SAMANTHA POULOS: Thank you, everyone, for your patience while we get set up for our next session. I'd like to present Gemma Lucy Smart, a PhD scholar in the School of History, philosophy in Science at University of Sydney as the Chair for this panel. So I'll hand over to Gemma now.
GEMMA SMART: Thank you, everyone, and thank you for staying around this afternoon. So before we begin, I'm going to try and get this to work. Oh, there we go. I would like to acknowledge that we're on Gadigal land, and I'd like to pay my respects to elders past and present, and the communities that still live and work on this land. The University of Sydney has been a place of learning for a very long time. It's only now the University of Sydney, and for thousands of years the First Nations Peoples of this land have shared and exchanged knowledges across innumerable generations for the benefit of all. This always was and always will be Aboriginal land.
I also want to say that we're dedicating our panel today to another student, whose name is Kahn Tran. Kahn passed away suddenly and unexpectedly earlier this year, and it was my idea with Kahn to have this panel. So hopefully, yeah I got quite upset when I was thinking about it last night, but I think this is important that students go through stuff like this and that's part of, you know, like part of why we need accessible learning.
So what we're going to do today is I'm a HDR, so I don't do course work, but I teach and also UDL for HDRs is pretty minimal at the moment. But what I'd like to do is run this as a panel session. And we're going to be talking about all sorts of things across a number of different topics. And we'll certainly be talking about barriers to the implementation of UDL, but we'd like to move beyond barriers and actually talk about what can we actually do. I know we've discussed this a whole bunch together. What do students think that we can do? So let me introduce our panel, our fantastic student panellists. First of all, Sarah Huffman is a current JD student in the Sydney Law School, was the 2024 Sydney University Law Society's Disabilities Officer, and is about to take over from me as the Sydney University Post graduate Representative Association's Disability Officer. Remy here is a social work student and current disabilities co officer with the Student Representative Council in 2025, and they're a long-term activist, very active in this kind of area. And Victor Zhang is currently an Honi Soit editor that's our student newspaper and the Disabilities Inclusion Action Plan coordinator for the University of Sydney Union. For those of you who don't know, we have three student organisations at Sydney Uni; our union, our representative council, which is undergraduate representation, and then our post graduate representation.
So today's conversation will move through three key themes: navigating institutional rigidity; reframing support from accommodation to inclusion; and amplifying student voices in co designing inclusive education.
So rather than just listen to me prattle on, I want to just re state that the point of this is about nothing about us without us, right? That's what drives me in my own research. My research is co production, co design, and it's what this is about. I should have done this earlier. There we go. There they are. There are their faces. They're also here. Okay.
So question 1 is about navigating institutional rigidity. The question is we've seen increased institutional restrictions in response to AI and academic integrity concerns from your lived experience or your experience as students. How have those changes affected students with diverse learning needs and what unintended barriers have emerged? You can answer in whatever order you like.
SARAH HUFFMAN: I guess I'll start. So the first thing I'd like to acknowledge when I give my answers is that I come from a law specific background and also humanity specific background. So I also have lived experience of psychosocial disability and I am neurodivergent. So a lot of the issues and barriers that I am encountering in the academic space are from that perspective.
Now, one of the biggest issues I've seen, particularly in law with the rise of AI, is the movement from take home assignments to in person timed exams which can be incredibly difficult for individuals who are neurodivergent and are experiencing processing issues. For example, if you are looking at a complex piece of faux legislation and then you have to analyse it with multiple moving parts, doing that in a short amount of time where you have to write everything and structure your answers and convince people of your own arguments and also consider counter arguments can be incredibly difficult. The other aspect I have found is that sometimes writing exams cannot be particularly neurodivergent friendly. In this example, I tend to be sometimes a bit of a literal thinker unless there is a very detailed rich problem question that I can engage with. So if a problem specifically asks me, "Can you please consider whether or not someone is compellable to take the stand?", I would just write, "Oh, well, we need to look at these various factors to determine compellability." However, compellability and capacity are interrelated, and so if I were to sit and look at a question that says, "Can you please talk about compellability?", I would write about compellability. But what I'm actually being graded on is compellability and capacity. Versus if there's a question where it talks about all these different factors such as "Oh, well, the age of this person and they're being called, and the judge needs to ask them these questions", I would consider compellability and capacity in that same situation.
