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Abstract 
This paper reports on a faculty-wide investigation into the experiences of students requir-
ing academic accommodations due to disability. Underpinned by the social model of dis-
ability and acceptance that universal design benefits the entire community, this study was 
conducted at a leading Australian university. A mixed methods approach was used to exam-
ine each of the three standard accommodations available: assignment extension, special 
consideration, and academic adjustment plans. Students living with disability were able to 
self-identify and to share their experiences relating to these procedures. As a result, data 
from 493 student survey responses and 9 subsequent follow-on interviews were analysed. 
At the same time, 10 disability support staff were asked about barriers and enablers faced 
by students. It was found that most students requiring assistance due to disability, identified 
as having a ‘hidden’ disability (learning, cognition or psychiatric conditions). It was also 
found that accommodations most often related to assessment. While students were most 
satisfied with academic adjustment plans developed with the support staff, self-perceived 
notions of stigma associated with disability negatively impacted upon interactions with 
peers and teaching staff. This study contributes to an emerging body of literature which 
considers the potential impact universal design might have on the student experience. It is 
argued that findings are particularly relevant as educators re-imagine university learning 
and teaching for a post-COVID world.
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Introduction

The aim of this study was to better understand the academic needs of university students 
living with disability so learning and teaching might be designed in a more inclusive 
manner. Since the provision of support services relies heavily on students self-reporting 
disability, debate continues as to how universities might best anticipate their needs (Col-
lins et al., 2019). While universal design (CUD, 1997) is increasingly put forward as a 
promising approach (Dallas et  al., 2016; Fleet & Kondrashov, 2019; Griful-Freixenet 
et  al., 2017), there is sparse evidence as to its impact on the student experience (Rao 
et al., 2014; Al-Azawei et al., 2016) and little practical advice regarding implementation 
(Kimball et al., 2016).

With that in mind, this study draws on both the student voice and expertise of dis-
ability support staff to further the conversation. Based on a socially responsive model of 
disability, comments offered by both groups of participants are presented within a uni-
versal design framework. While this infers practical actions for designers and educators, 
it is argued that cultural change is needed in order to reach a sustainable approach to 
disability and inclusive practice more broadly (Lawrie et al., 2017). It is also proffered 
that such change is timely given an increasingly diverse student cohort and expanding 
technological options. By way of contribution, this paper provides support for curricu-
lum designers to embed such strategies proactively rather than relying on reasonable 
adjustments to address issues relating to disability.

Disability within Australian universities

University student cohorts are becoming increasingly diverse. This includes more stu-
dents who are living with disability. Universities Australia’s 2019 annual snapshot 
reported an increase of 123% in the number of undergraduate domestic students with 
disability between the years of 2008 and 2017 (UA, 2019). Such trends are not unique 
to Australia (de Cesarei, 2015; De Los Santos et al., 2019). In the USA, 11.1% of under-
graduate students identified as living with disability during the 2011–2012 enrolment 
period. That increased to 19.4% during 2015–2016 (Snyder et al., 2019), while in Eng-
land, the number of students with a known disability increased 36% between the aca-
demic years of 2014–2015 and 2018–2019 (Hubble & Bolton, 2020).

Legislation including the Disability Standards for Education 2005 (Cth) specifically 
supports Australians with disability to participate in higher education. Institutional 
responses to such legislation can be found in disability action plans (DAPs) published 
by Australian universities. While DAPs vary in detail, they point to the university’s 
legal responsibility of safeguarding the rights of those (students, staff, visitors) living 
with disability. DAPs often feature the institution’s aspirations toward inclusive prac-
tice, describing such intentions as a shared value within their community. At the same 
time, these plans outline the actions individual students should take if they encounter 
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academic difficulties due to disability. According to s. 3.4 of the Disability Standards 
for Education 2005 (Cth), this includes disclosure of disability by the student, identify-
ing a reasonable adjustment,1 and finally applying that to their study in the form of an 
academic adjustment plan.

Despite these efforts, it can be argued that Australian universities have an unclear view 
as to the academic challenges students living with disability face. This stance is supported 
by the generally held belief that disability is under-reported (Brett, 2016; Grimes et  al., 
2021) and criticism of a reporting mechanism which relies on simplified outdated classifi-
cations of disability (Pitman et al., 2021).

