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Key note speaker: 21 November 2017 
 

Professor Penny Jane Burke | Director, Centre of Excellence for Equity in Higher Education and 
Global Innovation Chair of Equity 
 

Good morning everybody. I would like to start by acknowledging the traditional custodians of the land on which 
we're gathered this week and recognise that these have always been places of learning, I wish to pay respect to 
their elders past present and emerging and acknowledge the important role that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people continue to play in Australian community.  

I'd also like to start by thanking very much Gaby O'Brien and the EPHEA organising committee for inviting me 
today. It is such an honour and pleasure to be here with you this morning for this very important conference. It 
is meaningful to me not only as a relative newcomer to Australia but also in terms of my deep commitment to 
the project of bringing together equity practice and equity research a project that I have personally been 
committed to for the last 20 years. Reflections on my own lived experiences have helped me to make sense of 
equity and so I will briefly share with you an analysis of my own story. It was my own experiences as a non-
traditional mature student which led to my passionate commitment to equity in higher education.  

My journey into higher education was entirely... As I'm sure many of you have experienced today. I had recently 
survived the very traumatic experience of domestic violence but I happened to meet someone who told me 
about access to higher education which is the British version of the Australian enabling program. As you might 
be able to tell though, I'm not originally from England, I'm originally from Los Angeles California but I find myself 
in a highly precarious situation living with a little son to support and very far away from my family and friends. 
And I had spent my childhood dedicated to becoming a ballerina but in these circumstances was no longer able 
to dance, not least because we were in danger and my key priority at the time was simply to be safe but I also 
desperately wanted to move forward and to rebuild my life like so many other mature learners.  

I knew nothing about higher education at all, but the access course filled me with hope and the opportunity 
transformed my life and possibilities for my future and obviously for my family's future as well. Having the 
privileged experience of meeting other mature women students and learning from their stories of the very 
difficult circumstances and of the determination and tenacity in which they fought for access to higher 
education, led me to my passionate commitment to the social project of developing equity in higher education. 
Through my own journey as a student, I was fortunate to have a few significant individuals who expressed their 
belief in me. It was this that made me fully understand the significance of the concept of recognition which 
enabled me to feel valued and to feel capable, without the recognition of mentors along the way I would not 
have completed my degree, or then carried on to do a Masters and then a PhD, I would certainly not have had 
the self-belief and courage to embrace significant challenges such as leadership and higher education. I would 
not be able to stand before you today and discuss such complex issues.  

However, it is such a fragile thing, dependent on meeting people along the way who are prepared to act and 
mentoring, collaborative, and encourage ways and who recognise and nurture another person's capability. Such 
an ethos of generosity and collaboration is at the heart of the ways in which we can work together to create 
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more equitable higher education spaces, however, in the increasingly competitive space of higher education, 
the willingness to mentor and support others to be caring and compassionate, to understand and value 
difference, to be collaborative, encouraging empathetic and generous, tend not to be at the core of the values 
associated with contemporary higher education cultures but these are the values that I can see within the 
EPHEA network. As well as benefitting from the recognition of those who believe in my capabilities, and the 
generosity of my mentors I was incredibly fortunate to benefit from the different resources available to me at 
that time in England including for example affordable child-care and publicly funded higher education, my 
courses at the time, there were no fees yet. These experiences have given me an intense sense of commitment 
to the wider project of social justice, and I believe that education is central to such a project and that it is such a 
great privilege to be able to work in this field. My story defies the courses, not that they don't believe in 
determination, hard work, positive thinking, I do believe in these, however, many of us work really, really hard 
but continue to be denied access to opportunities, to have parity of participation, to be respected and 
recognised, to have a voice that is actually heard, to be understood and to be valued.  

Many of us have lots of potential and capability but never have the chance to access powerful opportunities to 
learn and to participate in learning. These processes of marginalisation and exclusion are not only tied to 
concrete barriers but also to the subtle politics of recognition and misrecognition. My story highlights that 
certain mechanisms, resources, structures and cultures that we can put into place can really make a big 
difference to people's lives. Through two decades of research and working closely with equity practitioners, I 
have found that praxis-based frameworks are powerful in challenging what I like to call insidious inequalities, I 
will show the deep and interdependent relationship between practice and research, and the need for ongoing 
reflexive cyclical and reciprocal reflection action, action reflection, praxis, this includes reframing not only our 
language but also our imagination away from deficits and remedial discourses, we talk about recognition but we 
rarely stop to discuss in detail what we mean by equity. Depending on how we see the problem we will create 
various different strategies, different strategies each of which will carry its own assumptions, values and 
perspectives but each of which will have different effects, the ways in which we give meaning to equity shapes 
and constrains or imagination of what is possible and indeed who it is possible to be.  

Equity in higher education demands that we not only lift concrete barriers but also address the historical 
processes in which the knowledges, experiences and cultures of some communities across the world have been 
marginalised and silenced while others have been given prestige and status. Higher education is a key sight of 
knowledge production, it is a space where live chances are formed and new futures are forged at the both the 
level of the person but also of the social. It is imperative that all communities across society have access to 
higher education, have parity of participation, and yet across all nations there is inequality in patterns of access 
and participation in higher education, even where there has been significant investment in acuity and widening 
participation so this raises a perplexing question, why is this that despite extensive levels of investment 
inequalities continue to persist?  

Current ways of imagining the future and the purpose of higher education and its relationship to equity issues 
tends to over-emphasise economic, utilitarian imperatives as well as deep decontextualised and notions of 
objective measurement and evidence. This has kept at us arguing at a superficial level and has constrained us 
from adjusting tackling long standing social and cultural inequalities. Our insights emerging from years of 
experience and embeddedness in the field often go unnoticed largely due to the exclusion of equity 
practitioners from engaging research processes and thus participating in knowledge production. The detaching 
of the rich field of academic research on social inequalities and its relationship to educational exclusions 
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separates such insights from the development of practice and this undermines opportunities to make a 
difference.  

My argument is we require research-based approaches, sorry praxis-based approaches that bring together 
academic researchers with equity practitioners to enrich our understanding and to develop more powerful ways 
and strategies to build equity in higher education. In my own journey of developing praxis ways based 
approaches Jane Miller's approach has been particularly fruitful. Jane was an inspiring tutor on my Masters 
program and she was dedicated to bringing together research and practice. She developed this concept of the 
autobiography of the question so that practitioners who find their way into often esoteric and elitist academic 
fields to make connection with research and theory but at the same time to strongly bring in their own voice, 
their own knowledge, experience and insight. Jane says we are all theorists and I think this is so important to 
recognise, we make sense of the world through our interpretations and the life experiences that we bring 
meaning to our work and to our practice, we do things in a particular way because we have a theory about 
doing things in that way. Even when that's not made explicit.  

So we are all researchers. We search for meaning through our human capacity to reflect and this shapes our 
doing in the world. It is the way we imagine a problem this that constructs the way we approach that problem. 
This can create possibility, open up possibility, and creativity but it can also do the opposite, close down 
possibility, reduce or mis-frame the questions we ask and the solutions that we identify and this is because our 
individual imagination is always profoundly shaped by a wider social, political and institutional discourses. 
Discourses are the ways in which we give meaning to the world, they are the entire twinning of power, 
knowledge and in which meaning is generated and produced.  

Discourses can become powerful regimes of truth, sometimes leading us to believe that there is no alternative. I 
want to us consider how we imagine equity through particular regimes of truth, but also to draw on our 
fabulous capacity to reimagine and to dream, other way of being, other ways of doing. There is no one truth but 
many contested truths and some which have dominance while others are marginalised. This is an important 
point as we tend to fix our attention on particular assumptions and we also tend to reduce complex problems to 
often crude analyses. And this is partly because we want solutions and sometimes unhelpfully invests in a quick 
fix or tick box kind of logic or the reassertion of our assumptions rather than the interrogation of what we take 
for granted. Unfortunately this only keeps us at the surface of the deeply entrenched issues entangled in social 
and cultural inequalities and this perpetuates complicity in the reproduction of educational inequalities. And 
this is why I argue we need to go beyond counting to a deeper sense of accountability that is embedded in an 
ethical framework and that brings attention especially for those in positions of institutional power to our 
personal and collective responsibility for developing equitable frameworks in and also through higher education.  

We need to create the time and space to re-think and to reconstruct the discourses that shape what we do and 
how we do it and with what effects. We need to work together as a collective with a shared commitment to 
equity in higher education whilst recognising valuing contestation and difference. Collaboration is essential. 
Challenging the competitive cultures that undermine equity work, however, there are multiple constraints we 
all face, increasingly pressurised funding and resources, the age of performativity driven by particular notions of 
individual productivity. The ways that higher education tends to be outcome driven rather than process 
oriented; and short-term focused rather than supportive of ensuring a commitment to equity. As well as the 
inequalities we ourselves encounter as equity practitioners often working at the margins dialogics with our 
institutions is an ongoing challenge in legitimising the transformative social justice work we are all committed 
to. In this context, I set out a praxis-based framework to illuminate the power of dialogic, reciprocal, cyclical and 
participatory reframings of equity.  
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Equity work is deeply relational and we cannot create educational transformation without working together 
across different context, discipline, experiences, knowledges and expertise. Later in my talk I will share a couple 
of examples of praxis-based programs that we've developing to give you a sense of how this might play out in 
practice. In our re-imaginings and our journeys towards praxis I suggest that we draw from the body of work 
that gives a language of hope and care. However, I acknowledge the difficulties of drawing on such language in 
an age of performativity in which all that we are is being measured and assessed. This can be experienced as 
profoundly dehumanising, there is an attempt to measure emotional disposition as well as the more 
conventional skills associated with human capital theory. Our desires and our motivational and our aspirational 
dispositions are less now being subjected to often colonising dehumanising technologies of measurement, 
assessment and evaluation. Equity work and all of its diversity becomes coerced into a narrow framework to 
produce human capital that not only measures a person's worth in terms of skill and competencies but 
exacerbates the narrowing of human experience to problematic judgments about a person's effective value as 
aspirational, motivational and future oriented subjects.  

The language of hope and care is often excluded from the discourses of higher education institutions and I have 
argued in this is deeply connected to the marginalisation of certain bodies of knowledge and certain bodies of 
people. For example, the marginalisation of those dispositions associated with femininity such as being caring or 
being too soft, and this is becoming increasingly insidious, being seen as too soft or too caring is often entangled 
in anxiety about lowering of standards which itself is often associated with equity policies. I've included on this 
slide some quotes from lecturers in higher education to illustrate my point. Caring practices are perceived as 
attached to inappropriate feminised materialistic subjectivities that contribute to the so-called dumbing down 
of higher education. This not only constructs students from historically underrepresented backgrounds as child-
like, passive, and dependent and thus out of place in higher education, but also legitimises forms of educational 
practice associated with hard and tough dispositions. This works powerfully to implicitly denigrate those 
dispositions associated with femininity, precisely at a moment when more women than ever before are gaining 
access to higher education. It also tends to marginalise the exceptional educational practice of many 
practitioners who are committed to supporting their students to develop a sense of capability, challenging, 
paternalistic approaches and developing educational relations that are built on trust, care compassion and 
recognition.  

My research has examined how misrecognition works in higher education context to subtly reproduce 
inequalities through shame and shaming which is connected to individualism, performativity and the culture of 
prestige, asserted through league tables and discourses of excellence. It is hidden through discursive maneuvers 
that locate the problem of educational participation in the individual, failure, and success, are erroneously 
constructed as about the individual through judgments about a person's lack of capability, lack of motivation, 
lack of aspiration, confidence and resilience, such judgments are made against subjective notions about what 
educational participation entails and indeed what a university participant is. Although discourses of equity focus 
on the importance of developing practices that enhance student's sense of belonging and connection, shame 
exacerbates feelings of not belonging and feeling of disconnection as well.  Shame is most importantly a thought 
sense of unworthiness to be in connection with the ongoing awareness of how very much one wants to connect 
with others. And it is explained that shame is a signal of disconnect, alienation and relationships in in modern 
society tend towards that therefore towards towards the ubiquity of shame as a perform of profound 
misrecognition, shame is internalised as a feel of sense of failure, in other words we feel that it's because of our 
own fault rather than wider social structures and discourses at play.  
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Shame and shaming underlie embodied in every day experiences of inequality and exclusion which are difficult 
to name and to speak, shame is largely veiled by mainstream discourses such Australia inclusion which appears 
to be benevolent but are reproductive of responsibilities of placing the weight of responsibility for overcoming 
disadvantage on the individual who suffers social disadvantage. The discourse of inclusion coerces those seen as 
excluded to conform to conventions, expectations and values of dominant cultures and practices. Projects of 
social transformation for greater social equity become individual projects of self-transformation in order to fit 
into the dominant framework. This might include for example becoming flexible and adaptable to volatile 
market conditions, and that's been recognised as an appropriate resilient person or subject regardless of the 
differential protectors that are differently available to different students and different persons. Discourses of 
success operate in a context in which excellence is increasingly the object of desire. Universities aspire to 
become world class, competing for the best students, in a stratified market driven by league table rankings and 
in such a highly individualised competitive framework new forms of intensified managerialism are brought to 
work, to standardise, systemise and neutralise difference.  

