U] s SUBMISSION

29 October 2025

The Regional Universities Network (RUN) welcomes any opportunity to contribute to
discussions on the support, inclusion, and success of people living with disability in our higher
education system. This feedback responds to the Department of Education’s consultation
process: “Disability Support Fund: A sector-level approach to disability support and inclusion in
higher education”.

Regional universities play a crucial role in supporting the tertiary education needs of diverse
and traditionally underserved student cohorts, including students living with disability in
regional, rural, and remote Australia.

RUN is a national collaborative group of seven regional Australian universities:
* Charles Sturt University,
+  CQUniversity Australia,
+ Federation University Australia,
+ Southern Cross University,
* University of New England,
* University of Southern Queensland, and
* University of the Sunshine Coast.

This submission reflects the positions of RUN institutions, and in doing so, also aims to
represent the views of the communities which RUN universities serve; the one-third of
Australians who live outside of metropolitan centres in regional, rural and remote locations.

Overview

RUN supports the evolution of more strategic approaches to disability support in higher
education and welcomes the Government’s plans to substantially expand the size of the
Disability Support Fund (DSF). RUN recognises the benefits this additional investment will
inevitably bring to individual students living with disability, and to Australia’'s broader society.
RUN also acknowledges that an increase to the DSF of such magnitude would reasonably be
accompanied by heightened compliance and reporting obligations. However, it is essential
that the compliance and reporting obligations should be funded through the expansion of
funds. No provider should have to redirect already scarce funds from supporting teaching
and learning to meet additional compliance and reporting obligations. In the setting of
compliance and reporting obligations commensurate to an expansion of the DSF, RUN
would support a genuine, meaningful consultation process that appropriately seeks and
incorporates feedback from its intended participants: namely, students and student cohorts
living with disability, the universities they rely upon, and broader university communities of
stakeholders, including subject matter experts.

It is RUN's firm belief that this consultation process is neither genuine nor meaningful. The
rushed timelines and seemingly pre-determined outcomes signal a clear unwillingness to
authentically test ideas and incorporate suggested improvements from the end-users of the
DSF. There is simply not enough time granted to university stakeholders to consider and
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respond to the proposals in any meaningful way in consultation with their own university
communities. Nor would there be sufficient time for consideration of the received feedback
and to and incorporate process and design improvements in any meaningful way.

The outcomes of the proposals put forward will be highly consequential for students

living with a disability, and the universities they rely upon. It is crucial that such an

important framework is constructed properly in the first instance. This will avoid creating

an additional layer of unworkable and ineffective regulatory processes loaded with the
potential for unintended outcomes. RUN believes the approach to this consultation process
undermines, in totality, the formation of best practice policy design and implementation.
RUN recommends that a process of genuinely meaningful consultation with a broad range of
relevant stakeholders be undertaken. Notwithstanding this recommendation, RUN provides
feedback to various aspects of the proposal below.

Evidence-based activities, support and resources

RUN believes that aspects of the proposed evidence-based activities, supports, and resources
have merit. For instance, the proposed competency framework and capability toolkit would
be a welcome resource. Many of the current challenges in supporting students with disability
stem from constrained resources, as well as from limited staff capability and expertise

across institutions. The development of cross-institutional and cross-course support plans,
accommodations, and adjustments would also have merit, as would additional guidance

on supporting student transitions and promoting student self-advocacy. RUN urges further
consultation with a broad range of relevant stakeholders in the design of the proposed
evidence-based activities, supports and resources.

Regulatory obligations

RUN welcomes the expansion of the DSF and acknowledges the heightened compliance
and reporting obligations that would reasonably be expected to accompany such additional
investment.

RUN holds significant concerns, however, that much of the regulatory impost proposed

by this consultation is unnecessary and will disproportionately and unsustainably burden
smaller and regional universities. It is these universities who not only perform the sector’s
heavy lifting in supporting underrepresented student cohorts to succeed at university,

but who also have the least capacity to continue absorbing the accelerating magnitude of
unfunded regulatory burden without compromising student supports, experiences, and
opportunities. The regulatory impost proposed by this consultation will inevitably require
smaller and regional universities to divert resources away from the delivery of initiatives that
improve student experience, and towards the requisite system changes to acquit reporting
requirements.