To examine these ideas, this study was conducted at a large Australian university made 
up of metropolitan and rural campuses. It was situated within a faculty comprising of 
four schools. Those schools offer a range of undergraduate and postgraduate degrees in a 
variety of disciplines. Many subjects include students from outside the faculty while also 
attracting a large percentage of international students. At an institutional level, all students 
may seek assistance through a centralised disability support unit. Because of these factors, 
both the student perspective and professional insights offered by disability support staff 
were expected to represent a wide range of experiences. At the same time, this setting may 
be considered representative of many universities. As such, findings could apply to various 
faculties within Australian universities and potentially those overseas.

Literature review

Reasonable adjustments (e.g., as documented within an academic adjustment plan) are an 
important element in the provision of equitable learning and teaching, but they are indeed 
responsive to a student’s request. Because of this, both the student perspective and the aca-
demic culture are commonly examined. The literature points to several challenges facing 
universities as they address the issue of disability. This includes the complex motivations 
behind student disclosure (Ehlinger & Ropers, 2020; Kent et al., 2018), a lack of awareness 
among teaching staff (Huss & Eastep, 2016; Podlucká, 2020; Sniatecki et al., 2015), and 
shortcomings within curriculum design (Everett & Oswald, 2018; Rao et al., 2015).

The student’s disclosure of disability to their university is a highly personal choice, and 
one which undoubtedly changes over time (Aquino & Bittinger, 2019). As such, it is under-
standable that disability is under-reported (Brett, 2016). One explanation is that students 
are simply unaware of relevant services (Kent et al., 2018; Toutain, 2019). Such unfamili-
arity with university procedures is a minor factor, as researchers claim there are darker 
motives at play. This includes the fear of stigma associated with disability (Black et  al., 
2015; Cage et al., 2020; Kent et al., 2018); low self-worth (de Cesarei, 2015); uncomfort-
able feelings around sharing information; lack of experience in self-advocacy (Lightner, 
et al., 2012); belief a disability would not meet the threshold needed for support (Couzens 
et al., 2015); the inability to produce appropriate documentation (Toutain, 2019); antici-
pation that disclosure will not be of benefit; or fear of discrimination (Cage et al., 2020; 
Couzens et al., 2015; de Cesarei, 2015; Strnadová et al., 2015).

1 As defined by the Disability Standards for Education 2005 (Cth), a reasonable adjustment is a measure or 
action (or a group of measures or actions) taken by an education provider that has the effect of assisting a 
student with a disability.
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Such negative emotions reflect the historically ableist culture of universities (Brown & 
Ramlackhan, 2021) while also speaking to the power teaching staff possess. Due to their 
positions of authority and regular interactions with students, teaching staff are well posi-
tioned to become change agents within universities striving to be more inclusive (Ehlinger 
et al., 2020; Moriña et al., 2020). Yet it is acknowledged they may lack such skills and are 
often unaware of disability issues (Fleming et al., 2017; Sandoval et al., 2020). As such, 
related professional development for teaching staff is easily justified (Huss & Eastep, 2016; 
Rodesiler & McGuire, 2015; Sniatecki et  al., 2015). It is also argued that teaching staff 
and curriculum developers should be better supported to create inclusive learning materials 
(Dallas et al., 2016; Fleet & Kondrashov, 2019) with universal design commonly referred 
to as a framework for such efforts (Grier-Reed & Williams-Wengerd, 2018; Hitch et  al., 
2015).

Theoretical background

This study draws on the social model of disability and universal design as theoretical 
frameworks, both of which are briefly discussed in this section.

The social model of disability

Disability is a shifting social construct. Today, the social model of disability (Oliver, 1986) 
is widely accepted. Based on the belief that society should be organised in such a way so 
as to include all people regardless of ability, it describes impairment only as a difference. 
As such, the responsibility of removing barriers faced by people with disability belongs to 
society (Oliver & Barnes, 2012). This is in sharp contrast to other more traditional models, 
such as the medical model, which sees disability as a ‘medical problem’ residing in the 
individual, and as a result should be dealt with on an individual basis (Evans et al., 2017).