So I think really what I'm trying to get to on this is that the way exams are being structured and written can sometimes create unexpected barriers to neurodiverse learners. And there's also that aspect of not every time are people going to get that level of detail and description in exams and so how can educators also inform diverse learners of how to approach that in the real world.
The other aspect is that having really quick, timed exams, one of the beneficial things is that you can get more time at University of Sydney for your exams, but still, trying to cram a huge amount of information that you've learned over the course of a semester in a tiny little room, where you're often also put in a room with people who are from different disciplines who have different start times, who have different end times, sometimes people confuse your accommodations which I will discuss a little bit later on, because that's something that recently happened to me, and instead of actually engaging with my exam during the reading time I was fighting for my accommodation to be put in place these can all sort of change the way an individual is able to engage. It can increase anxiety, it can lower performance. I often run out of time, even though I do have extended time accommodations, versus when I am engaging with long term written assignments, I have the ability to think, engage, change my arguments, develop things more, conduct outside research. And these don't have to be long, prolonged assignments, just a couple of days or maybe over the course of who days. But these are the biggest things I'm seeing with the concern about AI, is that, well, the students will write with ChatGPT, so we can't know if what they're actually writing is their own work or it's something that ChatGPT generated, and that has led to the movement, in my perspective, to in person exams and the challenges they pose.
REMY LEBRETON: Yeah, thanks for getting to the real root of the problem because I very much agree. One of the biggest things that I've seen is alongside the rise of things like ChatGPT where assessment criteria academics are trying to make sure that students are actually doing the work, we've seen the rise of much more restrictive assessments like exams.
Now, my degree is specifically social work and arts, so I do social work, sociology, anthropology. And a specific example I can give of an exam where I felt like I performed a lot worse where otherwise I would have been fine, as somebody who has autism and ADHD, was last year in first year we were given the essay that we were given for philosophy changed to an exam, after I and I didn't notice that it had. So I was basically stuck through semester dreading this exam knowing that with my specific disability that I can wake up on any one day and just be and just know I'm not going to do well today, this is going to be really bad for me today. And with an essay that's fine, you have tomorrow. Maybe you get an extension, maybe you move on, right. But with an exam, you wake up on the exam day, you know you're going to do bad, you have like kind of no choice, maybe you can like try to let people know, try to have criteria, but there's only so much they can do, especially when maybe you resit the exam maybe it's the same case, right, especially for a subject like philosophy which is trying to assess your critical thinking in the first place, you know. I also have a language disorder. Half the time, especially under pressure when I read a sentence, I've just totally read the sentence wrong, and I don't even realise until like hours later that I've read the sentence wrong. It happens all the time. Like I'll respond to a text message wrong or something and I'll be like "my mistake, I thought you said this". Doesn't really work like that with an exam. It's not just me, though. I hear it time and time again, all of these students who have even specifically tried to pick a course where they know they're not going to have to sit exams, well, they thought they weren't going to have to, suddenly are being plunged into this, and the inflexibility of this is giving them nightmares. Even beyond things like exam criteria, you know, like certain subjects, I've been told, and I've even seen personally, some of the criteria has changed four or five times in the semester and that's against policy. It's not supposed to be able to happen, but in order to call it out you have to put your neck on the line. And say your lecturer is the head of department. Say they're in a position of power. You're not going to want to do that as a disabled student. So we need to think around solutions that are inclusive.
