Some students have found it difficult or impossible to obtain reasonable adjustments because of the lack of awareness of lecturers, and a perception that academic independence cannot be constrained by the need for inclusion and equity.
· Some students have only been provided with support to attend university event ceremonies when they signal their intention to alert the media to the lack of access and are unable to view the video of their graduation ceremony because the university chose to make it available on a streaming service known to be inaccessible to people who are blind or have low vision.
· Some students are not able to attend extra-curricular events because of bureaucratic hurdles that limit or prevent the provision of appropriate assistance.

It seems very unlikely that the amended Standards would, or even could, ameliorate barriers such as these in the absence of significant guidance on how themes such as inclusion and universal design are to be interpreted and applied, and also in the absence of any meaningful consequences for non-compliance. 

It is also worth noting that academic staff who are blind or have low vision can also experience significant barriers to inclusion. We have received feedback about staff-facing IT systems that are not accessible to users of screen-reading software, unawareness by those involved in selection or recruitment about whether the institution’s IT systems comply with accessibility standards, and lack of timely responses to requests for assistance. These barriers are especially acute for casual staff such as research assistants employed on short-term contracts, who may find that the inaccessibility of a key IT system cannot be addressed within the period they will be employed, making it difficult for them to complete the requirements of the contract, with consequential impacts on their future employment.

Question 7: To what extent would the proposed themes promote accountability, better governance and improved provider practice to support people with disability in higher education?

Following on from our previous comments, our view is that the amended standards are a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for improving accountability, governance and improved provider practice. As well as the supplementary measures we have previously mentioned, we believe that higher education institutions must be required to provide annual public reports on how they have applied these themes, and that there must be meaningful consequences for non-compliance.


About Vision Australia

Vision Australia is the largest national provider of services to people who are blind, deafblind, or have low vision in Australia. We are formed through the merger of several of Australia’s most respected and experienced blindness and low vision agencies, celebrating our 150th year of operation in 2017.

Our vision is that people who are blind, deafblind, or have low vision will increasingly be able to choose to participate fully in every facet of community life. To help realise this goal, we provide high-quality services to the community of people who are blind, have low vision, are deafblind or have a print disability, and their families. 

Vision Australia service delivery areas include: registered provider of specialist supports for the NDIS and My Aged Care Aids and Equipment, Assistive/Adaptive Technology training and support, Seeing Eye Dogs, National Library Services, Early childhood and education services, and Feelix Library for 0-7 year olds, employment services, production of alternate formats, Vision Australia Radio network, and national partnership with Radio for the Print Handicapped, Spectacles Program for the NSW Government, Advocacy and Engagement. We also work collaboratively with Government, businesses and the community to eliminate the barriers our clients face in making life choices and fully exercising rights as Australian citizens.

Vision Australia has unrivalled knowledge and experience through constant interaction with clients and their families, of whom we provide services to more than 30,000 people each year, and also through the direct involvement of people who are blind or have low vision at all levels of our organisation. Vision Australia is well placed to advise governments, business and the community on challenges faced by people who are blind or have low vision fully participating in community life. 

We have a vibrant Client Reference Group, with people who are blind or have low vision representing the voice and needs of clients of our organisation to the board and management. 

Vision Australia is also a significant employer of people who are blind or have low vision, with 15% of total staff having vision impairment.
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