Misrecognition is not only about student equity in higher education but is also relevant to the experiences of 
staff. Equity practitioners tend to work on the periphery of universities in separate centres and outside of 
faculties and departments. In my experience in the UK, I found narratives of struggling to find authority, status 
and recognition for the very important equity work being undertaken on behalf of the institution. On this slide 
are some of the accounts of the equity practitioners I interviewed. I'll read one of them because it's so power.  

Lisa writes in her journal - 

  

  

I'm sure many of us have experienced these kinds of things in our interactions. Thomas has argued that equity 
and widening participation activities tend to be detached from the main work of universities and have "little or 
no impact on institutional structures and culture."  So if Jones and Thomas are correct, that most equity work 
takes place at the margins of universities what are the possibilities for deep seated patterns of educational 
inequality in exclusion to be shifted disrupted and challenged. Research uncovers that locating equity units at 
the peripheries of higher education and failing to ensure that equity strategies and initiatives are embedded and 
also research informed and academic research is practice informed often has the unfortunate effect of 
reproducing inequalities. So equity is seen as somebody else's responsibility, quite often, academic research and 
practitioner knowledge are seen as separate rather than being brought together in dialogue to deepen our 
understanding and equity practitioners' knowledge is not fully supportive, recognised or disseminated, as a 
result there's a fragmentation and individualisation of what should be a collective institutional and community-
wide and national-wide commitment to equity. So detaching equity from the main work of the university fails to 
embed an ethos of equity into the structures practices and values of the university, at best failing equity to 
superficial ways at worst it leads to the production of pathologising those group of policy of access and widening 
participation. Increasingly we're concerned to develop evidence based policy but evidence based frameworks 
have been extensively critiqued as embedded in an objectifying paternalistic or colonising set of technologies 
that work to construct a disadvantaged in pathologising ways that regulate and display our imaginations of who 
is seen as having the right to higher education. Evidence emphasises generalised ability and objectivity with 
strong focus on the tangible observable and measurable, of course, we need evidence and we need it shows 
that equity matters, but I argue that we need evidence in a broader praxis-based framework that captures the 
ways of social and cultural inequalities are often unwittingly reproduced through taken for granted assumptions 
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and practices this is often referred to as unconscious bias. It is important for individuals to exercise self-
reflexivity in the ways raise awareness about how it feeds into problematic deficit language and the exercise of 
judgments of others that lead to exclusions. Those were the institutional authority to judge and assess are often 
deeply entrenched in the taken for granted constructions of potential and capability within particular 
professional and/or disciplinary fields of practice, however, individual awareness of unconscious bias on its own 
is not going to create transformational change. This must always be combined with the transformation of 
institutional structures, policies, discourses and cultures aiming to create equitable spaces. Praxis that is the 
bringing together of reflection and action, is crucial I argue in creating such transformative possibilities. We 
need to develop practice in dialogue with research to ensure that those taken for granted meanings that 
unwittingly perpetuate inequalities are challenged and eradicated at both the individual but also the 
institutional level, similarly we need practice informed research to ensure that research is rounded in the issues 
challenges and dilemmas confronting Praxis and that the insights and knowledge of practitioners deeply informs 
research.  

Through this cycle of Praxis we are unable to create more refined sensitive and nuanced strategies for equity in 
and through higher education. In relation to such aims for fine tuning our approaches to research and 
evaluation, as a social or justice imperative CEEHE has developed a Praxis based methodology. The aim in this 
methodology is to engage participants and processes of collaborative meaning making. They create 
opportunities for refusal, resistance and for doing things differently, provoking our imaginations. Praxis based 
frameworks aim to ensure that all participants engaged in the research Praxis nexus and indeed all working in 
higher education have access to the theoretical meth logical and conceptual tools and resources to enable the 
complexity of inequalities to be illuminated and examined a well as then translated for practice and for making a 
difference. A Praxis based framework brings all participants together in dialogue across research and practice 
and opens up spaces to deepen levels of understanding from multiple perspectives and dimensions. So I'm not 
going to move into some examples. CEEHE has developed a Praxis based framework that seeks to harness the 
insights of academic research to inspire a reimagining of equity and widening participation. We have developed 
a number of projects and initiatives in relation to this, one of which was funded by the national centre for 
student equity in higher education and titled capability belonging and equity in higher education. The aim was 
to interrogate constructions of deficit while also developing a detailed understanding of the ways that 
discourses of capability might shape feelings of self-confidence and belonging in the processes and experiences 
of becoming a university student. This study found that students who gained access to higher education still 
struggle with their sense of capability which is often perceived through a perspective rather than about unequal 
access to a range of networks, resources and educational opportunities that either enable capability or not. I'm 
going to show you in a moment a quick film that we've developed with our aim to make the research accessible 
to all those engaged in equity so we have developed open access freely available sets of professional 
development resources through a suite of think pieces that are communicated through film. At the moment 
there's four films which you can actually access through that website there, that website link there, there's 
going to be a fifth film coming and the films are created to be engaging with complex dilemmas and challenges. 

  

SPEAKER: This film captures the intensity, the pace of the intensity for students in wanting to perform well, to 
be recognised, to not be misrecognised, a lot of students do have the memory deeply embedded. Even if its 
subconscious embedded in their experiences of education from being very, very young so as teachers we're very 
powerful in being able to recognise students for being learners that are really important in our classrooms and 
for having the capability for knowing that they're capable. That's really important to think about how students 
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are placed in that very intense learning environment, face-to-face teaching but also within their own study time 
as well, the pressures that they're feeling and the stresses and how at the end of that film it's really powerful 
when we hear all of this emotional intensity, how the student then gives us, scratches everything out, rubs it all 
a walks away. It's just too much for them. Processes of misrecognition often times students come into a lecture 
and they may be late, disorganised and it's very easy to judge and too to get an impression in your mind of what 
is a student's opinion is of the course and the class without really knowing the background to the story. This film 
really helps us to understand the cumulative effects of the different discourses that are used across our life 
experiences of education and how that can impact on our sense of self, on the ways in which we construct our 
identity but also in the ways that others construct us and what we then think we're capable of, how we imagine 
our potential to be, how we imagine our futures and how other people who might have important decision 
making roles in our lives also make sense of what they think we can be, what kinds of potential we might have 
and that can be incredibly limiting. The other really important thing about the film is its focus on the question of 
recognition, and misrecognition, which is a helpful way of thinking about the relational process in which we 
form a sense of a person's value, of their worth, of their capability and how that might be connected to histories 
of derogatory or anthologising discourses of what we think communities or groups of people might be capable 
of being. And that can also be really important in terms of the value judgments we bring, sometimes 
unwittingly, that shape a sense of future direction, a sense of subjectivity or self-hood, personhood, and how 
people value themselves and understand themselves in a particular context such as higher education. But also 
with the film really shows is the ways that every day encounters, every day interactions, form our sense of self 
and of capability. 

  

SPEAKER: The suite of films is really about trying to provide the time, space and resources to access some 
conceptual ideas from the literature and to really deepen our opportunities to engage with some of these 
questions that might help us to think about our relationship, that we form with students. We've also developed 
a program which is based in a Praxis based framework called the national writing program for equity 
practitioners which aims to bring participants together across academic research policy and equity practitioner 
communities. It works to break down problematic divisions that legitimise some bodies of people and 
knowledge and no others by working across research evaluation theory, policy practice and holding these 
together in cyclical and ethical frameworks of collaborative exchange. The praxis-based structures is one of the 
redistribution, recognition, and representation. So that resources are redistributed, recognition, equity 
practitioner knowledge is recognised and different perspectives are represented, the program involves 
individual equity practitioners developing a research and writing project in a community of Praxis context with 
the support of academic and peer mentors. This has created a national wide community of Praxis that also 
extends to collaboration in the UK. Our Australian program is supported by the office or fair access in the UK, 
the national centre in student for student equity in higher education in Australia, and it's facilitated by CEEHE. It 
draws together the knowledge and expertise of Australian equity practitioners and academic researchers and 
the program has been facilitated together with Dr Anne Bennett and mentors from across the country, I will 
show you again a short video to give you a sense of the program. The whole idea of doing a program like this is 
to acknowledge, celebrate incredibly rich expertise and knowledge that equity practitioners bring to this field 
and my frustration I think that often these divisions between research and research staff or academic staff and 
professional staff, undermines and makes invisible that rich understanding that equity practitioners bring to 
understanding the work about equity and higher education and I think the last couple of days hearing about 
their work and the development of their work and thinking back to where we started from and how much that's 
been able to nurtured and be developed with space and time and the support and resources concern to that, it's 
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really inspiring and at the beginning remember when we came out and people kept saying "I don't really know 
why I'm here, I don't think this is what I'm doing or what I can expect of myself or others expect of me but I'm 
here to engage in a process and we'll see what happens."  Today we've really seen what happened and it's been 
this articulation of their passion and their commitment to their field and it's just been incredible.  

Being part of this writing program had been a really fantastic opportunity to network with people from around 
Australia and look at different research that's happening from different equity practitioners and researchers in 
this space. Penny and Anna have done a wonderful job of mentoring us and connecting with us other people 
and it's really - quite a new space, in terms of development of enabling programs and how it appears here so it's 
great to have the cutting edge of what's occurring. And from my own observations in my own work as a 
practitioner I feel like there are really exciting things happening in the literature but it takes a long time to filter 
down into practice. I think we have a responsibility to kind of field research capacity in our practitioner networks 
and that's what this program has done, it's given us a network of people, of other practitioners and bridged that 
divide between the research and practice and I think it's done it in such a beautiful way, a guiding journey. In a 
collective people, so supportive. I agree. I think that the processes that we have learnt, the journey that we've 
gone on, the mentors that we've had have just been so supportive and it's opened up little things like tips and 
tricks of the research, you know, methodologies and understanding all of the different processes of the writing 
of the article, it's just been so valuable to me. I think it's been wonderful. 

  

SPEAKER: That's just to give you a flavour, we've just pulling together the end of the 2017 experience and it's 
been a fabulous experience. If you're interested in this program, and you'd like to take part in the 2018 then you 
might find out about by registering for the writing program to be held here on Thursday afternoon from 2:30 to 
4:30 or contact me if you'd like more information. In conclusion, equity is necessarily a long-term project that 
requires dialogue across research, evaluation, policy and practice. Building equitable higher education is 
imperative to all of our futures, growing inequalities pose a threat to all of us on multiple levels and higher 
education has a key role to play in ensuring we're socially just and thus peaceful and stable societies into the 
future.  

The power of higher education as I'm sure we all share is a measurable and profound. Universities thus need to 
be courageous and engaging this project of equity within program is based frameworks in which participants 
become aware of their own distrust, fears and needs in ways that lead them to change themselves and of 
course in order for universities to do that we need the support of policy-makers and funding and resources as 
well. But this also requires that we acknowledge the partial nature of knowledge including knowledge of 
ourselves and knowledge of our practices. Indeed, fully knowing ourselves is always impossible and similarly 
knowledge of the other is fraught with the politics of misrecognition. This points to the problematic north-west 
of exercising self-reflexivity and other such forms of critical consciousness raising, however, acknowledging that 
such orientations are problematic and necessarily partial, is an important dimension of developing higher 
education spaces that reimagine equity and thus take on more office cased orientations to questions of power, 
inequality and difference. Such reimagining helps to nuance our understanding of equity as related to complex 
power relations if which power is exercised rather than had, disrupting divisions, that's imagine equity in binary 
terms rational versus emotional, independent versus dependent, active versus passive, powerful versus 
powerless and so on. It's also involves the study of human identities in all their anxieties, vulnerabilities and 
impossibilities wherever they may be searching together for an opportunity to resist the forces that stop us 
from reimagining more worlds this also helps to examine how the emotional profoundly shapes educational 
experiences, including experiences of fear and shame, it helps us to reimagine equity not as a problem to be 
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regulated for processes of standardsation and homogenisation but as a critical resource to flexibly develop 
collective and ethical forms of participation in and through and beyond higher education. Such collective 
participation is not based on notions that we can overcome power relations but an understanding that power is 
complex and fluid and is an inevitable dimension of social relations in which difference is and should always be 
part of the dynamics in which we create meaning, knowledge and understanding. We're committed to 
developing Praxis based approaches that are underpinned by principles of redistribution, recognition, and 
representation, developing parent participation across and within different communities. It aims to open up 
time, space and resources to collectively grapple with and tackle deeply embedded historical and complex 
inequalities. Our work is dedicated to developing a deep interrelationship between research theory and practice 
with the aim of creating more equitable social and cultural spaces and relations. The power of our imagination 
in creating real possibilities must not be underestimated so I look forward to working together across our 
different contexts, challenges and commitments to build a more equitable higher education landscape for the 
future. Thank you very much for listening. 
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The auto/biography of the question
• [The autobiography of the question] means beginning with the 

story of [my] own interest in the question [I am] asking and 
planning to research into. From that initial story, [I] may move 
towards the mapping of [my] developing sense of the 
question's interest for [me] onto the history of more public 
kinds of attention to it. This becomes a way of historicising the 
questions [I am] addressing and of setting [my life] and 
educational history within contexts more capacious than [my] 
own. Theory becomes theories; historically contrived to address 
or explain particular questions; and we are all theorists (ibid.).