VICTOR ZHANG: I think both of you has said a lot of what I wanted to say. But I want to raise another point, which is I am myself an engineering student, and when I often here AI, well, look, we're really talking about large language models and that's what a lot of the conversation has been around, but AI is used for much more than that, and particularly around text to speech in transcription software which a lot of people need. These things are sort of overlooked. And I remember this was a few weeks ago at the University of Sydney there was an email that went out about not being about students not being able to make their own recordings with transcription software. And I'm quite sure this obviously was not intended to be a ban on students who had to have these adjustments because they needed it for whatever reason. But it just wasn't communicated very well, and it was a huge source of concern and consternation for a lot of our cohort. And this just comes down to, I think, we need to be communicating with students with adjustments and we need to let them know that there is genuine cause of concern when it comes to large language models, but we should also let them know throughout this process we're with them and we're not intending to take away reasonable adjustments.
GEMMA: Thank you. I've got to say from the HDR perspective, you can't hear it today, my voice is pretty good today, but I actually have a thing called spasmodic dysphonia, which is what RFK has, speaking of those kind of politicians. And thank you, Sean, for talking about voice disorders, it rarely, rarely comes up. And when I asked about vivas for my thesis and what would happen if I can't give a viva, if I actually can't do it, and I was told "you can just use a chat function in a Zoom", and I said, "But I have wrist issues. You know that. I can't type that fast and at speed." And they said, "Oh, look, no idea." I said, "Can I use an AI avatar?", and they went, "No way." It was like just a full no. That's quite interesting because that would be an incredibly accessible thing for me.
Okay. Question 2, when it moves, the reality of fighting for support. Many students describe having to fight for accommodations. In fact you've already described this a bit. And can you share what this experience actually looks like in practice and how it affects students' sense of belonging and academic success? You can start in any order. It doesn't matter.
VICTOR: I would actually like to talk about, yes, fighting for your accommodation and support. It's something that we hear but I would also like to talk about students who don't fight for accommodation and support because they believe that the system is against them so much. And sadly, this is something that I've heard that's all too common. That's something that you know, like and I appreciate there have been a lot of efforts made to make the system as accommodating as possible, but having spoken to the inclusion and disability service team they've reported this year there's been a 100% increase in the number of cases that they have had to have. So there's a lot of systems under a lot of strain here. And students that feel particularly marginalised, that don't feel that they can put their hand up to get support will often just not fight. They'll just cop the penalties. And in the worst cases that they will just drop out of university altogether. So I think that we also need to be talking about people who are falling through the cracks here.
REMY: Very well said. Yeah, I can personally attest to many friends I know who are going through that even, like, as I speak, they're just deciding that it's not going to be worth the effort, that it's too hard, there's too many barriers in place. Even with all the effort that people within the University try to make sure that it's as accessible as possible. And a big reason behind that is just even getting a diagnosis can be impossible. For many years I was trying to get an ADHD diagnosis. I thank God have one now, but I had to struggle with performing worse, and just telling myself that's just going to have to be the case. I come from a fairly poor family. I didn't have $2,000 to go and spend on an assessment. Universities don't really offer assessments and where they do, they do in very limited numbers, like at University of Sydney, the only way that you can get a psychiatrist through the uni is through student led assessments at a very specific time of the year and very specific numbers. And it's just like what's really the point of making our systems so accessible within the uni if then people don't meet the criteria to access them in the first place, even if they are clearly struggling, right? Even if they like, we talk a lot about the social model of disability which shows that students aren't inherently disability is not an inherent part of us in a certain way, it's the way our environment affects us, it's the way barriers in society are set up. What is that if not like a barrier? We're not like, it's trying to look at it through the trying to look at it through the social lens and trying to come up with a solution through the medical lens almost, I feel.
