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21 November 2025 
 
Mr Tony Cook PSM 
Secretary 
Australian Government Department of Educa�on 
 
By email: DisabilityStandardsConsulta�on@educa�on.gov.au 
 
Dear Mr Cook 
 

Response to the Review of the Disability Standards for Educa�on 
 
Universi�es Australia (UA) members educate over one million domes�c students, 13 per cent of whom 
iden�fy as having disability. In 2011, this number was 5 per cent. This growth speaks to improved 
ins�tu�onal processes and a greater societal understanding and acceptance of disability. But it also 
reflects that society has seen a considerable rise in the prevalence of mental health issues in the wake 
of COVID-19. Students with disability are now the fastest-growing cohort in higher educa�on, making 
equitable access, par�cipa�on, and outcomes all the more cri�cal to the success of our universi�es.  
 
This 2025 Review of the Disability Standards for Educa�on (the Standards) comes at an important �me, 
alongside the Review of the Disability Discrimina�on Act (DDA) and changes to the Disability Support 
Fund eligibility requirements. Alignment between these frameworks is key to bridging the gap between 
the ambi�on of the Standards and the lived experiences of students with disability.  
 
Our key response to the Discussion Paper is that sector-specific guidance is urgently needed. The 
Standards are writen with schools and early childhood in mind, but universi�es operate in a very 
different environment, encompassing complex undergraduate, postgraduate and research contexts, 
each with unique obliga�ons and risks. However, the same Standards apply to all levels of educa�on. 
Without clearer ar�cula�on of sector-specific obliga�ons, universi�es will con�nue to face real 
challenges in interpre�ng and implemen�ng the Standards effec�vely.  
 
We recommend that the Department consult closely with the higher educa�on sector to co-design 
university-specific guidance for the Standards, with inten�onal reference to research degrees and 
work-integrated learning. This increased specificity will help universi�es understand and meet their 
obliga�ons, especially if the Review of the DDA introduces a proac�ve and posi�ve duty to prevent 
discrimina�on – a duty that would necessarily be opera�onalised differently in universi�es than in 
schools or other educa�onal se�ngs. In the absence of sector-specific Standards, UA supports 
including the dra� principles as supplementary guidance materials to assist providers to comply with 
the Standards. However, these materials should remain separate to the Standards to allow flexibility 
for sector-specific advice without requiring changes to each Part of the Standards.  
 
UA supports the intent to strengthen inclusive decision-making and welcomes the emphasis on 
student voice in the dra� principles. The current approach in the Standards and the dra� principles for 
consulta�on is reac�ve. In the university context, this model is less effec�ve and less fair. Our sector 
priori�ses inclusive design from the outset, with consulta�on and adjustments to address areas of 
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addi�onal need. The Standards and principles should reflect this different consulta�on dynamic and 
acknowledge that university students are o�en independent learners.  
 
I would also highlight the unique challenges around work-integrated learning and professional 
accredita�on. Universi�es rarely have control over external environments such as placements yet may 
be held accountable when host organisa�ons refuse to accept students with disability or to make 
adjustments. Similarly, professional accredita�on bodies can impose requirements that conflict with 
an�-discrimina�on obliga�ons, crea�ng barriers for students with disability in accredited pathways. 
Greater clarity is needed on the nature of shared responsibili�es in these contexts, drawing on the 
overlapping duty of care model in workplace health and safety. We encourage the Department to 
engage with professional bodies to ensure alignment between accredita�on and the Standards.  
 
The DDA makes it unlawful to approve curriculum that may exclude students with disability but UA 
notes that ‘curriculum’ is not defined in the DDA, the Standards, or the Threshold Standards. UA urges 
the adop�on of a clear, co-designed defini�on to clarify its rela�onship to course design, assessment 
and, by extension, the responsibili�es for universi�es. This would further help universi�es to interpret 
and meet their obliga�ons and ensure a cohesive approach to course design across the sector.  
 
UA and its member universi�es remain commited to working with the Department to ensure the 
Standards support inclusive, high-quality educa�on for all students. I welcome further engagement on 
this important work and the opportunity to provide a strong voice for Australia’s universi�es.  
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
 
Luke Sheehy 
Chief Execu�ve Officer, Universi�es Australia 