• From: Miller, J (1997) Autobiography and Research University of 
LondonInstitute of Education Chicago, March 1997
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We are all re-searchers…

• we search for meaning 
through our human capacity 
to reflect and this shapes our 
doing in the world 

• the way we imagine a 
problem constructs the way 
we approach the problem 

• our individual imagination is 
always profoundly shaped by 
wider social and institutional 
discourses 

newcastle.edu.au/ceehe
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• can create possibility – open 
up creativity – but often it can 
also do the opposite – close 
down possibility – can 
misframe the questions we 
ask and the solutions we 
identify



Praxis-based reframings
• Brings together research, 

evaluation, theory, policy and 
practice in continual conversation

• a guiding principle is that equity 
research should be informed 
by practice and equity practice 
should be informed by 
research 

• This dialogic relationship 
fostered by ‘praxis’, an approach 
that brings theory and practice 
together in cycles of reflection-
action and action-reflection

newcastle.edu.au/ceehe
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• The dialogic relationship 
between critical reflection and 
critical action is reflected in 
collaborative and participatory 
ways of working 

• A focus on developing 
sustainable relationships - helps 
sensitise participants to the 
multiple layers, contexts and 
challenges that characterise the 
field of equity 

• helps us to question and 
disrupt entrenched and historical 
inequalities that are often 
sustained by taken-for-granted 
assumptions.



Derogatory discourses about caring 
• I feel because of retention rates 

and all these systems which are 
in place…I am expected to be 
caring, more caring than I 
actually want to be (Male lecturer
in Burke, 2017)

• I understand we have, to some 
extent, to spoon-feed them for 
the first year…but I feel that if I 
have to continue with that in the 
second and third year, I feel I am 
not doing my job as a lecturer 
(Male lecturer in Burke, 2017).
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• Part of me thinks it’s not my 
job to look after them. I have 
to get these students through, 
I’m not their mother… and 
sometimes I get really cross 
that there is an expectation 
from the university, from my 
programme convenor and 
from society, that I am going 
to mind these students 
(Female lecturer, Burke, 
2015).



Individualism and the hiding of shame 

• persons learn to act as if 
they were complete in 
themselves and
independent of others. 
This feature has 
constructive and creative 
sides, but it has at least two 
other implications: 
alienation and the hiding 
of shame. (Scheff 2014, 
132)
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• Shame is most importantly 
a felt sense of unworthiness 
to be in connection (… ) with 
the ongoing awareness of 
how very much one wants to 
connect with others  (Erskine 
1995 , 3). 

• As a form of profound 
misrecognition, “shame is 
internalized as a feeling of 
lack of self-worth or sense 
of failure” (Raphael Reed et 
al. 2007 , 19). 



The symbolic violence of inclusion…
• Discourses of ‘ inclusion’  work as a form of 

symbolic violence through the ultimate 
requirement that the person must fit in to the 
dominant framework, or be excluded, either 
through self-exclusion or through institutional 
exclusion, and through practices of 
standardization (Archer 2003 ). 
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Misrecognition of equity practitioners
• It was unbelievable to me that 

people who claimed to believe in 
WP should treat colleagues who 
had come from that background in 
such a bad way. Our big boss used 
to walk past me on the corridor 
and not even acknowledge me. I 
would go to meetings with 
colleagues in my team who were 
officially less qualified than me, yet 
if I spoke, they would talk over me 
or smile condescendingly then put 
my ideas across in a slightly 
different way, the ideas always 
seemed to be worth more if one of 
the others put them across. (Lisa, 
written reflection, July 2010)
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• Another response to 
discovering where I originally 
come from is to assume that I 
don’t know anything – it 
shocks my colleagues to 
discover that a working class 
girl has been to a ‘posh’ 
university. Is it any wonder 
that I feel like an outsider 
when people are patronising
me in one way or another! 
(Sarah, written reflection, 
February 2011)



Implications of a peripheral approach
• Locating equity/WP units at the peripheries of HE - & failing to ensure 

that equity strategies and initiatives are research-informed - often 
unwittingly reproduces inequalities (Jones and Thomas, 2005; Burke, 
2012). 

• Equity is seen to be someone else’s responsibility – equity and WP 
fails to be embedded in the culture, structures and practices of the 
institution

• Academic research & practitioner knowledge are separated rather 
than brought together in dialogue to co-produce and deepen 
understanding 

• Equity practitioners’ knowledge is not fully supported, recognised
or disseminated – fragmentation and individualisation as a result 

• We are all re-searchers and e-valu-ators – this is part of our everyday, 
lived experiences 
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Critique of evidence-based frameworks 

• evidence-based frameworks have been extensively 
critiqued as embedded in an objectifying, 
paternalistic and/or colonizing set of technologies 
that work to construct ‘the disadvantaged’ in 
pathologizing ways (Smith, 1999; Mirza, 2014) that 
regulate and discipline our imaginations of who is 
seen as having the right to higher education 
(Burke, 2012).
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Research-informed practice/Practice-informed research
• “Evidence-based” policy and 

practice – broadening this scope 
to focus on “research-informed” 
policy & practice.

• ‘Evidence’ emphasizes 
generalizability & objectivity, -
focus on the tangible, observable 
and measurable (e.g. ‘barriers’).

• Broader methodological 
frameworks that capture the 
contextual and insidious layers of 
inequality, which are often 
unwittingly reproduced 
through taken-for-granted 
practices or assumptions. 
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• Developing participatory 
spaces of reflexivity through 
research & evaluation to 
challenge those taken-for-
granted assumptions and 
practices that unwittingly 
perpetuate inequalities.

• Practice-informed research to 
ensure that research is 
grounded in the the issues, 
challenges and dilemmas 
confronting practice and that 
the insights and knowledge of 
practitioners deeply informs 
research.



Pedagogical Methodology

• In PM frameworks, research becomes a form of pedagogy, 
as part of the process of meaning-making, learning and 
making sense of ourselves and our relation to others. This 
engages research participants in relational processes in 
which we, as the researchers, learn and in which the 
participants in our study also have opportunities to learn; 
this ultimately is manifested in the way the research is 
iteratively understood, and how it is 
shaped/formed/developed (Burke, Crozier and Miziaszek, 
2017, p. 53). 
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Capability, Belonging and Equity in Higher Education

• Drawing on research (Burke, PJ, Bennett, A et al, 2016, funded 
by NCSEHE) to provide cutting edge professional development 
resources

• Grounded in a praxis-based framework, this suite of conceptual 
film ‘think pieces’ opens up time and space for deep engagement 
with complex questions of equity and WP

• The aim is to provide accessible and high quality resources that 
create communities of praxis in which we engage with meaningful 
dialogue about the challenges we face in our work: 

• www.equityhe.com
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http://www.equityhe.com


National Writing Program

• Embedded in a praxis-based 
framework

• Redistributes resources and 
support – time and space –
mentoring 

• Recognizes the expertise and 
knowledge of the equity 
practitioner community 
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• Builds relationships between 
equity researchers and senior 
research mentors 

• Builds a community of praxis 
across the Australian field of equity

• Sponsored by OFFA
• All of the 14 Austrlaian and 17 UK 

posters produced through this 
project will appear on both the 
OFFA and CEEHE websites, with 
the Australian posters being 
showcased at the EPHEA 
Confernce 

• National Writing Program.mov

https://ephea2017.org/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B9NCP0WJEkirdlpXN2hHYVlNRm8/view


Why praxis-based reframings
• Translating research to practice 

is challenging but crucial – and 
practice-informed research is 
similarly crucial – overcoming 
dividing/divisive practices –
foregrounding the politics of 
knowledge and knowing –
bringing together the knowledge 
of different communities of praxis

• Disrupting competitive, 
individualising, performative 
cultures and fostering equitable, 
inclusive, participatory and 
compassionate spaces. 

newcastle.edu.au/ceehe
@uon_ceehe

15

• Participants ‘become aware of 
their own distrust, fears and 
needs in ways that lead them to 
change themselves’ (Barnett: 
2011, 675). 

• This involves the study of ‘human 
identity/s in all their anxieties, 
vulnerabilities, and 
im/possibility/s wherever they 
may be’ searching together for 
‘an opportunity to resist the 
forces that stop us from re-
imagining more worlds’ (Chawla, 
2007: 707). 
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Liam Downing, Charles Sturt University 

I'd like to start by acknowledging the traditional owners of this land and pay my respect to elders past, present 

and emerging and I'd also like to acknowledge any indigenous people here today. So I'd like to say thank you to 

the EPHEA committee for the opportunity to talk here today. Looking through the program and seeing who is 

talking here, it's really hit what a privilege it is to talk to you so thank you for that. Look, just so you can relax 

about taking notes if you want to sort of note everything down I'm reading I am going to put these notes up 

alongside the slides, you can have access to that too. Just so know a little bit about me, some ideal is this, I am 

an evaluator, it's my profession so I actually do try to actively participate in the evaluation field. I can talk about 

evaluation in my initial sub-interviews at CSU even though they weren't all about evaluation, I started the 

conversation way back then. Because of that I was initially hired strategically in student transition and retention, 

so in the space employed under HEPPP. And basically I was employed in that space because of my background in 

looking at things through an evaluative lens. But I guess the thing is I'm also an equity practitioner which is why 

I'm here today, so I'm not just a top-down valuer, I'm here because I want these programs to succeed and that's 

why I work in the areas that I do. So basically even though I'm an evaluator I'm still trying to get the best 

outcomes for the students we're working with which is not always necessarily how people think about 

evaluators and it's not also necessarily about how we go about our work. So as an evaluator I'm really excited to 

see the work taking place in the equity space around evaluation, so covered yesterday and a little bit of 

background of the work that's been done but there's some really good quality pockets of evaluation practice 

happening in the sector and look, I do strongly believe that having really good quality evaluation in place has the 

potential to contribute to our sector and most importantly to the students we actually work with. I kind on 

coming back to that and talking about that but it's a really important point to make. Anyway through this 

presentation I wanted to do two things. Firstly, I'd like to outline some of the ways in which constraint is used 

within the arts to generate outputs. Secondly I want to provide some insight into things we could learn from art 

in our own own practice in evaluation and in equity practice and use the constraints we all experience as a 

positive force of innovation in equity and evaluation. If we have time at the end I'd also like to see if we can 

have a bit of a chat about some of the ways in which you perhaps already do this or ways in which you might do 

it in the future. Just a show of hands - how many of you think you're working in a creative field? Maybe half? 

Slightly less. Just to warn you, first up I am going to sort of meander through the creative world before trying to 



 
 

EPHEA Conference 2017  2 

 

bring it back around to the evaluation so maybe tempted to shout objection, relevance, but I will get to the 

point, I promise. As a jumping off point my thinking in my professional work has really been heavily shaped by 

the way in which artists use constraint to do their code of practice. While to a non-artist constraint seems sort 

of opposite to the idea of unbound creativity, to many the concept of a genuinely blank slate in a figurative 

sense is absolutely profound to the creative process. I'm going to level with you here. Mentioned I found out 

this on the Sunday so I sort of - I've been operating within my very own creativity of constraint over the past 

couple of days which is good for creativity. I'm quite happy to work within that space, so I'm sort of, you know, 

decided to restrict myself to the rather standard media if you use a Powerpoint presentation and speaking but 

obviously I had a very short time frame within which to adapt and build this particular presentation. So in order 

to do so I've used some elements of previous presentations that I've done, borrowed some of that, but also sort 

of combined them and mashed them up with my knowledge about equity and higher education. I figured out 

about 100 words a minute, strip this presentation down to the letter, the result is what you're watching today. 

I've tried to use substantive tones you might see in slide slows, I don't suspect you to be able to read that. This is 

comics. But what I've done is I've tried to ignore some of the language conventions that we use and perhaps 

even the font conventions we use in extended presentations to say this is what can happen if you decide just to 

ignore the constraint in some settings. Anyway, I'm not really here to talk about the slide show itself, I'll give it 

aback. I'll start talking about constraints. Just going to put some artistic examples into a very concise format. 