Universal design

With origins in architectural design, the aim of universal design is to create ‘products and 
environments to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need 
for adaptation or specialised design’ (CUD, 1997). Such a mindset proactively considers 
the barriers and enablers resulting from diverse populations and by doing so provides solu-
tions which benefit the entire community. Examples of this can be found in everyday situ-
ations such as public entry ways which accommodate mobility scooters. These spaces may 
also assist parents with young children or someone pushing a trolley, while others easily 
use the space as well.

This study subscribes to the notion that those designing university learning and teaching 
could take a similar approach. In fact, universal design has been adapted for various educa-
tional settings over the years. One such example is universal design for instruction (UDI) 
(Scott et al., 2003), which is considered particularly relevant for higher education. While 
successful physical design applications might be encouraging to educators, this study 
also recognises that universal design does not promise to address all needs. Rather it is a 
pedagogical model encouraging reflective practice for those wishing to foster an inclusive 
learning environment (McGuire et al., 2006).
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Research questions

The questions for this research were:
What academic accommodations are required for students with disability? With 

respect to the universal design process, how can these types of academic accommoda-
tions be influenced?

Research design

To investigate the above questions, a mixed methods approach was employed, specifi-
cally an embedded design with an emphasis on qualitative data, as shown in Fig. 1. The 
intention of this research design  was to  present narratives of those experiencing dis-
ability within a university setting and by doing so, address a critical silence within this 
population (Seale, 2014). As such, importance was placed on participation from both 
the students requiring academic accommodations due to disability and the professionals 
supporting them, in this instance the Disability Support Unit (DSU) staff members.

As students require academic accommodations for reasons other than disability, a 
faculty-wide student survey was used to position this need. The survey provided the 
mechanism for students to self-identify and to indicate the type(s) of accommodations 
required. This was complemented by semi-structured student and DSU staff interviews 
with themes drawing on the broader concepts of barriers and enablers. It was hoped that 
collectively the responses would describe the effectiveness of academic accommoda-
tions provided to students with disability and in doing so identify opportunities for cur-
riculum improvements.

The faculty‑wide online student survey

Student participants were recruited for this study via school-wide emails. The email 
message included a link to the online survey. Along with the reasons stated earlier, this 
had the potential of including those not registered with the DSU yet still living with dis-
ability. The survey sought responses relating to 3 standard academic accommodations 
offered to students (see Appendix 1). These included (1) assignment extensions regu-
larly granted by teaching staff, (2) special consideration regarding the student’s ability 
to complete an assessment such as an exam, and (3) academic adjustment plans which 
are co-created by students and DSU staff.

Fig. 1  Embedded research design
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If students attempted the survey but did not report having received any of these 
accommodations, they were automatically exited from the survey. At the conclusion of 
the survey, students were asked about their willingness to be interviewed. Those who 
volunteered were considered by the research team based upon the relevance of their 
survey responses. Such responses pointed to disability as a motive for seeking academic 
accommodation(s).

Student interviews

Purposive sampling (Barratt et al., 2015) was employed to select interviewees from the list 
of willing participants. These students had described disability as an influencing factor in 
their request for an assignment extension, special consideration, or an academic adjustment 
plan. The interviews allowed students to speak about their agency as an adult learner and 
to offer suggestions as to what might be improved at the school, faculty, or university level 
(see Appendix 2). Transcripts were provided to all interviewees for accuracy checking, as 
recommended by Creswell and Miller (2000).

Student participation

Table 1 illustrates overall student participation through the faculty-wide student survey and 
individual semi-structured interviews. Although 2,075 students began the survey, only 513 
(25%) indicated they had indeed received one or more accommodation. The other 1,562 
(75%) students were automatically exited from the survey. Within those who had received 
an academic accommodation, 20 (4%) did not specify which type and as a result were also 
excluded. Ultimately, data from 493 students were analysed.