While RUN will always support robust accountability and transparency arrangements, many
of the proposed requirements exist already under the HESA Threshold Standards and
Support for Students Policy legislation. RUN urges a more nuanced design of regulatory
obligations to avoid duplicative reporting requirements that otherwise divert the finite
resources of universities away from direct student support. Furthermore, RUN holds a
fundamental belief in preserving the autonomy and diversity of the providers who comprise
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our world class higher education system. RUN does not support overtly prescriptive
regulatory frameworks that push Australia’s universities further towards institutional
‘sameness’. Inevitably, this ‘sameness’ will come to resemble a metro-centric model of higher
education, which would be largely unfit for purpose in regional and peri-urban contexts.
Each university should have the flexibility to manage its consultative and decision-making
processes in ways that suit their unique cohorts, contexts, and social missions.

Eligibility criteria could reasonably require universities to demonstrate that people living with
a disability have been adequately consulted and involved in decisions and design of programs
but should not prescribe the granular detail of how each university achieves that outcome. An
effective national strategic approach is one that recognises that regional contexts are distinct
from those of metropolitan Australia and enables the flexibility of evidence-based initiatives
tailored to regional institutions. RUN urges a process of genuine consultation to inform the
additional compliance and reporting obligations of DSF allocations as to avoid unintended
outcomes that disproportionately impact upon the students and universities of regional
Australia.

Disability Governance Committee

RUN universities are highly inclusive institutions who value, encourage, and support the
inclusion of people living with a disability - be they students, staff, or university stakeholders
- in the governance and decision-making processes of their universities. While RUN supports
the broader aim of enhancing the agency and influence of people living with a disability in
higher education decision-making, RUN holds concerns with the design and practicalities of
the proposed Disability Governance Committee (DGC), particularly within regional contexts.
Regional institutions are typically smaller, geographically dispersed, and host student cohorts
who, when compared to metropolitan cohorts, are typically older and more likely to be
studying part-time, online, and have competing employment and family and/or caregiver
responsibilities. This creates much smaller pools of willing candidates with the requisite
skillsets to meet the prescribed requirements of the DGC. This has led to a perception
amongst regional universities that the design of the proposed DGC assumes a scaled,
metropolitan, face-to-face university model as default.

Additional clarity regarding the problem the DGC seeks to solve, that could not otherwise

be solved via the existing committee structures within a university is required. RUN believes
that existing committee structures could be more readily trained, adapted or represented to
effectively advise on the use of the DSF, or the design of Disability Action Plans. This would
extend to other related strategies to enhance the experience and outcomes of students
with disability. RUN recommends a genuine process of consultation with a broad range of
stakeholders be undertaken to inform the design of more effective models of practice.

Funding model

RUN urges consideration be given to providing DSF allocations in advance to support a

more strategic and proactive approach to the use of these funds. The current retrospective
acquittal process limits a university's capacity to plan and implement initiatives effectively.
Retrospective acquittal risks encouraging short-term, small-to-medium initiatives that can be
easily scoped, delivered, and evaluated within a single reporting cycle. This approach makes
it easy for universities to demonstrate that funding has been legitimately expended but can
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discourage the embedding of genuine, systemic change into business-as-usual operations.
Embedding activities is harder to measure and typically takes longer to show tangible
outcomes. RUN recommends further consultation on and consideration of the funding
mechanism, to minimise the risk of shifting investment in long-term transformation toward
activities that are more immediately reportable. RUN believes that the funding model should
enable real, lasting change while reducing the significant administrative burden associated
with retrospective acquittal processes.

A phased implementation

RUN welcomes the principle of a phased approach to implementation. A phased approach
will allow smaller and regional institutions additional opportunity to adapt to the changes
while minimising disruption. RUN recommends that the Department of Education
undertakes further consultation with relevant users and stakeholders to ensure unintended
consequences arising from an implementation regime are minimised.

For further information please contact the RUN Secretariat on +61 408 482 736 or at
info@run.edu.au.
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