Think about your favourite song. It could be your favourite song or at the moment and if anyone's into really 

experimental music, this might not apply but see how you go. Just put up your hand if you know it includes - this 

a standard or orchestral instrument, guitar, piano or key board. A lot. It also hazard a guess it uses one of the 

standard time signatures in music like 4-4, 4-2, number of beats and bars, so unless you're a fan of... But if it's a 

proper rock song it's about two to five minutes long, a bit longer if you're really into rock. Basically music is a 

really easy identifiable artistic medium in terms of its appearance and constraint. The musicians we listen to will 

typically write songs within quite strict confines of musical structure and some convention, genre and chorus 

verse structure. So painters must work within a physical possibilities of their chosen field. Also conceptual 

frameworks and I thank Mary T for raising that last night. Can talk about that on the way home. Most of the 

films we love follow the standard hero's journey, a defined set of steps to be followed to reach a film climax and 

that's a triumphant moment. These are all standard things present in a lot of things. My favourite film is Eternal 

Sunshine of the Spotless Mind and that... It's kind of haphazard but finds its hero's triumph in the possibility of 

love despite breaking up. The comment from which that film is titled... Demonstrates a line... That's per 

Shakespeare's usage, it could be argued that poet's work within that constrained form including spec forms of 

poetry, so no-one would argue that they're not creative in what they do. I'll talk a bit more about the literary 

form of a novel. We're often conditioned to believe that the novel is the ultimate unconstrained form of 
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literature so it don't need to conform to a word count, you have seemingly endless narrative possibilities. It 

might seem that the words are not enough, but that's probably true to some extent. While it is true in some 

ways the bigger truth is that the novel is driven by the constraints of story and industry, vengeance, the need for 

the hero to follow that same narrative journey you see in the film to write a work which will be read by 

consumers and purchased by consumers possibly and to write something which makes internal sense, all 

impose some kind of constraint on the author. So what I'm doing as I go through I'll just ask a couple of 

questions, does that sound like your own work in any way? Don't need to answer just something to think about. 

Despite those standard constraints of the style some of us choose to constrain ourselves further so one French 

author in particular stands out in this space and he's my favourite author. I'll tell you his name shortly. 1969 he 

wrote a lithogram in French a novel entitled a void, apologies for not having the French pronunciation. A 

lithogram is one that excludes one or more letters. In the case of Boyd, this is the letter E which is even more 

commonly used in French than it is in English and there is I think the most narcissistic part of that is that 

somebody translated this book into English, won a whole heap of awards but that it's crazy to think about. There 

is more to come from George Perec. Sneak preview of the next few slides. In 1978 he wrote a book called Life 

View. Within its pages he paints a picture of the lives of people living and dying in 99 rooms of a 100 room 

apartment block in Paris. He navigates through each room aimlessly seeking to create some sort of sense out of 

what seems like a disparate group of characters. So he links the characters with the novel, they appear to be at 

first glance tenuous at best and potentially misleading at worse. On closer analysis however the many 

interleading stories begin to make sense. The book becomes rather than a collection of random people existing 

within a random building... But here's the rub, despite its stylistic expanse it was written within a series of 

incredibly strict literary constraints. So not just the word count or a particular narrative point of view either, 

nearly every element of every chapter was governed by a strict set of mathematical rules, I'll just cover a few of 

its key elements. The book is 99 chapters long, that's represented in the picture. So each chapter describes one 

of the roomers, the order of the chapters is governed by a solution to the knight's journey problem on a ten by 

ten chess board. That's where a knight needs to move each square without landing on the same square twice. 

Each chapter needs to include items from 10 each. I won't conjecture of the meaning of 42 in there. The items 

were selected by mathematical device called a...square. The final piece of the puzzle here is the mathematically 

governed clear. The gaps in the constraint which lead to detections in the constraint. While he subjected himself 

and his creative process to this, they belong to the literary group called the... Work shop of potential literature. 

So the group holds that imposing constraints on writing has the potential to provide a means of progression and 

information. In the words of Raymond who founded the group, they're rats who built a labyrinth from which 

they will escape. That's a point at which I'll say does that sound familiar, anywhere? Essentially the group 

operates on the premise that constraints engender great creativity, rather than acting as barriers to the creative 
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process constraints facilitate it. I think there's some evidence that is the case that constraints facilitate creativity 

even in professional or academic fields. Trump calls it the green eggs and ham after the observation of Dr 

Seuss's famous book. In the methodology around the act of writing he found that near practice within 

constraints can simulate creativity. In other contexts they found that time pressure could be a positive force 

upon professional creativity if distractions are minimised. In the research and development context, Rosso's 

research found that where teams understood the possibility of constraint it acted as a positive force. The 

literature shows that where professionals embrace the tension between constraint and freedom and immerse 

themselves in it in the words of Rosso it puts them on a virtuous trajectory that enables them to see the 

tensions instead of independent dualities. So I promised I'd get around to equity evaluation and constraint. So 

one of the things is I make the point, we don't need to be members of EPHEA to be here. We've elected to be 

here. We've chosen to be here and to listen to some of the constraints and some of the ideas that might place 

constraints around our work, sort out those, sort out those things. Look, it's kind of like, I sort of say, equity 

practice is like a novel in that it might be perceived as one of the more open and creative professions to work 

within, that we're in many ways as free as a bird to say what our equity practice is and does and it could be 

argued maybe not in this room I don't think but in the way that many non-writers that write a novel it's possible 

that many non-equity practitioners are doing equity practice as well. Yesterday in the evaluation special interest 

group we covered off some of the constraints under which we operate in this sector and Penny also covered off 

some of these as well so we have funding constraints under which we operate so we do have funding, we need 

to often work within conditions of grants, higher education standards, guidelines, legislation, these are all 

constraints that we are governed by law to work within. So basically still we come here and we seek out those 

additional ideas and things which will guide our practice, perhaps traditional constraints we can apply to our 

own work to try and do it, the best we can. And because this is a mashup of previous presentation I did in an 

evaluation context, I sort of looked at my previous research in here and actually found a lot of constraints that 

apply to evaluation apply to equity as well. They're quite similar. US Government accountability office says time 

cost staff location and facilities are the key constraints and they were added to by van Berger with political 

constraints as well which I think is something to bear in mind here. I would say that what I've seen and what we 

sort of see in the practice and thinking around the work that we do, particularly in spaces like EPHEA, is what I 

think we do really well is deal with those contexts, we're working within those constraints at the moment. As 

best as possible. Hands up anyone who has an unlimited budget? Thought so! But you have limited time frames, 

sometimes you might be working with a buy-in, you fit into the structure of your work, of workplaces as best 

you can and sometimes we're working alongside people, trying to get things done with people who have sort of 

not as much knowledge about equity practice as we do. The other thing is the thing I've just finished this slide 

on is I think I was at the EPHEA conference in Toowong a few years ago and I see a lot of familiar faces here and 
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I think in terms of what that means is, you know, I think pretty much a very large collection of people in this 

room have probably been able to argue for and provide evidence for the fact that their programs are actually 

working and a lot of you are still here so that's good. That's a good thing. OK. This is a slide from a previous 

presentation, not sure if you've been to Canberra, they have weird sheep, sculptures, they're great, they're 

really cool. Like I said, one of the things that really struck me is how much the experiences of evaluators mesh 

with those of equity practitioners. The ways in which I guess evaluators deal with constraints would be best 

summed up by the fact that two of our extracts are written by one person and together they reflect the tensions 

between freedom and constraint that I touched on earlier. The two texts are Practical Evaluation and Creative 

Evaluation, what is really noticeable is how the author describes evaluation throughout these books is that 

practicality and creativity work hand in hand. So he regarded practical evaluation as an extension of creative 

evaluation so designed to be read afterwards so they don't serve as oppositional forces. On creative evaluation 

summed up the evidence around the need for creativity in the field there's a passage that I'll read now which I 

think sums up really well how constraints might be employed by evaluators and equity practitioners to be 

creative. There is evidence it is possible to become aware of our paradigms and in that awareness take control 

of our decision processes thereby releasing our creative potential and enhancing our ability to be truly 

situationally responsive and conductive. In fully understanding our constraints we can use and adapt them to 

the context in which we work. And practical work while the terminology would make it appear to be dry and 

uncreative, is instead... So Patton again says like the acrobat who makes the most scary trick look easy, the... 

Creative work disciplined talent and grounding in fundamentals contain this area. So here we are evaluators and 

equity practitioners somersaulting through the tricky fields, under which we operate, the minefield of standards 

and legislation, with the great employ of genius, I really like that. This will scroll up shortly. It's a great comic. My 

discussions here in the social networking session last night, I've been picking up on some of the concerns we 

have in equity in higher education and particularly around things like the forthcoming evaluation framework for 

HEPPP. So grappled with things like the doubt factual, the possibility of randomised control trials and evidence, 

so in this I'd respond that we need to think more deeply about the possibility of that they're not necessarily the 

most impactful way to measure meaning. That was covered off in Penny's presentation quite nicely. So on the 

constraints of methodology effectively say that no one methodology will tell you your brain is food or not. You 

can't just say here is one particular instrument which will tell us everything we need to know about a program. 

And I'd say, quantitative evidence is good but qualitative evidence is also good and together they're a lot better. 

So we saw yesterday in that special interest group that there are many different ways of understanding and 

measuring impact and we even saw the example of the University of Sydney using detailed video data to 

illustrate individuals' own journeys through a wide participation program, this was data that allowed us as 

viewers and practitioners and evaluators to understand that while those students' journeys reflected potential 
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positive shifts in attitude towards being more likely to attend university, conversely, the data was nuanced 

enough that we understood that this means that other family members expressed about losing their kids to the 

city away from their home and their culture. So for me this is a great example of acknowledging constraints 

around a program while conversely doing the daring acrobatic trick of working within those constraints to 

demonstrate that that for evidence about the effectiveness and how it works in communicating that. Right now 

I'm just going to move on and sort of touch on a couple of the ways in which I need to be creative in my own 

practice and I have my former boss in the room and another colleague as well. Going to be dobbing me in in 

some parts. These are examples where I sort of explicitly acknowledge constraint, guide creativity, I won't go 

into huge amounts of detail right now but an overview of the work that I've done. I typed in random framework 

into Google images with the open source image and this came up in the top two. I figured that worked well. I'd 

like to talk about in terms of the evaluation framework that I'll building right now, actually it needs to be 

mapped to the higher education standard framework. In essence we need to use part of the evaluation 

framework to provide evidence that we're meeting those standards within our division, and maintaining our 

status as a self-accrediting organisation which is probably really important to pretty much everyone here. You 

know, look, CSU and I'm sure at other unis every area of the university needs to be able to demonstrate that 

they're contributing to meeting the nexus standards. It makes sense to include it as part of our framework. It's 

quite a significant constraint that we face there but it's actually led to possibilities for a lot of creativity in 

evaluation and creativity practice. If you've ever read standards documents they're typically phrased - they're 

almost like deliverables type documents, just the work that you need to do. Not sure if you've heard of the 

program logic, some who are and some who aren't but the outputs are kind of the things that you deliver to 

your audience and that actually sits quite nicely in that column and it's a way of actually framing a lot of work 

that we do which while I'm not a massive fan of compliance for client's sake, there is some theory underlying 

why those standards are there so we have to assume that you have a theory of how a program works, there 

should be some evidence there about maybe some may argue, but we'll move on. That presented a really good 

opportunity to the standards becoming something against which quite accurately map our outputs and the 

outcomes and evaluation frameworks and measures are then developed for program managers responsible for 

delivery of those outputs and achievement of those and getting towards those outcomes, it's a really good way 

of communicating the program managers about achieving outcomes when you're actually talking about 

something that here is something we need to do but it's not actually the end goal of what we're trying to do, it's 

a way you can say that it's a step along the way to what we're trying to do. Basically, that's sort of meant that 

we've been able to build programs that work beyond the deliverables and into the impacts we're having on our 

students. So that's a simple example of how we can use some of our evaluative thinking as a means which we 

can think about the impacts of our programs but I'd really argue that standards and guidelines can often be used 
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creatively to extend people's thinking beyond the idea of the clients but present them as a step along the way 

rather than as the end goal. OK. This is a computer programming thing around the constraint of a bee and a 

wire. I don't know much about it but it's kind of a cool picture. Makes me a bit more sciency and stuff. Any 

photos?  It looks like I'm taking a physics lecture. One of the key parts of my role and that of many other internal 

or embedded evaluators is in building evaluation capacity and usage within my organisation. So in terms of 

evaluation and usage one thing that can happen while evaluating things is that you find out certain lines of a 

program work quite well. In these contexts you sometimes need to tell people to effectively keep on doing 

exactly what they're doing. It may seem like a good problem to have, it can create some difficulties within a 

particularly creative team. So I worked on the future moves program, that's a neat segue, a very creative team 

and remains a very creative team. On which I sort of developed the evaluation framework and worked for three 

years on evaluation alongside Sue and Sue-Ellen who you can see in their session tomorrow. In a lot of that 

evaluation what we found is that fundamental to the program we're pretty sound so we were looking through 

and mapping the short, medium and long-term outcomes and where it links between them all, strong enough to 

be able to argue that this program was having the impact that we wanted to have as we worked through the 

program logic. So obviously some areas of improvement were able to be uncovered through the process of 

evaluation but the key story is really the program was working and is working. The crux of any 

recommendations when you are doing recommendations better than evaluation you want to have almost a 

great big list of recommendations was you want to keep on making things better, but a lot of those were around 

how to continue doing what it is already doing, while this is OK in theory delivering this recommendation to a 

group of dynamic resourceful and effective workers, in this type of spice can be somewhat tricky in that you're 

almost sound like you're asking to remain static, which is not necessarily what you're after. But coupled with the 

funding and policy structure which simulates the groups to be reach, the outcomes program needs to achieve, 

the recommendation to keep up the good work could be perceived as empathical for workplace. In future 

moves we talked about the creativity and constraint as a way of thinking about our own practice so the - instead 

