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Slide 1: Acknowledgment of Country
We acknowledge the Pakana and Palawa people of Lutruwita, the traditional owners of the land upon which we live and work.
We pay respects to Elders past and present as the knowledge holders and sharers. We honour their strong culture and knowledges as vital to the self-determination, wellbeing and resilience of their communities.
We stand for a future that profoundly respects and acknowledges Aboriginal perspectives, culture, language and history.
Image: A fire burning in a large bowl-shaped vessel with the words 'plipatumila' and 'laykia' carved into the surrounding ground, symbolising connection to Country
Slide 2: What We’re Learning-Empowering Disability Services in Australian Higher Education.
Darlene McLennan ACSES Fellow
Image: Three people sitting around a table in a campus library with laptops and one person in in a wheelchair. University of Tasmania logo and ACSES and Curtin logos
Slide 3: Fellowship
This fellowship has examined how disability services in Australian universities can better support students with disability as demand grows. 
Image: Photograph of students sitting in a row at a desk, engaged in writing and using laptops and tablets.
Slide 4: Students with Disability in Australian Universities
· 98,061 domestic undergraduate students identified as having a disability in 2024
· That's 13.5% of all undergraduates
· Numbers have more than doubled since 2012 (from ~46,500 to nearly 100,000)
· Rates vary significantly across universities — from 5.1% to 23.3% depending on the institution
Reference: ACSES Data Program. (2025). Students with disability in Australian higher education: Analysis of 2024 data (2025 update). Australian Centre for Student Equity and Success (ACSES), Perth: Curtin University. ISBN 978-0-646-70241-4
Slide 5: Drivers for Change 
Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Exploitation of People with Disability
Autism strategy
Universities accord
Disability Discrimination Act review
Higher Education Standards Framework consultation
Higher Education Disability Roundtable
Increase funding DSF, NPP & CBF
Reporting – Student Support Policy
Slide 6 
New Oversight and accountability 
Australian Tertiary Education Commission
National Student Ombudsman Office
Slide 7: Setting the scene
Students with Disabilities: Code of Practice for Australian Tertiary Institutions – 1998
Professionalising Disability Services in Tertiary Education – 2002
Universities Australia (AVCC) Guidelines relating to Students with a Disability – 2006
ATEND Members Professional Standards of Practice and Code of Ethics 2013
Links
https://www.adcet.edu.au/resource/7014/students-with-disabilities-code-of-practice-for-australian-tertiary-institutions https://www.adcet.edu.au/resource/4834/pathways-6-professionalising-disability-services  https://www.adcet.edu.au/resource/5351/universities-australia-avcc-guidelines-relating-to-students-with-a-disability-2006 https://www.atend.com.au/membership 
Slide 8: How we collected the evidence 
Manager Survey
Student and Practitioners Survey
In-depth Interviews
Workshops
Slide 9: Data and Insights Collected 
Manager survey: ~90% response rate, collecting data on service operations, leadership, effectiveness, and practitioner/staff capacity and capabilities
Practitioner and student survey: 220+ responses on student experiences of support provision and practitioner experiences of working contexts and professional development
In-depth practitioner and student interviews
Workshops and engagement: connecting with over 80 participants across several workshops + other stakeholder engagement
Overseen by an advisory group
Slide 10: Student Experience
Image: two young students seating on an outside bench at a campus with laptops opened looking happy 
Slide 11: The documentation burden falls hardest on those least able to carry it
Quotes 
"The executive function of that is so hard. Like I need assistance and adaptions in actually getting these forms filled out."
"I have to get a specialist, my doctor, or psychiatrist or psychologist to write down, fill out a complete document of everything I need for my uni study... by someone who has no idea what someone in a university needs or is even available."
Slide 12: The documentation burden falls hardest on those least able to carry it cont…
"I have diabetes. You know that that's not a temporary thing. Like I've had it since I was seven, please."
"In the city I am studying, the wait lists are so incredibly long. You can be waiting years... some people just can't afford it. So they just don't."
Slide 13: Students often don't know what support is available, or what to ask for
"There's no parameters of what help is available. I have no idea what to ask... I've never done an exam, so I can't anticipate what I might struggle with until I'm already struggling with it."
"What can I ask for? What is the most I can get? What is the least I can get? What do people in my situation typically get? I had no idea."
Slide 14: The burden of self-advocacy falls on students who are already stretched
"Having to send four emails every semester feels like an extra task that my peers don't have to do."
"I had my extensions knocked back... every appeal was found in my favour, but it was not a pleasant experience, and I had to again provide details and justify my disability."
Slide 15: Computer says no!
"They essentially just say, no, I don't think so... there is no mechanism at the university to make them follow it."