SARAH: Thank you. So a little bit off this point, but related to it, I think another big issue is that a lot of students don't know when they need support. So, for example, students who are living with silent disabilities or have mental health concerns who don't think that they're "disabled enough" to get support, that can be a huge barrier. And the ability of inclusion and disability services at various organisations, be it higher education, primary or secondary education, to come forward and say to students, "Here are the various conditions and they are not exclusive, they are inclusive, that will allow us to give you support", would be incredibly helpful. Also if there are special consideration issues where people's applications are pushed backwards, getting information about why they haven't been successful. What further documentation you need to include. There are other issues where people get concerned about privacy, how much information they need to include. I'm not ashamed to talk about the fact that I have bipolar disorder. I'm not ashamed to talk about the fact I have OCD. I'm not ashamed to talk about the fact that I have ADHD and autism. But when I do special considerations, I am happy to have that specific information on my documentation from a doctor to turn into the special consideration office. Other students do not want their private information shared in that way. And if they just get a general sort of "student needs support in this area for X amount of time for blank medical condition", there is concern that their application will not be taken seriously and could get rejected, or the professors won't take it seriously.
Another aspect that I think is also quite important to realise is that training of Proctors when it comes to in person exams. As I mentioned earlier, I was recently in exam where it was a multi discipline room. There were various students from the sciences in there, there were students who are also in law, there were students who are doing law exams that had various start times for reading time, versus other exams that had different start times. I should have said start times after reading times, so maybe like 10 minutes you had reading time, and then you start your exam, and then other exams were 30 minutes' reading time and then you start your exam.
Also seating numbers were an issue. So you just had your seat number projected up on the board, your start time and your finish time. And so I get into the exam, I look at the board and I think, "That's strange, I'm in seat number X and it's saying my ending time is" it was ended up being a three hour exam, three hour and 38 minute exam. It's saying I'm supposed to be finishing at 8.25, but my accommodation is supposed to be until 8.38. What's going on? So I'm sitting here thinking oh my God, did I misremember it? Am I the problem? Is there some sort of issue? You know, do I just cop it? Do I just like not take those extra 13 minutes and just try to power through? And I thought to myself, no, I have these accommodations. These are in place to help me learn and I'm going to say something about it. So I turned to the Proctor and this is during reading time when I'm supposed to be focusing on my actual exam and I go, "Excuse me, I think, you know, there's an issue with the" because I'm nervous "the thing on the board and my actual accommodation I'm supposed to go to this time." And she's like, "Okay, I'll go check." So she goes up, she checks with the paperwork, she brings the paperwork down to me and she says, "Well, your accommodation says this." And I said, "That's not me. That's a different person. She has the sheet, so God help me if I was blind. She has the accommodation sheet, she's like, "Oh, your name is" let's just make up a name "Julia". And I'm like, "I'm not Julia, my student ID is right here. I'm Sarah Huffman. Can you please get my proper accommodations?" So meanwhile, Julia in seat Y gets her accommodations changed because she confused the two of us. So that's not only disruptive for myself, but it's disruptive for another student. And so sort of circling back to all of this is not only is it just including accessibility in learning specifically within the classroom, but it's also coming to examinations and all the different levels where issues with accessibility can fall through the cracks in unexpected ways.
GEMMA: Thanks, yes. And I will mention that all of us fight for support not just for ourselves. We're all three of us all four of us, rather I can count do so at both a university level and also nationally, right.
So one of the things that I've heard a lot in every session I've been in is about these kind of proactive inclusion instead of reactive accommodations. And we're talking about accommodations now. So if Universal Design for Learning principles were genuinely implemented from the start, not ad hoc as you're describing, Remy, how might that reduce the need for individual accommodations? Do you think it would reduce the need? What would proactive inclusive design look like in your ideal environment?