Staff participation

Following consultation with the DSU Manager, staff participated in two group interviews, 
each lasting approximately 90 min. The first interview focussed on barriers faced by stu-
dents with disability, while the second addressed enablers. Ten DSU staff attended both 
interviews with two staff volunteering for additional individual interviews (see Appendix 

Table 1  Student participation in this study

Description N Percentage

of N of n1 of n2 of n3 of n4 of n5

Total respondents 2075
n1 accommodation recipients 513 25%
n2 included in analysis 493 23.8% 96%
n3 interested in interview 106 5.1% 20.7% 22%
n4 prioritised for interview 38 1.8% 7.4% 7.7% 36%
n5 agreed to interview 10 0.5% 1.9% 2.0% 9.4% 26%
n6 total interviewed 9 0.4% 1.8% 1.8% 8.5% 23.7% 90%
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3). Once again, individual interviewees received transcripts for member checking (Creswell 
& Miller, 2000).

Data interpretation

Inductive analysis was used to interpret the student survey and all interview transcripts. 
This allowed themes to emerge from the frequent and dominant patterns inherent in the raw 
data (Thomas, 2006). As part of this process, interview comments from both participant 
groups were aligned to the 9 principles of UDI (Scott et al., 2003). As well as providing a 
more detailed view of the student experience, this structure provided a way to identify fur-
ther actions. In addition, the viability of framing faculty or even university-wide strategies 
around UDI might be considered.

Coding

A coding framework was developed because several of the questions gathered qualitative 
data (please see Table 2 Survey coding matrix). Coding for disability was undertaken using 
several agreed upon trigger words. For example, the code ‘Disability-Mental Health’ was 
triggered by responses containing any of the following words: mental, anxiety, mood disor-
der, or depression. Responses were further coded by the number of adjustments a respond-
ent accessed, the number of reasons, called ‘events’ for requiring accommodations, the per-
son directly affected by the event (respondent, family member, other), and the nature of the 
event (acute, chronic, or unspecified). Using Pivot Tables in MS Excel allowed the team to 
summarise, sort, group, count, and average the data.

Findings

This study sought to identify what academic accommodations were required by students 
living with disability and to consider whether a universal design approach might influence 
that need. Findings are presented for each of the accommodations under consideration 
(assignment extension, special consideration, and academic adjustment plans) with inter-
view responses aligned to universal design principles.

Table 2  Survey coding matrix

Disability Event Nature of event Subject of event Number 
of events

Mental Death Acute Person 1
Physical Illness Chronic Family 2
Learning Technology Unspecified Friend 3
Unspecified Group Other

Elite athlete Unspecified
Ineligible
MISC
Unspecified
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The majority of respondents were between 18 and 25 years of age (87%), with 10% 
being between 26 and 35 years, 2% between 36 and 45 years, and only 1% over 45 years 
of age. As shown in Fig. 2, of the 493 student responses analysed, 103 (21%) reported 

Fig. 2  Breakdown of academic accommodations. Note: AAP academic adjustment plan, Ext assignment 
extension, SC special consideration. AAP n = 90; Ext n = 103; Ext and AAP n = 9; Ext and SC n = 40; Ext, 
SC, and AAP n = 29; SC n = 199; SC and AAP n = 23

Fig. 3  Reasons students seek assignment extensions. Note: Health n = 85, ineligible n = 34, other n = 22, 
death n = 9, disability n = 31
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receiving a combination of accommodations. In situations where only one of the three 
options had been selected, special consideration was by far the most common.

Assignment extensions

As shown in Fig. 3, it was found that almost half of the assignment extension requests were 
due to health reasons, although it is important to note that assignment extensions could not 

Fig. 4  Reasons students seek special consideration. Note: Health n = 152, death n = 10, disability n = 36, 
and other n = 40

Fig. 5  Reasons students seek academic adjustment plans. Note: Of the 151 students requiring academic 
adjustment plans, their needs fell into the following categories: assessment n = 50, learning materials n = 11, 
lectures n = 10, group work n = 10, tutorials n = 24, attendance n = 29, and other n = 17
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always be granted due to the teaching strategies such as ongoing weekly quizzes or in-class 
events. Such cases are noted as ‘ineligible’.

Special consideration

This procedure is intended to ensure assessment considers circumstances that adversely 
impact a student’s ability to complete that task. It is typically used for final exams. As 
shown in Fig. 4, the primary motive was once again health related.

Academic adjustment plans

In terms of academic adjustment plans, students were given standard categories to select 
from with the option of providing additional information. As shown in Fig. 5, assessment 
was the most common motivation. In these cases, students commented that their plan 
involved such things as alternative exams and assignment extensions.