- by speaking the language of the arts and creativity rather than business as usual the constraints do become 

visible so instead of being regarded as a barrier they're opportunities to innovate. Within future moves the 

creativity of constraint still raised reasonably regularly, I'm in the office next door to Sue and I do occasionally 

hear it shouted out. While we may operate in a space where sometimes the outcomes are non-negotiable, we 

need to be very tightly focussed on particular target groups, the ways in which something like future moves 

operates, sort of reflect how constraint can lead to creativity. To finish up, I am going to have some time for 

questions I think, I'd argue that like writing a novel doing good work in the equity space is something that many 

people think they can achieve but you do need to spend a lot of time working through it. That work needs to 

involve understanding the constraints under way the sector operates, and you're sort of individual organisation 
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level constraints and any other constraints that you can think of, utilising those constraints to your advantage 

and even imposing constraints if required to generate some further creativity. I gave you a couple of very brief 

examples of constraint yielding creativity in my own work and CSU's work but right now just to end up a bit of a 

discussion, I think we do have a mike somewhere so we'll send that around so wait until you have the mike so 

that we can all hear you, but I'd love to hear more about constraints that are actually guiding your work, that 

you can see, and constraints that you might regard maybe it's negative or maybe it's positive so really interested 

in either that or some questions on the presentation, thank you very much. 

Questions 

 

QUESTIONER: Thank you for your presentation. I really appreciated it. I just wanted to talk about the concept 

which I think we all face which is that potentially in our equity office we're ideas people, and we're problem 

solving but we also work in gigantic bureaucracies sometimes feeling as though we're sitting at the bottom of 

the food chain. That engagement at the highest level, is the essential ingredient, we can't get anything done if 

there's Conservative undertones and overtones, about every little thing that we do and it's a bit stifling 

sometimes. An example of this which isn't a sort of every day example was the evolution of the recent vote and 

we had discord in the university but they took their time finally saying something wonderful, but they took their 

time to take a stand and so, you know, there was Conservative overtones and undertones, that were impacting 

not just on the equity office directly, the concept of equity happening, I suppose my question is just to the 

group, you know, my boss is very good at being the intermediary between above and below but sometimes they 

want to walk straight past her and go straight upstairs, know what I mean and have a cup of tea with the VC and 

I would except I get in trouble from her because she would be like, "What do you think you're doing?"  I've got 

that kind of inner just go and have a cup of tea. Can't be a bad person. As if she would ever say. They're so far 

distant and it's those relationships at the top that really unfold in a way that helps us all lightly move forward 

with our ideas and our creativity.  

QUESTIONER: I find the biggest restraint is myself as a white middle class becoming elderly woman and a 

position of equity and yet in the way of my specific people I work with, and I'm working for and being creative 

and building those relationships. 

QUESTIONER: Thank you. It's Matt Brett here. Equity fellow this year. One point that's worth reflecting on is the 

maturity of practice within the equity space because we do have to fight and justify the need for funding and 

the efficiency of the kind of work but at the same time the Government hands over billions and billions of 
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dollars to universities with comparatively little by the way of sophisticated evaluation at the system level or the 

institutional level. I think maybe a constraint is the capacity of equity practitioners to lead institutions and say, 

"This is what we're doing to demonstrate our impact, if only you were able to do the same thing we'd have a 

better conversation with Canberra and the policy-makers."   

SPEAKER: Yep. Just quietly, that's the long game. 

QUESTIONER: I'm from Swinburne in Melbourne. As an equity practitioner my question is what do you want to 

us to know about evaluation to shape our practice and what we do know on a day-to-day basis? 

SPEAKER: I have an answer because that question was asked in yesterday's special interest group. So it's a great 

question. I think my - in terms of what I have done this year in the development of the evaluation framework in 

our division is that I've been working with managers developing the structures that will go around evaluating 

individual programs a and sort of seeing how they actually fit as a whole. In term of managers I want them to 

really completely understand the theory of program logic or evaluation frameworks, whatever evaluation 

frameworks are being used within your institution or evaluation collections and methodologies, also argue that 

there's lots of different way of doing evaluation, there's no one right way. I think in terms of what I'd like to see 

all practitioners know about evaluation - and that's something I'm working on at Charles Sturt University next 

year across all of our practitioners - is for them to understand basically their individual program level, evaluation 

framework and how the data sources fit into that where we can put together and what data sources we're 

actually putting together to figure out how well programs actually working and things like, you know, um, 

people are going to be gathering data as part of their work, so some sort of framework around, you know, 

understanding how you actually collect the data and what the data is to be used for and potentially some ideas 

around how to actually gather qualitative data and robust qualitative data as well as standard surveys that a lot 

of us use to evaluate our services. I would regard that - you know, some people may know John Hatty in the 

education space, so his key argument and it's based on a lot of metaanalysis of a lot of studies so when teachers 

understand the impact that they're having on students, that's when they are the most effective teachers. While 

there hasn't been sort of a lot of equivalent research in other areas I'd still argue that that holds true in any field 

of professional practice, if we're working people and trying to have positive impacts on people, makes sense 

that we know what our impacts are having, we'll be able to do the best work we can do. This is always about 

having a positive impact on students. So... 

QUESTIONER: Do you think as a practitioner can we evaluate whilst we're doing or should that be someone else 

who evaluates what we're we are doing? 
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SPEAKER: That's a really good question. There's a lot of different point of discussion and there's a lot of different 

ways in which this is done. As we discussed in the special interest group yesterday, Sydney University has 

engaged external providers to develop an evaluation framework and is now possibly contracting out some of 

the implementation of that as well. It's kind of - that's the way that they've decided to do things. At CSU we built 

something from within and embedded the evaluator. In terms of practitioners doing the evaluation, yes, 

certainly they should be doing the evaluation because they see it. I don't as an evaluator see everything that 

happens so I'm sort of relying on other people to sort of observe and say what they're doing but like with 

everything you need to triangulate those data sources and to make sure that that matches up with, is supported 

by other sources of data as well. It may be that that I do some of the evaluation and some of that falls to, you 

know, some kind of external contractor or some kind of embedded evaluator or potentially for individual 

elements of evaluation it can also engage the skill sets that you already have within the universities of, you 

know, we have lots of qualitative researchers at any university, we can grab at a moment's notice so there's that 

option as well. So... Yes, alongside the sources as well. 

QUESTIONER: I was pointing over there. Can I make an observation? Sorry. I was pointing at you! I'm Matt from 

Newcastle. Good questions and one thing that occurred to me then as you were talking, thanks for your take 

talk, really creative I thought and inspiring in certain ways and I think one of the things we have to be really 

careful with evaluation and the creation of evidence for example with that John Hatty work, the way it's been 

picked up to sort of hit teachers with another stick, and that was produced in a sort of a nasty way, deep 

contextualising process, and it was this sort of concrete fact that everything else is unimportant but it's the 

quality of the teacher, and so we can have class sizes of 200 and as long as the teacher is good tough, the 

outcomes will keep going up. I think that's just something that we need to be aware of. The political dimension. 

QUESTIONER: Thank you very much for your presentation, I found it so refreshing to look at constraint and it 

was got me thinking about that work for some time. On this particular point, I had the same sort of burning 

reflection on Hatty and I think that notion of practitioners being truly effective when they understand the 

impact on learners, is a powerful lens and I don't want to diminish the role of teachers but it's the relationship 

between the teacher and the student and to reframe those relationships for me is very helpful because I 

actually think that teachers are most helpful when they realise the impact the students have on them. When we 

truly understand the diversity of the students and can really walk their talk and embrace that then when making 

higher education more diverse, so for me there's a real change in thinking there, because we don't want higher 

education to assimilate the difference in our students towards this kind of higher ed mainstream dominant 

discourse that we've heard and we know, we want to change the discourse by actually adopting the strength 

and honouring the experience of the diversity of the student so for me I like to think about teachers being 
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transformed not by understanding the impact they've had on the students but what they've learnt from the 

students. 

QUESTIONER: Thank you. Something the that you said really resonated with me, around the reporting and the 

TEQSA standards and we tend to be asked to report on deliverables and perhaps not to be facetious but one of 

the constraints we have is that the people reading these evaluations aren't necessarily interested in the 

outcomes or the impact, they're interested in the deliverables and I kind of raised the question with who is the 

audience for the evaluations? Are we evaluating for our own purposes but who is reading these reports and 

actually taking on boards what we're doing? 

SPEAKER: I would hope the decision makers. As part of that reporting process, if you're writing about those 

outcomes, and giving them the level of importance that they deserve in reporting, if those standards aren't 

making a positive impact or leading to a negative impact people really need to know about that. So I would 

argue that in any setting where you're recording on deliverables you should also be reporting on outcomes and 

a lot of reports haven't been set up that way in the past so many of them are "OK you've got the money, did you 

do the work? Describe how you did the work? How many students did you great to?"  That's where it stops. 

There's no empirical report on that but there's always space so there's always enough room to say, "And here 

are the outcomes."  I would probably be saying that the space in which we are there will probably be more 

people asking questions about outcomes in the future. So if it makes sense to try and understand and report on 