SARAH: Alright, so I'll give a little start. One aspect I think that's really not considered enough is transcripts when it comes to recorded lectures. Those are two issues separately. One is that sometimes various classes do not record their lectures, which can make it difficult for individuals who have processing issues or auditory processing issues, or for individuals who because of disability or other commitments are unable to attend lectures in person for various days. They miss out on learning. Then when you do have lectures, especially at the University of Sydney, we use the Echo platform. And so that just gives us raw transcripts instead of checked transcripts. So if the audio picks up something that the Professor says and it's not quite what was actually said, you get different types of information, which can be incredibly difficult for individuals who are deaf.
Another aspect is that a lot of time course material doesn't really come together until the end. One of these things is that if you're trying to learn information, having some sort of scaffold or dot point in place where you could see strict summaries and how everything flows together would be incredibly helpful. I mean, of course, different individuals/different learning needs. Some students would be incredibly supported with tree diagrams connecting all the topics that are learned through the semester together, whilst others would probably need bullet point lists and summaries.
Another aspect I think is that we need to consider not I know we've talked a lot from the disability perspective, but the other needs of other students, specifically for students who have some form of caring responsibility, be it for either adult relatives or children, exam times can be incredibly difficult. If there is some sort of issue with your child at school and you have to go and pick them up but you had a 1 pm exam, you're going to miss that exam. Or if something happens along the way, on your way to the exam and you're a carer, then you might not be able to make it. And so trying to see if there's a way to work with people in order to have some form of afternoon exams or some way to make up exams, which is still upholding academic integrity policies, but is allowing students to effectively learn.
Another aspect I've thought a little bit about is self-efficacy in the classroom. And I think one of the biggest issues we see with students is that if they don't perform well on certain assignments, it can really lower motivation and a desire to learn further. And I see this specifically I can talk to my own personal experience on this one with looking at exams where there are large bulk exams. And by that I mean you have a 40% midterm and a 60% final. And when you have these large, bulked exams, it presents this issue if you do poorly on the midterm, there's very little way you can climb up long term, wam wise in the final because they're such large exams. As a result, it sort of results in the students thinking, "Well, why do I need to try? What's the point? If I've done poorly in the midterm, I'll just do poorly in the final."
So some ways that you can structure that could be examples of if you have the midterm and the final, if you do better in the midterm and, you know, you do alright in the final, take the average grade, but if you do a final exam and you did poorly in the midterm, you take the higher grade if you did better in the final. And that allows to show, especially if learning is continuous across the course instead of the midterm being a specific amount of time sorry, excuse me, specific topic area and then you move on to a different topic area, that allows students to actually demonstrate their learning long term.
REMY: Thank you very much. Yeah, I think you hit the nail on the head, especially when you mentioned carers in the conversation, because the reality is that UDL principles, applying them to our courses and in our learning, won't just benefit disabled students or disabled students who are registered with disability services who have been diagnosed, it will benefit everyone, right? And the sorts of things that we could do to implement that from the start is by just having a conversation with the students. Being proactive. Reach out to them before semester starts. See what actually benefits you with this. Have students who are registered with disability services, provide the sorts of assessments that are good for them, the sorts of things that aren't bad for them. Have an ongoing discussion throughout semester about what's working and what's not.
So like, for example, the final essay in one of my classes, which was an assessment that had been the criteria for it was changed four or five times over semester. Ended up eventually being a presentation. Now, I would have been fine with a presentation, but because it had been sprung on us so late in semester, I felt totally caught off guard, especially where I was suddenly preparing for other exams, like suddenly a sociology exam which, by the way, is something I feel like I've forgotten to mention is that a difficulty with exams is, especially if you're not great with them, is you try to practise a lot more for it to make up for that and then that makes the rest of your work drop down because you're trying so much harder to try to make sure that that goes well. But what would have avoided this whole catastrophe is if from day 1 the lecturer of that class had just talked to the class, said, "Hey, I'm worried about AI, I'm worried about these things and how I'm going to be able to assess your work. Let's have a conversation about how we can do that, about what would work for you guys. What would you guys like for that?" Yeah, I think that's just the easiest way to start and you can go from there. This is a very in many ways a very new thing. Most of us, or a lot of us haven't tried it before, but I think that's the best place to start.