Student attitudes regarding the effectiveness of academic accommodations

When asked whether the academic accommodation met their needs, students had very 
similar feelings toward assignment extensions and special consideration, with positive out-
comes reported by 77% and 78% of participants respectively. In both cases, 18% of students 
felt unsure as to whether their needs were met, while 5% felt assignment extensions were 
not helpful, and 4% said the same about special consideration. Complaints largely focussed 
on administrative processes and teaching staff being unaware of procedures. Students were 
more satisfied and decisive when it came to academic adjustment plans, with 93% stating 
their needs were met. The remaining 7% felt their needs were not met. Again, within the 
small number of students reporting dissatisfaction, administration problems were cited.

Interview responses as they relate to universal design of instruction principles

The following section presents responses from students and DSU staff as they relate to 
each of the 9 UDI principles defined below (Scott et  al., 2003). Quotes from students 
are in response to questions about challenges relating to disability, strategies that helped 
them achieve academically, or suggestions to increase the accessibility of their course (see 
Appendix 2). Quotes from DSU staff are in response to questions about barriers and ena-
blers faced by students (see Appendix 3).

1. Equitable use

Definition: Instruction is designed to be useful to and accessible by people with diverse 
abilities. Provide the same means of use for all students; identical whenever possible, 
equivalent when not (Scott et al., 2003).

DSU staff requested all materials given students in face-to-face settings also be placed 
online. This addresses issues of mobility and sensory loss while assisting students who 
cannot attend classes for a variety of reasons. The issue of costly supplementary study 
materials was also raised by staff. Claiming finance is often an issue for students with long-
term health issues, they ask that such materials be made freely available online.
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2. Flexibility in use

Definition: Instruction is designed to accommodate a wide range of individual abili-
ties. Provide choice in both instructional methods and learning experiences (Scott et al., 
2003).

The DSU staff credited lecture recordings for providing flexibility as well as equity. 
They noted that some students attend lectures but may not take in information due to con-
ditions such as anxiety. Similarly, a student with traumatic stress disorder commented:

…I would force myself to go to classes. But you may as well not be there because 
you’re [not] learning about content, you’re sitting there trying to convince yourself 
that you’re not in any danger, which is horrible.

Another student remarked:

There’s this massive conception that... you’re too lazy to show up. I want to show 
up. I love face-to-face learning. I would much rather be in a room with someone 
than do stuff over the internet. But sometimes that’s just not how it’s gonna work.

Offering individual flexibility within group work was seen as challenging by the DSU 
team, with one staff member commenting:

For those who have anxiety or depression or medications or chemo, they can be... 
as an example, unreliable to the group around them. The whole point is that we 
don’t ever want them to be in a position where they’re impacting other students. 
That doesn’t do anything for our cause of normalizing and acceptance.

Similarly a student sharing experiences of hidden disability commented:

… especially when you’re working in a group… because of the stigma, and there 
is definitely still a stigma. Especially for problems that are not outrightly open.

3. Simple and intuitive

Definition: Instruction is designed in a straightforward and predictable manner, 
regardless of the students’ experience, knowledge, language skills, or current concen-
tration level. Eliminate unnecessary complexity (Scott et al., 2003).

A student with ADHD (attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder) said that being able 
to take small quizzes throughout the semester helped him monitor progress and stay up 
to date. Another student voiced appreciation for well-organised learning management 
system (LMS) sites, preloaded with learning materials:

I’m doing statistics and maths and they give at the start of the year all the lecture 
slides plus a summary sheet for each week which contains all the content for that 
week with titles and all the formulas and just all the content in like, a summarised 
form. That’s so helpful for me.

These comments align with requests from DSU staff regarding LMS use. Claim-
ing that inconsistency is compounded by disability, they ask for standardisation within 
teaching sites.
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4. Perceptible information

Definition: Instruction is designed so that necessary information is communicated 
effectively to the student, regardless of ambient conditions or the student’s sensory abil-
ities (Scott et al., 2003).

While the DSU team reported problems with learning materials such as blurry pho-
tos, poor colour choices, and non-compliance with WCAG (web content accessibility 
guidelines) standards, they also spoke of the potentially labour-intensive creation of 
alternative formats, especially video captioning and transcripts.

