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Challenging disability stigma to 
give true meaning to ‘equal 
access’ 
1. Summary of the impact 
 
Although ‘equal access’ is a common buzzword in education, it is not yet truly reflected at 
an institutional level when it comes to learning or mental disabilities.  
 
According to UTS Insearch Program Manager, Communication, Dr Janet Gibson, 
educational culture still fosters a subjective view of ‘normality’ that discourages students 
with learning or mental disabilities who require learning support from accessing it.  
 
By tackling institutional policies and planning initiatives based on educational research, Dr 
Gibson has started to change the tone of this conversation in her organisation. The 
process includes assessing the current system and working towards a more personalised 
learning experience for all students. 
 
 
2. Problem 
 
According to Dr Gibson, certain disabilities among students often fall under the radar. 
Although most higher education providers in Australia have arrangements for access and 
inclusion, formerly known as “special needs”, these programs still fail to capture many 
students who require support, particularly those with ‘invisible’ disabilities that are not 
physically obvious such mental and learning disabilities. 
 
Dr Gibson thinks that this his is often related to the stigma around mental disability and the 
subsequent shame felt by students – and sometimes parents – who may not want to 
formally admit that they (or their children in the case of parents) have difficulty keeping up. 
Consequently, learning disability as well as severe mental disability issues, such as stress, 
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anxiety, depression, and other conditions that may interfere with a student’s ability to 
succeed, remain unnoticed. 
 
Without a formal diagnosis and a formal application for support, some of these students 
will then fail to measure up to so-called ‘normal’ standards, not because they lack intellect, 
motivation or talent, but because they lack support and acknowledgement.  
 
 
3. Beneficiaries 
 
The direct beneficiaries of Dr Gibson’s work at UTSInsearch are high school graduates 
who require additional support upon entry into university. This is often due to ATAR scores 
or international qualifications which do not meet university entry requirements, and which 
often indicate underlying issues that interfere with their learning. 
 
Importantly, Dr Gibson also expands her work to support staff who may also require 
support due to mental health issues. 
 
 
4. Approach to impact 
 
Although awareness and support structures have increased since the 1950s, mental and 
learning disabilities are still very stigmatised, and it is this fear and shame that prevents 
students and staff from seeking help.  
 
Dr Gibson argues that the reason for this is often the wording that is used to describe 
students or the initiatives designed to support them. Terms like ‘special needs’, or even 
sometimes ‘disability’, promote a deficiency model and continue to reinforce notions of 
normality which these students feel excluded from.  
 
Dr Gibson uses her platform as Program Manager, Communication, at UTSInsearch to 
advocate for students at an institutional level. As part of her advocacy, she volunteered to 
lead the process of revising the UTSInsearch ‘special needs’ policy in 2017. By chairing a 
workgroup and with reference to her own research in disability studies and dementia, she 
helped to reshape the policy to move away from the deficiency model that many education 
providers still use as a guideline.  
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One of the first steps was to change the name of the policy. By renaming it from ‘special 
needs’ to ‘access and inclusion’, the policy promotes the message of equal access for all 
students, regardless of their skillset, and minimises the ‘us, normal’ and ‘you, special’ 
polarisation. The policy also commits UTSInsearch to personalised teaching that matches 
student learning preferences. The policy is in line with the moves already made at 
UTSInsearch in the early intervention space.  These latter programs recognise markers 
like low performance and sporadic attendance and proceed to act on these indicators with 
urgency. 
 
While policy is an important first step, Dr Gibson says that the most important part is putting 
policy into practice. Commissioned by UTSInsearch management and guided by the Universal 
Design for Learning theory, Dr Gibson intends to work further on identifying ways in which every 
step of learning can be personalised and what is required of the institution to make this happen.   
 
 This is an ongoing project aimed at determining the equipment, material and training 
needed to make learning at UTSInsearch accessible to all students. Among other 
measures, Dr Gibson seeks to better understand how teachers can use technology and 
equipment to make lectures and tutorials accessible for all students, including those who 
are hearing and visually impaired. In addition, the project aims to research and outline 
what learning materials are required, and in which form, to ensure student access is 
tailored to learning patterns. A large part of the project will  also be dedicated to teacher 
training, particularly in sensitising teachers to identify students’ mental and learning 
disability issues, equipping them with the knowledge and skills needed to support them in 
their learning.  
 