VICTOR: I'm glad that the point was brought up earlier about co design and how would that work in an engineering or a STEM context. Myself, as an engineering student, obviously just speaking from my personal experience, I've found that people with a disability, people with care responsibilities, their resilience is much stronger than you actually think it is. They've come up with ways, in absence of supports, in supporting themselves and each other. And I think we'd be looking at what are they doing outside of contact hours? I would say in a lot of the engineering courses that I've done, I've found that my small community of people that I've worked with very closely throughout my entire degree, we've come up with ways in which we're finding ways to teach each other, making our learning more effective and efficient for us. In particular, I think when we were doing software related units we each person would be we would just delve quite deep into one concept and we would explore all facets of it ourselves and then we would teach each other. Another person would be doing something else similar and we'd teach each other those concepts. And I'm sure others would have come up with different ways to make their learning more effective. So it would be just talking and having an open conversation, what do you do in non-contact hours, and incorporating and learning from that, incorporating that into design.
I think the other thing about proactive inclusion is to look at the economic reality of most students. Most students now with or without a disability have to work. Most of them full time. In my work combined, I end up working close to full time and I have to study part time. And I think that's just the reality of it. And we get to this conversation about timetabling and for a lot of students the finalisation of their timetable just happens way too late and it creates massive disruptions in their work hours that they have to balance with their study hours. And I think we need to have a conversation around this and how do we actually move? I don't think this is really going to change, if I'm going to be honest. We have a brave new economic reality to face and we need to have an honest conversation about that.
GEMMA: We're sort of running out of time, so I'm going to combine the last two questions. I'll be brief, just so we can get to questions. The last two questions are really about how can we actually do and I hate the word consultation because I do co production and co design, so I hate it, but like universities use this term, student consultation. How are we going to do student consultation? And usually they're talking about using students as objects. And the last question was about, you know, what would your message be? So I'm guessing that your message is actually a little bit about this. So, yeah, if you would like to have that final comment.
VICTOR: We're returning to this point about resilience. And disabled students and students with care responsibilities have really found a way to make a community of their own and to support each other. At the University of Sydney, for undergraduates we have the Disabilities Collective and for postgraduates we have the Disability Inclusion Network. And we've really come together in the actual grassroots spaces to create solutions for each other in the absence of other solutions. So no matter at what university you are, there are groups of people out there who have a lot to say, and they have created solutions for each other, and I think it's absolutely worth listening to them and involving them in every step of the process.
At the University of Sydney the DIAP manager, Dan Smith, has been incredibly gracious, and knew to contact us and knew our voices should be elevated. I hear a lot of discourse about students as partners. I think that's what's always bugged me about this course. If students were not already partners, then what are they? Customers? So I think we need to go back to this idea in terms of at the level of governance that staff it's not just for students. The level of governance is since the 80s and 90s we've moved away from this model of collegiality of staff and students being actively involved in decision making, to a model of managerialism where a professional core of managers are the ones empowered because they have a certain skillset in making those decisions. I think what we've seen across every university is that there is discontent in this and often times it does not result in desirable outcomes.
REMY: I agree with pretty much everything you said just there. I think often there's this we're very lucky to be able to attend things like the DIAP meetings at our university, and we're very involved in disability services trying to push forward for better things for students on this campus. But not everywhere is quite so lucky. So I think often we see this tendency for universities to want to just like pick the most convenient, like, leader of disability on their campus or something, or like a very handpicked, selected committee of disabled representation for students that is just kind of going to be easy for the University. They're not going to ask the hard questions or put forward the hard answers. They're just going to try to go through maybe they're already having a great time at the university, perhaps, right?