5. Tolerance for errors

Definition: Instruction anticipates variation in individual student learning pace and 
prerequisite skills (Scott et al., 2003).

In terms of addressing this principle, both students and DSU staff spoke about the 
value of providing past exam questions and self-assessment through means such as 
ungraded multiple choice quizzes. This is also seen as a way to foster exam-prepared-
ness. One DSU staff commented:

Let’s focus more on preparing students to take exams – how to get them ready so 
they aren’t sick from stress on the day.

Another staff member added:

Exams affect them, whether it’s mental health, whether it’s neuro differences. And 
you know what? It’s a hell of a [thing] every faculty has exams of some descrip-
tion, but the majority have options for those who can’t or are not best assessed 
under those conditions.

6. Low physical effort

Definition: Instruction is designed to minimize nonessential physical effort in 
order to allow maximum attention to learning. This includes not only the physical 
efforts but also the energy that goes into cognitive and decoding tasks (Scott et al., 
2003).

Students interviewed had few complaints about physical teaching spaces, although 
both DSU staff and a student with mobility issues commented on challenges faced with 
back-to-back classes occurring at opposite ends of the campus. When it came to stu-
dents’ cognitive energy and the decoding of tasks, the DSU team spoke about the use-
fulness of assessment rubrics to make expectations clear:

Academics and even different tutors may interpret assignment tasks differently 
from each other. Students get confused, but the tutor says ‘I’m the one marking 
this’. Ambiguity is difficult for those with cognitive issues. This sort of thing may 
waste a lot of the student’s time.
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7. Size and space for approach and use

Definition: Instruction is designed with consideration for appropriate size and space 
for approach, reach, manipulations, and use regardless of a student’s body size, pos-
ture, mobility, and communication needs (Scott et al., 2003).

The DSU staff commented that large examination settings can overwhelm students. 
They reported that in some instances, students spend a considerable amount of time deal-
ing with the anxiety brought on by the setting itself. It was suggested that making students 
aware of their exam conditions would be helpful.

8. Community of learners

Definition: The instructional environment promotes interaction and communication 
among students and between students and faculty (Scott et al., 2003).

Throughout the interviews comments often aligned to this principle. Issues such as class 
size, the student’s perception of teaching staff, perceived stigma associated with disability, 
and whether the student was an undergraduate or postgraduate all impacted upon peer and 
student-to-teacher interactions. One student remarked:

I’ve felt lesser than my counterparts because of the disability. I’ve felt that I am being 
judged as someone who’s taking advantage or who is just not putting in an effort, 
because others don’t understand my disability.

The DSU team noted that students may not wish to share an academic adjustment plan 
with teaching staff. This was consistent with comments from students, for example:

If you do [course name] you can get up to 400 students in the same year level, doing 
the same subject and I just wasn’t sure how to approach them because I feel like, 
well, they don’t know me anyway. Like, they’re not gonna remember me, so is there 
really a point in saying this? But I suppose I would do that differently now.

9. Instructional climate

Definition: Instruction is designed to be welcoming and inclusive. High expectations are 
espoused for all students (Scott et al., 2003).

Elements of this principle also repeated throughout the interviews. While students felt 
high academic standards are consistently expected, they reported various experiences 
regarding the instructional climate. This was largely due to assumptions as to how others 
viewed them:

There is definitely an issue because students don’t understand, and when the [teach-
ing staff] aren’t supportive… it becomes even more difficult…you have everyone 
judging you, including the [teacher] who doesn’t seem to take it seriously, then that’s 
bad. But on the other hand... A lot of [teaching staff] are very understanding, and 
they go out of their way to help you.
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Summary of findings

Assessment is the main reason students who participated in this study sought academic 
accommodations. These accommodations were most often addressed through special con-
sideration. However, the academic adjustment plans created with DSU staff were seen 
as more successful than assignment extensions or special consideration when it came to 
addressing barriers resulting from disability.