Other than subject content, Dr Gibson says it is important to teach students how they can 
manage and learn at university despite any challenges they may be facing.  The project 
aims to provide spaces and pedagogical approaches that nurture student’ talents, rather 
than emphasising their weaknesses. This means that teachers require training in offering 
feedback and guidance in a way that encourages students with their learning, rather than 
penalising them. 
 
Dr Gibson also hopes to extend the program to staff members who may suffer from mental 
disabilities. She is often involved in hosting events relating to mental health to raise 
awareness among staff and students. At present, she continuously collaborates with 
academics and charitable organisations who are dedicated to these issues.  
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5. What has changed as a result of this work? 
 
5.1. The Outcomes 

 
While the project is still in its infancy, the policy update and awareness building have 
already had a number of positive outcomes for students. 
 
One key outcome has been improvements in the already established early intervention 
procedure at UTSInsearch. For example, using an early stakes diagnostic assessment in a 
stage one academic literacy subject, teachers and subject coordinators in the 
Communication Diploma convene in the first weeks of the semester to review individual 
student performance and direct students with issues to learning support classes where 
their needs are better identified. Students are offered reading and writing workshops to 
assist them throughout the semester.  
 
Students whose first language is not English can also access drop-in sessions with 
experienced English language teachers and get help with their language learning or 
assessments. This is planned to be extended so that students will be able to access 
ongoing English language support embedded throughout every subject in their diplomas to 
get support alongside their studies. 
 
Academic advisers furthermore overview attendance and performance of individual 
students and intervene when necessary to direct them to support services linked to UTS, 
such as counselling.  
 

5.2. Impact 
 
According to Dr Gibson, there is still a long way to go to change the culture in education in 
a way that will make it truly accessible for all students. Single initiatives alone may not 
have the deep and continued impact that is needed, and a more collective and national 
effort is required to make large-scale changes. 
 
Dr Gibson does contend, however, that thanks to smaller initiatives around the country, 
like her own, there is a growing awareness of mental and learning disability issues. 
Compared to her experience as a student, there is much more understanding and better 
facilities for students who need support. 
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It is this visible change that motivates her to advocate for students and propose new 
projects that give true meaning to the phrase ‘equal access’. 
 
 
6. What has helped you accomplish this work? 

 
6.1. Personal enabling factors 
 

Dr Gibson became interested in mental disability when her brother was diagnosed with 
schizophrenia in the late 1970s. At the time, there was no information or research about 
the condition, which meant that the family was left to fend for itself when it came to 
understanding the challenges and how to cope. Moreover, the symptoms her brother was 
experiencing did not always match those of others. It was this lack of information that 
generated myths about various conditions, and people often associated such diagnoses 
with being crazy or dangerous. As a result, although he had many talents and was highly 
intelligent, these remained hidden behind the label ‘schizophrenia’.  
 
 
Dr Gibson has over twenty years’ experience in the tertiary education sector and her own 
doctoral research was focused on dementia, narrative and performance. She is a 
published researcher and author in the field of dementia and disability studies and has her 
own small publishing and production company, One Hand, which is dedicated to this 
subject area. 
 

6.2. External enabling factors 
 
According to Dr Gibson, the fact that UTSInsearch is a responsible and agile institution 
plays a significant role in changing the institutional environment. Unlike larger 
organisations with many levels of bureaucracy, she is able to propose a project, get 
approval and start working on it to make a change. The company’s management is highly 
supportive in this area and Dr Gibson says much has improved already. 
 
She also credits the success of her work to the collaboration with UTS overall, where she 
is able to work closely with other teachers, researchers and academics to inform the 
educational processes at UTSInsearch.  
 
 



 

UTS CRICOS PROVIDER CODE 00099F 

 

20.02.2019 

7. Challenges 
 
Working towards any cultural change can be challenging because it inevitably requires 
people to change their thinking and tackle their fears. Indeed, disability continues to be an 
uncomfortable topic for many.  
 
As such, many initiatives have limited success. For instance, events dedicated to disability 
and mental health often attract a very small number of people and Dr Gibson explains that 
this is still related to the fact that people do not want to be seen at these events out of fear 
from being outed as ‘not normal’. While this is a significant challenge, she argues that such 
events and initiatives need to be held continuously to be normalised.  
 
Furthermore, when working at management level, it is all too easy to fall out of touch with 
students and teaching, Dr Gibson says. She continues to make an effort to step into 
classrooms, get to know individual students and stay in touch with the day to day teaching 
environment which is ultimately the space she is trying to improve.  
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