Authentic meaningful consultation looks like fostering democratic spaces for disabled students and students in general. Having students come together in their space, in their communities and discuss with each other meaningfully what they want, and then put forward the representation that they decide for the University. And anything less than that you're always going to be fumbling around in the dark for the real answers about what students actually care about and what's actually going to be helping disabled students.
I think if I could sit down with educators, administrators and policy makers right now, I'd say exactly that. But I'd also say that we need to make sure that we're giving academics more than just training. We need to be giving them resources to actually be developing UDL. We need to not be cutting courses. We need to be making sure that lecturers aren't just the only person writing the whole course, but actually have like a team of people with them that they can work together with to develop something meaningful. They have the time to do it. It's no use if you have an expert, say, in UDL running a course but they have barely any time to even get breakfast in the morning because they're marking all their papers by themselves or anything. They're not going to be able to do anything meaningful for students. So we need to make sure that we're actually looking at not just the people who are teaching the courses, but how that's being facilitated, how are we giving them the best opportunity to provide the best experience for students in their learning.
SARAH: So I think Victor and Remy have put things very perfectly. My last thing I would just add is that I think the most important thing is to combat student shame around needing support. I find that oftentimes if I were to have a conversation with a student, I would describe my own issues, they would say, "Oh, I'm dealing with that too. Where do I go from this?" So I think sort of roping this altogether, student organisations having conversations just, you know, little yap over coffee, can help individuals realise (a) they're not alone and (b) what needs to change so student representatives can then go to universities and discuss what change is needed.
GEMMA: Amazing. Thank you everyone. So we have a few minutes for questions now. There's a question right up the back.
 Hey. I really enjoyed your presentation, thank you. I'm a student as well. I don't know exactly how I ended up here. Like, I'm registered with disability services for a physical disability, not a neurodivergence. What kind of accommodations could UDL be doing for people with physical disabilities? Because I feel like the neurodivergent or the learning type and the emotional type disabilities are getting a lot of airtime, which they really need, because it's been neglected. But what about your straight up physical disabilities, your chronic pain, your chronic fatigue, you can't walk, you've got problems with your muscles? I feel like that's now being neglected. And I know you guys are the ones who address that, so what do you guys do for that? Because I want to go back to my uni and back to our student services and deliver all this back to them. I want even more from you guys that I can then take back to my uni and say listen.
SARAH: I'll just make a really quick point, because I am not an expert in this area, but I think one of the biggest issues we might need more support around is distance learning options, especially in practical degrees. So one of the biggest barriers that I've encountered, and specifically in law, is that, "Well, it's a practical degree, so you need to have in student representation", and you'll talk with lawyers who have MS. I mean, they're not in the office every day. So and various universities like Macquarie offer distance learning options for students. So these options are available, but they're not being implemented at various universities.
REMY: Yeah, I have an example, an anecdotal example I can give for this about a student I was trying to help last year. They were a psychology student and they had chronic fatigue and a number of other disabilities, both psychological and physical that prevented them from coming into lectures as much as they would like to.
Now, for the psychology class they were taking, there were five lectures a week. They'd been given mandatory attendance to do that. No matter how much they talked to their lecturer, no matter how much they asked for consideration, the lecturer eventually finally gave in and said you can have consideration, but you have to apply individually for every single class you're going to miss, right. That's absurd. So I think distance learning is a big one. Just looking at more than just assessments is actually really vital, yeah, like not just the same thing happens with tutorials. So many people have loads of tutorials every week and they're often far more mandatory than lectures and it's the same deal. Like, many people, it's quite a lot of effort, more effort than jumping in your car or getting on the bus to come into uni, and it's not really considered all that much and there needs to be more.