Hidden disability was a growing concern among staff, while students reported health 
(mental or physical) as the main factor driving such requests. Although students rated the 
services of DSU highly, notions of stigma associated with hidden disability impacted nega-
tively on their interactions with peers and teaching staff. The need to reduce this stigma 
is further supported by interview responses echoing the importance of an inclusive envi-
ronment and sense of learning community, two design principles emphasised by the Scott 
et al. (2003) UDI framework.

Discussion

Findings from this study confirmed the need for academic accommodations to better serve 
university students living with disability. It also concurs with previous studies acknowledg-
ing the complexities associated with providing such services (Fossey et al., 2017). While 
student attitudes regarding accommodations offered by disability support staff were largely 
positive, broader cultural factors such as self-perceived stigma, administrative processes, 
or attitudes of teaching staff, influenced the student experience. As such, recommendations 
from students and staff as to how learning and teaching might be more inclusive point to 
various stakeholders within the university. Because of this, it is suggested institution-wide 
approaches be considered (Lawrie et al., 2017).

This study commenced at a time when the vast majority of student participants were 
expected to attend on-campus classes. Since then, COVID-19 has forced many Australian 
universities online with subsequent efforts made to simultaneously teach local and remote 
students. While universities might have inched toward similar initiatives in past, it is pre-
dicted that such hybrid modes of instruction, are now permanent fixtures (Krishnamurthy, 
2020). Practices resulting from this dramatic change have aligned with themes emerging in 
this study. They include recommendations such as the need for improved and strengthened 
hybrid delivery models, efficient use of educational technologies, re-imagining of assess-
ment strategies, and a heightened awareness of student mental health.

Educators are beginning to critique COVID-responsive teaching practice as expertise 
in this area grows (Garris & Fleck, 2020). While lessons can be learned from decades of 
online delivery, university educators are advised to think beyond traditional approaches in 
order to motivate and engage students (Smith & Kaya, 2021). A variety of recommended 
strategies point to synchronous and asynchronous interactions (Hodge et al., 2020) which 
by their very nature may address UDI principles such as equity, flexibility, perceivabil-
ity, inclusivity, and the fostering of learning communities (Scott et  al., 2003). With this 
in mind, it is proffered that a purposeful application of universal design to both physical 
and virtual teaching spaces could herald in a new blended approach to university learning 
(Havens, 2020).

One bright outcome in the otherwise bleak COVID-19 experience has been the extraor-
dinary leveraging of educational technology to engage both on-campus and remote 

792 Higher Education (2022) 84:779–799



1 3

students. Take for example the recorded lecture. While teaching staff may have chosen to 
do this in past, it is now commonly required. In addition to basic expectations, best prac-
tice suggests these recordings be provided as short segments purposefully situated within 
a program of weekly events. While this places more challenges on teaching staff who are 
already working in a highly disrupted environment (Watermeyer et al., 2021), they might 
consider it time well-spent, particularly if the recordings are popular among students. They 
may also enlist the support of professional services within the university to deliver the final 
product. This approach speaks to one type of adjustment previously organised by disability 
support staff. Some universities are now going one step further by offering on-campus lec-
tures which are live-streamed as well as recorded.

Assessment within the time of COVID-19 has produced additional challenges for stu-
dents, teaching staff, and administrators alike. While existing concerns included design-
ing authentic assessment and ensuring academic integrity (Ellis et al., 2020), remote and 
hybrid delivery models have further complicated these issues. It is argued that academic 
stresses such as computer anxiety (Garris & Fleck, 2020) exacerbate mental health issues 
already experienced due to COVID-19. Such difficulties are recognised by university lead-
ers as well. When asked in early 2020 about priorities, American college and university 
presidents rated mental health of students as their number one concern (Lederman, 2020).

The goal of being an inclusive university while relying on individualised reactive strat-
egies to support students with disability seems impractical at best. Yet the gap between 
these two notions is magnified as universities increasingly refer to universal design within 
DAPs. As a result, practical frameworks such as UDI are needed to identify actions and 
support institution-wide conversations. Such an approach could lessen apprehensions held 
by teaching staff (Watermeyer et al., 2021) and address barriers such as stigma around hid-
den disabilities, which cannot be remedied by academic accommodations.

Limitations of this study

All students participating in this study were from the same faculty. As such, there were 
some limitations regarding the types of teaching strategies under consideration. This study 
did not include teaching staff or curriculum designers.