what those outcomes are before we get to that. 
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Presentation Notes
I would like to acknowledge the traditional owners of this land, and pay my respect to elders past, present and emerging. I’d like to say thank you to the EPHEA Committee for the opportunity to talk here today. Looking through the program and seeing who is delivering in this space really reinforces to me what a privilege this is, and I just want to acknowledge that.And so you can relax about taking notes, I’ll put this full transcript up online as well.Just so you know a little about me, here’s some o fmy deal:I am an evaluator: It’s my profession, and I actively participate in the fieldI talked evaluation even in my initial job interviews with CSUI was initially hired strategically as a student transition and retention support for my ability to look at things through an evaluative lensI am also an equity practitioner, although I guess I come at things from a slightly different perspective. But I’d still emphasise that I still hope through the work that I do, I am supporting your work in positively impacting students who might belong to one or more equity groups.
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As an evaluator, I’ve been really excited to see the work that is taking place in the equity space around evaluation in recent years, and I do strongly believe it has the potential to contribute to our So through this presentation, I want to do two things:Firstly, I’d like to outline some of the ways in which constraint is used within the arts to generate creative outputs;Secondly, I want to provide some insight into how we could learn from art, and use the constraints we all experience as a positive force of innovation in equity and evaluation; and If we have time, I’d also like to ask if what I describe sounds like something you use in your own work.Just a show of hands – how many of you believe that you are working in a creative field?https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Piet_Mondriaan_-_03.jpg
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Now, just to warn you, first up I am going to meander through the creative world before I bring it back around to equity and evaluation. You may be tempted to shout ‘Objection! Irrelevant!’ to which I want to pre-emptively reply that ‘I’m getting to a point, Your Honour’.So as a jumping off point, my thinking in my professional work has been heavily shaped by the ways in which artists use constraints in their creative practice. While to a non-artist constraint seems antithetical to the ideal of unbound creativity, to many artists the concept of a genuinely blank slate – in a figurative sense at least – is profoundly limiting to the creative process. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Wachstafel.jpg
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Now, I’m going to level with you here. This keynote is hopefully in and of itself an exercise in the creativity of constraint. Not only have I restricted myself to the rather standard media of talking and a Powerpoint slideshow, but I also gave myself a very short timeframe within which to adapt and build this particular presentation. So, in order to do so, I’ve used elements of previous presentations I’ve delivered and mashed them up with my knowledge about equity in higher education. I figured out a rough word count at about 100 words per minute, and scripted this presentation down to the letter. The result is what you’re watching today.
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Presentation Notes
Also, I’ve tried to include some standards trope you might see within a presentation, like this slide, which is terrible and you’re not meant to be able to read. And that’s because it shows what might happen if we just try and ignore some of the constraints within which we operate every day, like language. Through our shared understanding of our particular iteration of universal grammar, we can actually understand each other, and make better slides. But, you know what? I’m not here to talk about the slideshow itself; and I want to start talking about constraints and art. So let’s just put some artistic examples into a very concise format:I’d like you now just to think about your favourite song; it could be your favourite song ever, or even your favourite song just at the moment. SPut up your hand if it includes either a standard orchestral instrument, guitar, piano or keyboard. OK, I’d also hazard a guess it uses one of the standard time signatures, Like 4/4, 3/4 or 2/4. (Unless you’re a fan of the band Tool). And if it’s a pop or rock song, it’s probably about 2-5 minutes long; perhaps longer for prog rock. So basically, music is a very easily identifiable medium in terms of its adherence to constraint.Many of the musicians we listen to – even at their most innovative – will typically write songs within the strict confines of  musical structure and at least SOME conventions, like genre and chorus verse structure;Painters must work within the physical possibilities of their chosen media – like canvas size, paint selection and the limitations of working with additive colour – as well as working within their own artistic style, or conceptual frameworks (shout out to Mary Teague for that one – we can talk afterwards!);Most of the films we love follow the standard hero’s journey – a defined set of steps that need to be followed to reach a climax, and thus a triumphant homecoming. My favourite film, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind – despite its seeming sense of haphazardness – finds its hero’s triumph in the possibility of love despite knowing hey they end up breaking up.And the poem from which that film’s title is drawn – Eloise to Abelard by Alexander Pope –demonstrates a line in iambic pentameter, a la Shakespeare. It could be argued that poets arguably work within the most constrained of literary forms – including restrictions around rhythm, meter and the specific forms of poetry.
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Let’s talk now about the literary form of the novel. I’m doing this because we are often conditioned to believe that the novel is the ultimate, unconstrained form of literature. With no set word count, no need for meter or rhyme, and with endless narrative possibilities, it might seem that the novel is an art form that is less tightly constrained than others. While in some ways this is true, the bigger truth is that the novel is often driven by the constraints of story and industry conventions: the need for the hero to follow a narrative journey that mirrors filmic storytelling, to write a work which will be read by consumers; and to write something which makes internal sense all impose some kind of constraint on the author. Just to check in, does this description, in your own work, sound familiar to you?https://pixabay.com/en/book-novel-reading-pages-table-692575/
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But despite those standard constraints of the style, some authors choose to constrain themselves further. One French author in particular stands out in this space. I’ll tell you his name shortly. In 1969, he wrote a lipogram in French; a novel entitled La Disparition, or A Void. A lipogram is a work of literature excluding one or more letters; in the case of A Void, this was the letter E, which is even more commonly used in French than it is in English. This in itself appears to be a masochistic act of the highest order, but there was more to come.https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Plaque_perec.JPG
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In 1978, Georges Perec wrote a book called Life A User’s Manual (Perec, 1987). Within its pages, Perec paints a picture of the lives of people living and dying in 99 rooms of a 100 room apartment block in Paris. Perec navigates through each room aimlessly, attempting to create some sense out of what seems like a disparate collection of characters only linked by their residential geography. The threads linking characters with the novel appear at first glance to be tenuous at best, and potentially misleading at worst. Upon closer analysis, however, the many interleaving stories begin to make sense; the book becomes – rather than simply a collection of random people co-existing within a single building – a treatise on what it means to live and die in society.But here’s the rub: despite its stylistic expanse, Life A User’s Manual was written within a series of incredibly strict literary constraints. Not just a word count or a particular narrative point of view either: nearly every element of every chapter was governed by a strict set of mathematical rules. While I won’t go into all of them now, I’d like to cover a few of its key elements:https://c1.staticflickr.com/1/673/32556582581_a1113c6519_b.jpg
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The book itself is 99 chapters long, with each chapter describing one room in a 100 room apartment block in Paris. The order of the chapters is governed by a solution to the knight’s journey problem on a 10 by 10 chess board, where a knight must move to each square, without landing on the same square twice.Each chapter needs to include items drawn from 42 lists of 10 items each. I’ll leave it up to you whether the 42 evokes memories of Douglas Adams. The items were selected by a mathematical device called the Graeco-Latin square.The final piece of the puzzle is the mathematically governed clinamen – the ‘gaps’ in the constraint which leave room for imperfectionsSo why would Perec have subjected himself and his creative process to this? Well, he belonged to a literary group called OuLiPo, AKA the Ouvroir de Litterature Potentielle, or Workshop of Potential Literature. The group holds that imposing constraints on writing has the potential to provide a means of progression and innovation: in the words of Raymond Queneau, who founded the group, ‘Oulipians are rats who build the labyrinth from which they will try to escape’ (as cited in Gallix, 2013). Does that sound familiar in any of our work?Essentially, the group operates on the premise that constraints engender great creativity; that rather than acting as barriers to the creative process, constraints facilitate it.
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Presentation Notes
The thing is, there’s actually some evidence that it is the case that constraints facilitate creativity, even in professional fields. Haught-Tromp (2017) calls it The Green Eggs and Ham Hypothesis, after the observation that Dr Seuss’s famous book eventuated through a bet that he couldn’t write a book using only 50 words. In a methodology which centred around the act of writing, Haught-Tromp (2017) found that ‘mere practice within constraints can stimulate creativity’ (p1.). In other contexts, Hennessey and Amabile (2010) found that time pressure could be a positive force upon professional creativity if distractions are minimised and there is a clear goal in mind. In a research and development context, Rosso’s research (2014) found that where teams understood the  possibilities of constraint, it acted as a positive force. Essentially, the literature shows that where professionals embrace the tension between constraint and freedom and immerse themselves in it, in the words of Rosso (2014) ‘it puts them on a virtuous trajectory that enables them to see the tensions instead as interdependent dualities – opposites that exist within a unified whole’.I’m going to come back to that immersion and its virtuous trajectory shortly, but I did promise that I would get to how it works in equity and evaluation, so here we go!https://www.flickr.com/photos/scatty/3364271278
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Presentation Notes
As a starting statement on equity, evaluation and constraint, I’d make the point that we do not need to be members of EPHEA, or be professionally accredited to work in the field. In a sense, equity – and evaluation actually – is like the novel, in that it might be perceived as one of the more open professions to work in – we are in many ways as free as a bird to say what equity practice is and does. And in the same way that many non-writers are writing a novel, many non-equity practitioners are doing equity practice.Yesterday in the Evaluation SIG, we covered some of the constraints under which we operate in this sector. Here’s a few of them:We exist in a time, currently, of significant uncertainty. Some might say that state has never changed. That’s a constraint.We have funding constraints under which we operate. Where we do have funding, we often need to work within conditions of grant, higher education standards, guidelines and legislation. These are all constraints. But given this conference is being attended by so many of us, and we engage with EPHEA, it seems that some of us at least are attempting to seek constraints within which to work. We engage with others working in the sector, borrow and share practice. We read our journals and we implement ideas tested elsewhere into our own practice. And many of the constraints identified in other areas apply directly to us. For example, the constraints of the evaluation field have been codified by the U. S. Government Accountability Office (2012) as time, cost, staff, location, and facilities, to which Bamberger, Rugh, and Mabry (2011) added political constraints. I’d argue that this set of constraints is equally applicable to equity practice.And yet despite the constraints we place on ourselves being coupled with constraints of circumstance, I would argue based on what I’ve seen and heard in my time within higher education equity, and through EPHEA in particular, that we are – in fact – a creative bunch. What I think equity practitioners do well is dealing with your context as best as possible. You all work with limited budgets, limited timeframes and sometimes limited buy in. You fit into the structures of our workplaces as best we can, and potentially work with teams who have little to no knowledge about equity practice. And of course you argue for and win your ongoing presence within universities to continue the work you do.http://www.mywritingblog.com/2014/09/
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Presentation Notes
One of the things which has struck me in preparing this is how much the experiences of evaluators mesh with those of equity practitioners. While some might say this is merely to avoid having to reference works on the constraints within the equity sector within the time I have available, there are actually some significant overlaps.The ways in which evaluators deal with constraints can be best summed up by the fact that two of our profession’s key texts are written by one person, and together they seemingly reflect the tensions between freedom and constraint that I touched on earlier. Those texts are Practical Evaluation (Patton, 1982) and Creative Evaluation (Patton, 1981), both by Michael Patton. What’s really notable in how Patton describes evaluation throughout these books, is that practicality and creativity work hand in hand; he regards Practical Evaluation as an extension of Creative Evaluation, so they do not serve as oppositional forces. So while Creative Evaluation summed up the evidence around the need for creativity in the field, there is a passage in Practical Evaluation that I will read now which sums up how constraints might be employed by evaluators to be creative:‘There is evidence that, while it is neither easy nor usual, it is possible to become aware of our paradigms and heuristics, and in that awareness take control of our decision processes, thereby releasing our creative potential and enhancing our ability to be truly situationally responsive and adaptive.’ (Patton, 1982, pp. 17-18)So, in fully understanding our constraints, we can use and adapt them to the contexts in which we work. And practical work, while the terminology would make it appear to be dry and uncreative, is instead the result of creativity: Patton again says: ‘Like the acrobat who makes the most daring trick look easy, the simple elegance of practical solutions often disguises the creative work, disciplined talent, and grounding in fundamentals contained therein’ (Patton, 1982, p. 20). So, here we are, evaluators and equity practitioners, somersaulting through the tricky field of HEPPP, SSAF and operational funding, and the minefield of standards and legislation, with the grace and poise of gymnasts. I really like that metaphor.
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So in my discussions here in the SIG and social networking session, I’ve been picking up on some of the concerns we have in equity in higher education; and particularly around the forthcoming evaluation framework. We’ve grappled with the counterfactual, the possibility of randomised controlled trials as gold standard evidence. To this, I would probably respond that we need to think more deeply about the possibility that RCTs are not necessarily the only way to measure impact meaningfully. And the constraints of methodology effectively say that no one methodology will tell you whether your program is effective or not. Quantitative evidence is fine, but it typically needs the story as well.We saw yesterday in the SIG that there are many different ways of understanding and measuring impact, and we even saw the example of the University of Sydney using detailed video data to illustrate individuals’ own individual journeys through a widening participation program. This was data that allowed us as viewers, practitioners and evaluators to understand that while Steven’s own journey reflected a potential shift in attitude towards someone more likely to attend university. Conversely, that data was nuanced enough that we understood the concerns that other family members expressed around Steven losing his connection to his Aboriginal culture. To me, this was a great example of acknowledging the constraints around a program, while conversely do the daring, acrobatic trick of working within these constraints to generate rich, meaningful evidence about the effectiveness of a program that actually works in communicating about findings.So right now I just want to touch on a couple of the ways in which I’ve needed to be creative in my own practice, and I’d love for you to think about similar situations for you. These are examples where I explicitly acknowledged these as constraints that could guide creativity, and while I won’t go into much detail right now.https://xkcd.com/882/
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Presentation Notes
The first element of my own practice I’d like to talk about was an initial stipulation that the evaluation framework I am building needs to be mapped to the Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA) Higher Education Standards Framework (HESF). In essence, we need to provide evidence to TEQSA that we are meeting those standards to maintain our status as self-accrediting organisations. In our world, the HESF is thus kind of a big deal. Universities build their operations around it. Every area of every university needs to be able to demonstrate adherence to it. In many ways, adhering to the HESF is a significant constraint.But this constraint has concomitantly led to possibilities for creativity in evaluation and equity practice. If you’ve ever read standards documents, they are typically phrased around the work we do and the deliverables we must end up with. For those of us versed in program logic, they should sit firmly within the outputs column. To me, this presented an excellent opportunity – the standards became something against which we could map our outputs, and the outcomes and evaluation frameworks and measures are then developed with program managers responsible for delivery of those outputs and achieving outcomes. What better way to communicate with practitioners about outcomes? And to build programs that think beyond mere deliverables – the HESF – and into the impacts we’re actually having on our students? This is a single example of how we can use some of our evaluation thinking as a means by which we can think more about the impacts of our programs, but I would argue that standards and guidelines can often be used creatively to ensure that program managers and leaders are thinking about more than just compliance.https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CIMOSA
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Presentation Notes
One of the key parts of my role, and that of many other internal evaluators, is in building evaluation capacity and usage within my organisation. Now, in terms of evaluation usage, one of the things that can happen while evaluating things is when you find out that certain elements of a program actually work quite well. In these contexts, you sometimes need to tell people to effectively keep on doing exactly what they’ve been doing. While it may seem like a good problem to have, it does present some difficulties.I worked on the Future Moves program, which I built the evaluation framework for and carried out three years worth of evaluation. In that evaluation, we found that the fundamentals of the program were actually pretty sound, and effective at getting to the desired outcomes with very little in the way of adverse outcomes, with a solid set of causal links reflecting the original program logic able to be supported by the evidence available. While some areas of improvement were able to be uncovered, the key story was that the program was working, and that the crux of any recommendations were that the program should effectively continue doing what it was already doing.While this is OK in theory, delivering this recommendation to a group of dynamic, resourceful and effective workers in this type of space can actually be somewhat demotivational; in that it almost sounds like you’re asking them to remain static. Coupled with a funding and policy structure which stipulates the groups to be reached and outcomes the program needs to achieve, the recommendation to ‘keep up the good work’ in some elements of the program was perceived as antithetical to creative workplace fulfilment. Enter the creativity of constraint. In speaking the language of the arts and of creativity rather than ‘business as usual’, the constraints become visible. Instead of being regarded as barriers, they are opportunities to innovate. Within Future Moves, the Creativity of Constraint now operates as a guiding principle for its work and management. You can actually go and check them out tomorrow! So while we may operate in a space sometimes where the outcomes are non-negotiable and the target groups are still the same, the ways in which the program operates reflect how constraint can yield creativity. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bead_on_wire_constraint.svg
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To finish up, I’d argue that like writing a novel, doing good work in the equity space is something that many people think they can achieve. However, very few people can do it well without a lot of work. That work needs to involve understanding the constraints under which the sector operates, utilising those constraints to your advantage, and imposing additional constraints if required to yield further creativity.I gave you a couple of very brief examples of constraint yielding creativity in my own work, but I would love to hear more about constraints yielding creativity in others’ work. So right now I’d just like to ask you where you see constraints in your work. As it stands, do you regard these as positive forces for creativity, or are they simply obstacles to overcome? Let’s talk!https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bluepoles.jpg
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Thank you and I'd like to begin by acknowledging the Turrbal peoples as the traditional owners of the country on 