"One academic... takes it upon themselves to decide which adjustments are needed and which ones are not. 'Well, you don't need that one, do you?'
Slide 16: Experience varies enormously between institutions, and between practitioners at the same institution
Student quote:
"Adjustments at one university were called 'unrealistic' at another."
Student quote:
"Someone will have the same condition, but one person will get 10 minutes because they only asked for 10 minutes, and another will get 20 minutes because they asked for 20. But they should have the same."
Slide 17: Ableism in Universities
Student quote:
"I think that they think you can either hack it at university, but it should be exclusive, and disabled people fall outside of that exclusivity. And the more accommodations they give, the less exclusive and less hard or rigorous university becomes."
Student quote:
"I was once told by a unit chair that she despises disability support plans because 'You Gen Z'ers can't handle your anxiety because you didn't get your matcha latte this morning. Grow up and live in the real world!'"
Slide 18: What Disability Practitioners Told Us -“We’re seen as more advisors rather than knowledge holders”
Image: Photograph of two people engaged in a conversation in a modern office setting with white cabinets and red binders in the background. One person is gesturing with their hand while the other takes notes on a tablet, indicating a discussion or interview.
Slide 19: Practitioners Are Caught Between the Values They Hold and the Systems They Operate In
Practitioner quote:
"We try to be strengths-based, but then we ask students to provide all this documentation that's all deficit-based. And so you're constantly doing this flip-flop."
Practitioner quote:
"We definitely still sit in the medical model with this aspect of our service delivery. However, when we conduct an appointment we very much ask about impact, not about diagnosis, so I guess we try and steer clear of medical type questions and explore the functional impact and student needs."
Slide 20: Documentation Is the Thing Practitioners Most Struggle to Justify
Practitioner quote:
"When it comes to the medical documentation, I usually frame that as, 'I'm not doubting what you're telling me in any way. But in order for us to best support you, we do need some information in writing.' And people are fine with that. I guess the ones that are not fine with it, we probably don't see."
Practitioner quote:
"We ask for supporting documentation but are quite flexible about what the documentation can be. Students don't need a diagnosis. We make our own decision on the adjustments."
Slide 21: Academics Are the Biggest Obstacle Practitioners Face
Practitioner quote:
"ADHD, for example, some unit coordinators get really annoyed with that, and they say, 'Oh, well, if they know they struggle with time, why don't they just start a week earlier?'"
Practitioner quote:
"Academic staff will say they are supportive of students with disability but then complain about resourcing to implement adjustments."
Slide 22: Other themes
Advocacy Tension
Practitioners often feel caught between what a student needs and the limits of their role. Many want to advocate more actively but are constrained by professional boundaries or simply by not having enough time.
Professional Recognition
Practitioners come from varied backgrounds such as social work, education and health, but the role lacks a shared professional identity. Many feel their expertise is not recognised by their institution.
Workload and Under-Resourcing
High student numbers, under-resourced teams, and high staff turnover. Participants describe this as a sector-wide issue, linked to staff feeling undervalued and overstretched.
Slide 23: Refining the Ideas
Image: Diagram: A circular diagram showing three interconnected segments representing the three levels at which the fellowship's outputs are aimed: Service (Benchmarking), Institution (Value and Levers for Change), and Individual (Professionalisation).
The fellowship's work is organised around three areas of focus that operate at different levels: service, institution, and individual practitioner.
Slide 24: Disability Services Toolkit
The toolkit being developed includes the following components:
1. The Numbers Game
1. Service Standards or Good Practice Guide
1. Service Benchmarking
1. Moderation
1. Student Voice

Image: Photograph of two people seated in a  room , engaged in conversation or a counselling session. One person wears a purple shirt and black pants, while the other wears a blue shirt and orange pants, holding a tablet or notebook, with framed artwork and a wooden desk visible.
Slide 25: Professional Standards and Professionalisation
A professional standards framework for disability practitioners is being developed through the following process:
1. Drafted from survey insights on the skills and attributes practitioners consider most important
1. Refined in consultation with practitioners, managers, and students
1. Consultation workshops held across the sector
1. Professional Development framework being developed alongside the standards
Image: Photograph of a counselling session showing a woman sitting cross-legged on a couch holding a glass of water while talking to a professional seated opposite her with a clipboard
Slide 26: Next Steps
1. Progressing the development of practitioner professional standards through testing workshops
1. Consulting on and finalising the professional development framework
1. Benchmarking: developing, consulting and testing
1. Final report due April 2026
Image: Photograph of two women engaged in a conversation in an office setting, with one woman sitting behind a desk and the other seated across from her.
Slide 27:
Thank you, Any questions
Contact details 
Contact Details
Darlene McLennan
Email: Darlene.McLennan@utas.edu.au
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