Conclusion

Given the increasingly diverse university cohort, it is argued that a proactive approach to 
disability is needed. Within this study, students and support staff described the types of 
academic accommodations needed by students living with disability. By doing so, they 
identified strategies that could increase the inclusivity of university courses. In many 
instances, their suggestions aligned with ongoing efforts to overcome learning and teach-
ing challenges due to COVID-19 restrictions. This included assessment design and flexible 
attendance requirements. Considered a growing concern due to the current pandemic, men-
tal health issues are also featured in this study.

As the phrase ‘universal design’ is appearing more often in Australian university DAPs, 
studies focussing on policy would be of interest. Strategies which enable individual prin-
ciples of UDI and the outcomes they produce could be investigated further. For example; 
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flexibility, perceivability, or community of learners (Scott et al., 2003). The impact of such 
approaches within assessment design deserves consideration. Perspectives of various stake-
holders, including teaching staff and university leaders also warrants further investigation.

It is suggested that as universities plan for a future which addresses these challenges, an 
institutional approach is needed. This study contributes to a growing body of literature pro-
moting universal design as one such approach. By drawing on the experiences of disability 
support staff and students, it suggests that UDI principles may provide a structure for re-
imagining education in a post-COVID world.

Appendix 1 Students’ survey

Introduction

I have read the attached plan language statement (mandatory response).
Standard demographic block (optional responses about age, gender).
Identification of the school students are enrolled in (optional response).

Additional academic support

During your time as a student, did you receive any additional support through an extension, 
special consideration or academic adjustment plan?

If the student answered ‘No’ they were automatically removed from the survey. If the 
student responded ‘Yes’, the next question appeared:

I received the following (please select all appropriate items) Extension, Special consid-
eration, Academic adjustment plan.

1. Extensions

If the student indicated having received an extension, the following questions were 
presented.

Why did you apply for an extension?
Did the extension address your needs?
Is there anything you wish to say about the extension?

2. Special consideration

If the student indicated having received special consideration, the following questions 
were presented.

Why did you apply for special consideration?
Did the special consideration address your needs?
Is there anything you wish to say about the special consideration?
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3. Academic adjustment plan

If the student indicated having an academic adjustment plan, the following questions 
were presented.

I received the following academic adjustment(s) for my subjects (multiple responses 
accepted):

Attendance, Assessment, Learning materials, Lectures, Group or peer work, Tutorials, 
Other.

If you selected ‘other’. Please describe.
Did the academic adjustment for your learning material address your needs? Please 

explain.
Is there anything you wish to say about your plan?

Survey conclusion

I would be interested in participating in a 30-min follow-up interview to discuss these 
questions further.

If yes, we require an email address. This will remain confidential.

Appendix 2 Interview themes—students

What aspects of your study did you find challenging, particularly as they related to needs 
arising from disability?

What strategies do you feel have helped you to succeed as a student?
If you have a current academic adjustment plan or have had one in past, did you share 

that plan with your academic/tutor? Why?/Please tell us about that experience.
Did you apply for special consideration? If so, please tell us about your experience.
Knowing what you now know about studying within the faculty, what would you do 

differently?
If you could make a change to the way your course was offered in order to make it more 

accessible, what would that be?
Is there anything we haven’t spoken about in terms of your experience as a student that 

you would like to share?

Appendix 3 Interview themes‑ disability support unit staff

Interview 1 focussed on barriers. The thematic questions included:
What do you feel are the most challenging aspects for students with disability?
When you create an academic adjustment plan for students with disability, are there 

generic adjustments you typically record?
Are there any specific adjustments that are needed by students that are not generally 

needed by students with disability in other faculties or schools?
What factors do you feel impact on a student’s decision around sharing their academic 

adjustment plan with academics?
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Interview 2 focussed on enablers. The thematic questions included:
Are there things academics could do differently to make subjects more accessible in 

terms of… Learning materials, Teaching/delivery methods, Assessment strategies?
What factors do you feel impact on a student’s decision around sharing their academic 

adjustment plan with academics?
What strategies would you like to see students using?
Is there anything we haven’t spoken about in terms of your experience supporting stu-

dents that you would like to share?
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