which this conference is taking place and pay my respects to their elders past and present. I first acknowledge 

Professor Peter Buckskin as the current chairperson of the national Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher 

education consortium and those on whose behalf I am speaking this morning. Unfortunately Peter is currently 

unwell and sends his apologies for his inability to attend this morning but I was delighted to step in and I first 

spoke at this conference I think in 2010 in Auckland. 

So bad they still remember! Thank you. I'd also like to thank the equity practitioners and higher education 

organisers for inviting me to speak in place of Peter and thank them for the organisation of this conference and 

their hospitality. Earlier this year, in the context of having a national project of increase indigenous academic 

employment for the Commonwealth Government, I was then asked by Universities Australia to consider the 

idea of deep engagement between universities and indigenous peoples in the context of increasing indigenous 

academic employment in higher education and this is at the national conference in March in year. So this led me 

to ask what this might look like if we were to go beyond the obvious. The obvious is that since the turn of the 

21st century approximately 60% of Australia's universities have indigenous employment strategies and some 

even have targets set ranging from 1.7 to 2.5% as a proportion of their total staff numbers. However, having in 

place an indigenous employment strategy and having set targets has not been effective in increasing the 

number of indigenous people employed in the higher education sector and in some instances there's been a 

decrease in the number of staff employed. Given that the consistent solution to indigenous unemployment is 

touted as the development of an indigenous employment strategy with or without targets, the data tells us that 

this has not been effective so the deeper question becomes what are the variables at play inhibiting our 

employment? In today's presentation I'll provide a preliminary analysis of the recurring themes beginning to 

emerge from the work. This is followed by consideration of possible explanations for this patterns and 

tendencies. I then share what I imagine to be the basis of the future for indigenous academics that aspire to be 

productive - to a productive and fulfilling career albeit in the academy. So I start with the question what is at 

2017? What is the data showing us that we saw from our work with the project? The following observations are 

available. Firstly, there's been some progress, in 2008 there were no indigenous senior executives at any 

Australian university, in 2009 the first ever indigenous pro vice chancellor was appointed at Charles Darwin 

University and eight years later we did have one deputy and the position is still there and in 13 to 14 pro vice 

chancellors, in 2014, someone from this institution became the first indigenous scholar to receive the eminent 

appointment of distinguished Professor, followed by the same appointment to professional at Curtin University 

in the same year. We've seen a review undertaken in 2012 which has influenced the subsequent development 

of increasing number of sector plans and strategies and the national indigenous higher education workforce 

strategy was developed and a national indigenous research network established in the last eight years. Recently 

in March this year universities Australia itself launched its own indigenous strategy. Yet for all of that, 

preliminary analysis of the data shows that, one, the disproportionate ratio of indigenous professional to 

academic staff continues, suggested little progress across the sector, secondly, degree by research completions 
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are not proven. What does this mean for the current and future supply and demand of the indigenous academic 

labour force? Thirdly, any initiatives to address indigenous academic employment are most likely to have been 

unilaterally developed led and funded specifically by indigenous units and staff without institutional support yet 

most universities will openly declare an institutional commitment to employing indigenous staff. Fourthly, that 

then means that it's the indigenous staff who appear to be doing the heavy lifting here so what does that mean 

for whole of university approach? Fifthly, the impact of university indigenous employment communities, we 

should ask do they have status, are they influential, effective? Six, enormous gap between institutional intent 

and action via institutional inertia which I think is the gap that needs to be closed. Which leads to questions of 

issue ownership, whose responsibility, the strength of commitment as translated into material investment. 

Seven, the pattern ratio or trend is not likely to change in the short to medium term which is concerning for 

example given the time lag that one has in the indigenous station or for any academic, to progress to an 

academic level A to senior and above and, eight, we found in the survey material that racism continues to exist 

within the academy as reported by project survey respondents and in different ways most likely underpins all of 

the findings identified that I've just covered. If we were to accept those findings as evidence to measure the 

depth of the employment, of depth of engagement sorry, then we must inevitably conclude that the current 

level is quite shallow and why is this so? The answer mainly found in a number of explanations and today I'll 

focus on a select few and borrowing from the works of Sarah, and others. The shallow indigenous engagement 

both exists and persists in universities and we cannot ignore the reality that this is symptomatic of a broader 

structural issue of race and equality. Inequality it is argued is neither accidental nor a deliberate conspiracy but 

an inevitable consequence of inequalities that are structurally and culturally pattern by race. Accordingly 

mainstream universities become understood by indigenous peoples as predominantly white institutions, this is 

not to suggest that universities are explicitly racist but to recognise the racial bias of these institutions in which 

the dominant white cultural ideology is embedded in the language and cultural practices, traditions and 

perceptions of knowledges within them. This racial basis has been defined by Professor Moreton Robinson as 

the whiteness that not only positions whites as known subjects but simultaneously situates indigenous peoples 

as objects rather than subjects. She argues that this racial bias operates discursively as a presupposition that 

opening whiteness to define itself by what it is not but being blind to itself and this is how colour-blind racism 

works. Whiteness is not about complexion or a cultural lotion but a socially informed orientation, of sociological 

and construct of power that both allows for superiority over these. In an institutional context such domination 

does not always mean complete control but it's the ability to set the terms by which other groups such as 

indigenous Australians operate. Within bureaucracy such as universities, policies and strategies are typically the 

documental mediums through which these terms are set. So if there were specific indigenous employment 

strategies in place, then why aren't these documents achieving the purpose for which they were established? 

Sarah observed that documents that have quality related goals such as indigenous employment strategies 

ideally require utility as a measure of institutional good performance. In the age of a performative university 

where disciplinary regimes require such documents to be units of measurement of performance, institutional 

performance against indigenous employment strategies does not seem to be or are the status of items of 

significance. What does it then mean for a university to be claimed to be good at indigenous academic 

employment? We're warned of the tendency for institutional claims to have produced an exemplary indigenous 

employment strategy being automatically interpreted as being good at indigenous academic employment. This 

translation she tells us actually works to consider the very inequalities the employment strategy written to 

reveal because the existence of the strategy itself is taken as evidence that the institutional world it documents 

indigenous underemployment has been overcome. Therefore, this act of concealment also serves an additional 

purpose in terms of image management. To present the university as being good at this or at least perceived to 

be actively engaged in doing something despite the contrary. Relatedly, the notion of good practice of intent 



 
 

EPHEA Conference 2017  3 
 

and better institutional strategies she insists can be as it says, practices at the university are good. However, 

goods practices she maintains concentrate on sharing practices that focus on solutions at the expense of not 

integrating the problems with organisational culture which necessitate the solutions. So while universities might 

prioritise standards of good practice in achieving indigenous academic employment targets, the sense of degree 

of institutional commitment to achieving these can be a problem at times, she alerts us to the hearts and minds 

of describing our quest as indigenous advocates to leverage the sense of university commitment that is usually 

missing. Our hearts and minds commitment is to get into the institution so that necessity for achieving 

indigenous academic employment outcomes becomes part of how the institution feels and thinks. Commitment 

then provides the means to get on the tick box approach, the latter restricted to the demonstration of 

compliance with procedure without having fully to commitment yet the provisional commitment does not 

necessarily guarantee a transition from an intent to action and she's highlighted the various ways commitment 

can be manipulated to be able to be understood as non-performative whereas it brings into effect that which 

they know. For example, a commitment to increasing academic employment can be fully made and 

operationalised within the institution through due process as through all the right channels but without having 

impact to the running of the institution, we may well then ask what is university committed to? As indigenous 

scholars we have already established white supremacy across the western academy, accordingly the academy 

supports and reproduces certain systems of thought and knowledge that rarely reflect the world views, it 

remains founded on epistemological practices and traditions at the expense of alternatives. Such as those 

produced by indigenous Australians. Most efforts to render the university more hospitable and relevant to 

indigenous peoples are ultimately limited to the reach of indigenous specific programs, thus fail to address the 

broader systemic issue of the sanctioned ignorance of the academy. While universities may not be blatantly 

opposed to indigenous peoples they don't necessarily promote the advancement of their interest either. 

Indigenous academic employment is a case in point. Despite the appalling employment statistics that existed, 

indigenous people are not the priority when it comes to recruitment of university staff. Another obvious 

institutional explanation to the low indigenous employment numbers is to so-called difficulties of recruiting 

indigenous people and staff and students. And the difficulties that isn't framed by the institution as indigenous 

cultural differences. But attempts are made to resolve such culture by challenges such as increasing indigenous 

academic employment, the universities most likely to locate pathology with indigenous staff, instead of 

examining itself in its operating structures and discourses and practices and assumptions. Even when academics 

are recruited there's an expectation that they will discontinue their own cultures in order to transition 

seamlessly into the academic culture. In effect, they continue to go unrecognised along with the expectation 

that such ontologies will not be important by indigenous staff to the university. The subsequent mainstream of 

indigenous staff into a foreign academic culture and environment has not produced any discernible 

transformative effect, instead what ought to be mainstream is the indigenous philosophies and world views. 

Universities generally believe that their inclusion in will of itself circumscribe the parameters of its own 

transformative project in overtly welcoming indigenous world views and philosophies but in order for it to have 

any meaningful effect the academy will also have to come to terms with its own limited conceptions of 

knowledge in the world and how it fails to hear or understand views produced by other conventions. In fact, the 

academy continues to ignore, overlook and dismiss indigenous ontologies. One intellectual tradition available. 