GEMMA: Thank you for your question. Also as a person with a physical disability myself, too, I will say that, yeah, the UDL discussion often the word neurodiverse is used and it's great because I also have ADHD and I have researched neurodiversity but the broad spectrum of disabilities isn't necessarily always included. That's why, Sean, when you started with voice disorders I actually got a little bit teary. I was like, "Oh my God, I'm finally being talked about", because often when the University policy which then relates to, you know, national policy about, you know, attendance and whatever because in Australia we have TEQSA who says especially for international students they have to have a certain amount of face to face time, and then professional degrees as well. But when you get down to, like, what is UDL doing, most of the options that are put on the table are things that require a person to speak, like physically speak, and/or write physically, and/or go into a museum. This is the other thing, group assessments where you go into a museum, I sometimes use a walking stick, or walk around and do this and that, and then talk to your neighbour about that and the other thing. And then when I bring it up it's like, "Well, you would have an individual accommodation." So is it universal design if it's just for neurodivergent people? I don't think so, actually. So it is something we have to think about. But this is in the disability space it's all about competing disabilities sometimes. We're a very heterogenous group, right? You can't service all of us at once. That's not possible. How do we deal with that? Probably varied stuff. Any other questions?
I hope you don't mind, actually, I've got one from Slido. The chat in the Zoom has been really getting into what you guys have been saying so I I'll save it so I can send it to you all later. The most upvoted question from Slido says: your thoughts on the barriers facing students are so valuable. Thank you. Are there any examples you can share of good inclusive teaching practice you have encountered in your studies?
GEMMA: I'm going to pass that on because I won an award for inclusive teaching so I want to say my own, but no.
SARAH: One of the again, talking from a neurodivergent perspective, one of the inclusive teaching methods I found was quite helpful is to break up assignments into smaller bits. So for one of the classes we had to do a large final essay, and we had sort of a proposal/literature review to sort of get us started in that research. And I know one of the big issues with accommodations for and I can speak specifically for Sydney, but I hope maybe possibly it's the same for other universities, is that if you have ADHD, all they do is they give you an extension on an assignment, which if anyone who has ADHD and is trying to engage with topics that they find difficult, it's not really interest based learning, it's just urgency. And so I think one thing that I really valued about that assessment was that it allowed me to sort of take I don't want to say artificial deadlines, because they were hard deadlines, but it broke up the assignment into smaller segments and tasks that I could achieve reasonably within a specific amount of time.
Another sort of example is that I think a lot of people experienced this during the pandemic with distance learning. They were able to take so I've done degrees in the United States, the UK and now Australia. When I was in the UK they were doing attendance where it was a dual sort of in person for students who could attend in person right before they locked everyone down again, and then also for people who are online. And so that dual aspect is available for students who cannot come in and be physically in the classroom and I really appreciated how that was designed. It was at Kings College, specifically, but those are some really great examples of how courses can improve for various diverse learners.
Another
REMY: Yeah, I guess one that sticks in my brain quite a lot is I really like assessments that are kind of like ongoing. So like because I'm able to test things out, improve as I go along, I'm able to sort of figure out where I'm at in the semester and kind of tweak how I'm going with ready feedback, you know, which really does help me. So like discussion posts, for example, are something that really helps me. In one of my sociology classes, we had you have a choice of a discussion post a week, you only need to do five of them, and that will be like a certain percentage of your mark. It's really good because it means that if I'm struggling in any one week or any one day, then I can miss one. It's not going to affect me too much, or I can just attempt to do it. If I don't feel like it's that big a deal, then it's fine because only the highest five are going to contribute to the mark, right. So it's like it feels like it gives me every chance to improve and succeed and not be affected by any one day of the semester where I might be doing absolutely terribly or, for that matter, any one day where I might be doing far more wonderfully than I am doing. It's going to be a much more reflective mark of how I am as a student, I think.
VICTOR: You've basically said what I wanted to say, yes.
SAMANTHA: I'm afraid I think we're out of time.
GEMMA: Yeah, no worries. That's great.
SAMANTHA: If everyone could join me in thanking again our wonderful panel, Gemma Lucy Smart, Sarah Huffman, Remy Lebreton and Victor Zhang. Thank you so much.