All of which is represented as normative and neutral. Historically, the ideology of colonialism as intellectually 

inferior but now that's indigenous epistemologies who are worthy of consideration. Consequently, that's only a 

limited welcome to indigenous people. Sharing the experience of participation in higher education institutions is 

critical to deep engagement so I'm fortunate that this experience is usually one of feeling or being out of place, 

of being made to feel like a stranger who does not belong and I suggest that only some bodies have the right to 

occupy certain spaces such as universities. When these practices and policies of whiteness as seen as 
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unproblematic or inevitable by the institution, they remain racialised basis that devalue, marginalise and hinder 

the full participation by indigenous people. To further elaborate, the first form of hospitality where the 

university received as guests those who embody indigenous people, however conditional hospitality is when 

you are welcomed on condition that you give something back in return. I think people are then treated as 

guests, as temporary residents in someone else's home and it therefore seems that they're welcome not at 

university on the condition that they return that hospitality by integrating into a common organisational culture 

or by being diverse indigenous and allowing universities at will to celebrate their indigenous nature. At the same 

time, if indigenous work is less valued by universities, then having responsibility for this work is to work in 

institutional spaces that are less valued. To the indigenous and the mainstream institution is to be stuck in a 

racialised category and to be constrained by it. Being indigenous person is to be the person, when indigenous 

matters arise but this also then allows as you all well know working in the equity space, allows others not to turn 

up. Such as attending a university indigenous employment committees, the amount of apologies you get. Being 

indigenous in a mainstream institution is like being an actor on stage, playing a small part in a script and he 

describes the roles to perform. Story-lines one is expected to follow and dramas and subplots to avoid and 

there's no rehearsals, in the country context the main characters are non-indigenous with indigenous people in 

one or two supporting roles. One of the non-negotiable realities for indigenous staff subject to negative 

stereotypes requires them to perform additional work to negate them. Those not subject to the effects of 

negative stereotyping never have to perform that work, work that often goes unrecognised and certainly not 

valued. Consider then the notion of institutionalisation as what institutions tend to do or say they're doing, or 

should be doing. This suggests institutional tendencies and habitual form of actions that have become 

incorporated by the university as second nature to it as a consequence of an accumulated history, therefore 

certain ways of doing thing both the thing and the way, become natural and second nature to the institution. In 

this context, indigenous work in the academy is difficult because it often requires doing work within universities 

that would not otherwise be done by the university itself. It is not uncommon that indigenous persistence is 

usually met with institutional resistance. It can manifest as institutional inertia, the lack of the university's will to 

change. And it can be derived from institutional habitual activity, the forming of organisational habits to avoid 

trouble and to save energy. If we accept these propositions that habitualised institutional activity also provides 

the foundation for deliberation and innovation, the very nature of indigenous academic employment as an 

effort of persistence to foreground itself as an institutional end simultaneously undermines itself and is thus 

prevented from becoming habitual natural second nature. And why? We call that institutional habits to save 

trouble to the institution and consider that indigenous work causes trouble because it has to disrupt the 

racialised normativity in order to achieve its outcomes. Increasing indigenous academic employment can only 

become part of what the university is doing only when it ceases to cause trouble. This implicates the typology in 

the division of work allocated in the indigenous line. This is distinguished between advancement and citizenship 

class. Where advancement tasks constitutes the right kind of work and citizenship tasks as the wrong kind. He 

defines advancement tasks as though that lead to promotion and enough of them are performed an employee 

can advance because such tasks are also easy to measure, compensate and verify. Those afforded lesser status 

are difficult to measure and verify and promotions and other rewards are not usually tied to these. He observed 

that institutions usually require that only certain employees perform what he calls the lumpy citizenship task, 

tasks that take a lot of time and effort, compromise those employees' ability to perform advancement tasks in 

Australia, indigenous staff are more likely to be responsible for many cultural citizenship tasks at the expense of 

providing many opportunity for advancement work. And non-indigenous staff tend to avoid indigenous-related 

work because it's perceived as lumpy. Under such circumstances shallow engagement is inevitable and the often 

tailored panacea that the whole of university approach becomes compromised because to do indigenous work 

is to risk forsaking opportunities for career enhancement. We might then wonder how indigenous staff end up 
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in universities in the first place. They tend to recruit in their own image so some bodies more than others are 

recruited particularly those who reproduce the character of the university and reflect that image back to itself. 

Such reflection is comforting to the university emanating feeling of easiness and wellbeing and these are usually 

white ones whereas discomfort, the failure to fit, is how indigenous bodies have to work hard to make others 

comfortable - statement. This requires indigenous people to be silent and not to talk about race equality or 

whiteness, because to do so is to ungrateful for the hospitality received, despite gratitude. It is to be the 

indigenous kill joy, the obstacle to the conversation space at the meeting table because race means we keep 

exposing a problem and yet another meaning. It becomes what is labelled as institutional tiredness, a resistance 

to hearing the words that slow things down. It's also a refusal to listen, a form of industrial deafness. This failure 

to fit may be attributed to how indigenous values and indigenous peoples themselves are situated within the 

academy and could explain why they are related to other indigenous academic. Chris Anderson has argued that 

the position on studies is merely different to contemporary white stream academia, is overly reductionist and 

simplistic, instead he counters that studies exist in a density similar to other academic disciplines and the failure 

to recognise indigenous cultural density risks marginalising indigenous knowledge of white, yet despite his 

authoritative standard of indigenous scholarship Anderson acknowledges that the whiteness remains the non-

representational source through which western societies produce and consume indigenous values. For him, 

cultural density exists through numerous subject positions which it occupies in its modernity. The consequences 

for the lack of density afforded to indigenous studies is debilitating as evidenced by indigenous studies being 

restricted to several accredited units which attempts the nearly impossible task of representing the entirety of 

our societies, of our stand points and our intellectual traditions, histories, our struggles and achievements and 

our ideologies and philosophies all compacted into a couple of units, we usually exist within the institution as a 

demarcated entity, enveloped within a broader organisational structure as a single budget line. White stream 

academia on the other hand has a broader array of skills and faculties each with their own budget lines 

dedicated to and structured by the disciplinary study of the density of their own societies. What then is the 

trajectory for indigenous academic employment in Australia? Moreton Robertson argued that indigenous 

knowledge is about it primarily because of their disrespect. We know about how it operates and the logics of 

this presumptive truth. At the same time, we are alerted to perils of indigenous ontology to being more 

common, moreover he takes the task for studies to unwittingly mimic what he calls the western physical, the 

imperative to note oneself and the question of humanity. He asks to us consider about colonialism via the 

western academy has the helped produce indigenous knowledges that enable the continuation of colonial 

discourses to which we are supposed to be opposed. In this context, he questions the authenticity of indigenous 

resistance within western structures framed by non-indigenous as unwitting compliance to and structured by 

the western academic tradition of dissent. He argues it's predominantly changed in their transformations but 

again only through frameworks that that make them applicable to western thought. As a consequence he asks 

whether the indigenous scholarship or liberation that apply in western traditions of descent ultimately have the 

restraints of further restraining. And the efforts to resistance do we bestow them with power and prestige. He 

suggests that we reject the impost. Essential formations of indigenous notions and instead move to what he 

terms post indigeneity via a reconstructed idea. He introduces the idea of indigenous knowledge unintelligible 

to western rationales and he specifically he refers to that which is coded as resources, coded as myth, traditions, 

and people coded as the other. To conclude, we know from Moreton Robertson that whiteness positions its 

members as knowers and indigenous people as objects and how indigenous knowledges of whiteness can be 

transformative but undermining and making visible whiteness claims. University and its racial formations 

perpetuate a racial dominance through systemic resistance to substantive measures to address inequities. 

Institutional commitments to achieving equity related outcomes are usually tenuous, symbolic and must not be 

accepted at face value. A commitment to do does not always mean that there will be any doing. He 
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demonstrated how white stream academy perpetuates racial dominance through control and division of 

intellectual labour by relegating and restricting the contributions to cultural citizenship tasks by preserving 

unfettered access by whites to the responsibilities that ensure career advancement. Anderson reminds of the 

advancement of indigeneity, obviously shunned preoccupied with cultural difference, instead he advocates an 

interdisciplinary approach to indigenous studies which engages the academic disciplines to expose its limitations 

that protects whiteness and displaces the whiteness of western placement. Finally, there is the promise of a 

liberating critical indigenous study, a scholarly detour where the indigenous gaze is diverted from the colony to 

ourselves. We can draw attention to the unintelligible so we can break free of colonial madness that still 

underpins much of what we do. We watch as an increasing underground of universities undertake significant 

financial advancements to secure their future proofing. The design of these projects is largely influenced by the 

anticipated projected growth of the sector demand via more students and their needs and what this might 

require to ensure a positive student experience of the future yet there appears to be little if any consultations 

with indigenous academic or community leaders in discussions concerning the design or purpose of these new 

facilities and what that might mean for indigenous men in the future. We might very well then ask what exactly 

is being future proofed? Specifically who's needs and futures are being future proofed. Is it another way of 

retaining the statement type of university that continues to prioritise the main interest of the mainstream? Are 

these new physical structures merely the physical vehicles created to ensure the safe passage of white academic 

supremacy into the future? Seems to be this constitutes the new border land law, the Australian academy and 

equity practitioners and in fact all of them are prescribed to realise the boundaries of equity. We must define 

and transgress and appropriate it on behalf of those who come tomorrow. The monster lurks in all indigenous 

Australians and it must be unleashed so that we can become a central part of university's future proofing 

projects. And if successful, indigenous academics are well positioned to become leaders in the future at 

universities and not just visitors at the behest of the white host. Thank you. 

 

QUESTIONER: Just want to say thank you and also a lot of references really resonated with me. I'm just 

wondering do you have a plan on how you might unleash the monster like in your position to actually influence 

change and I guess disrupt what is currently happening in workforce development for indigenous people in 

higher education? 

SPEAKER: The sort of broader question is something that Brenda and I and a few others are working through at 

the moment. What will be an exciting project in 2018? Which we're all bursting at the seams to tell everyone 

will be great but in terms of the workforce thing, it's a hard struggle, because as I said in my paper, it's not 

something that is I think in the core business of the institution, so I get told that there's a lot of good will 

available in institution and people want to do the right thing and then my HR director says that and every now 

and then I have to remind them that that's important. I think I start with extra teachers leading us, we're all in 

some ways work in the equity space, on these issues and it's starting to work within the institution and building I 

think coalitions of support and particularly Newcastle I've just been successful in getting a new executive, a new 

something of the senior executive and that will be formed early next year, that will then give it a status and a 

profile to have pro-vice chancellors on it, the people who can make decisions. There's no one answer or 

blueprint. Our institutions are all different how they work and some vice chancellors are on-side, some I think 

are disinterested, maybe, so it's building the case for that and working with as I say, we have resources that we 

can bring to bear and I find also a lot of work trying to dispel some assumptions about capability, when you have 

the narrative seems to be focussed around getting young people - I talked about things like horizontal mobility, 
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that we have people working at senior levels outside the institution in Government or in non-Government area 

that could come in, and certainly perform at that level. That's what I'm trying to do. 

QUESTIONER: Thank you very much for that presentation. It was fantastic. Part of the Swan project which is 

focussed on increasing the number of women in STEM, their intersection on looking at indigenous women in 

STEM, we've had a few conversations about this and it's very quickly moved to the too hard basket. I'm 

particular interested in how with what you were talking about regarding changing the curriculum and making it 

suit more or include more indigenous ways of thinking, how an institution might start to approach that? 

SPEAKER: Firstly it has to formally identify those institutional priorities and then it has to invest in it. When I say 

invest, even some of my own colleagues indigenous, say we can do that straight away. People need time for the 

intention, give me time to do the work. There might be professional development implications about how you 

do that. It's not just for indigenous students, it's more for indigenous students because to understand perhaps 

the theoretical proposition, it's better understood if it's presented in a material reality, cultural reality of that 

student but also for non-indigenous students have a right to access and engage with alternate epistemologies, 

they can make up their own mind, this is what they want in terms of what they want to produce, they can think 

openly and critical about the world they're going to engage in and that includes engaging with indigenous 

epistemologies, and others, I use feminist work a lot because it's the only one I can find many in the absence of 

the literature that starts to talk about the dominance of patriarch and white male patriarch. So I guess my 

question is it needs to prioritise it and invest in it. When I say that I mean also it needs to be in people's 

performance plans. To do the work. 

QUESTIONER: That was really thought provoking address. Those of us who are white are often race blind even 

with the best intentions and as you say, academia is entrenched in that blindness, we often just cannot see a 

different vision. Have you and your colleagues every among yourselves kind of dreamed of blue sky about what 

an indigenous-led and designed education institution would look like in such a way that maybe if we had a 

different vision to compare what we're embedded in now to, we might be able to start to move towards 

something like that? 

SPEAKER: How often do we think about that? Probably second a day. It's also - we have introduced last year, 

there's a dialogue around sovereignty and that's not... It's just breaking off from Australian territory, it's more 

about sovereignty in terms of structuring, restructuring relations, but I got the job at Charles Darwin in 2009, I 

was the first, PVC and the first thing I did was go across the ditch and visit the Maori position because they had 

PVC positions in place and one thing I was struck with was that treaty of Waitangi structured those relationships 

with the vice chancellor and the senior leader at those institutions. It didn't matter where the invitation 

chancellor didn't care or didn't prioritise or he or shell was compelled to have that discussion so I was thinking 

how could we achieve that in Australia in the absence of a treaty? We argue we've never ceded sovereignty but 

we now live in a country that Australia is what it is and we are Australian as well, but it's trying to assert that we 

have a sovereignty as well about as I have talked about in the paper and how that might be structured in the 

relations so it's not about coloniser, it's about groups coming together on equal term, parity of equivalence and 

those sort of discussions would then lead to different ways of thinking of doing, so I think - the other point I 

make to your question is that sometimes people aren't aware but sometimes a lot of time we're working in the 

wrong paradigm about racism. My paper is not to suggest that every white person is a racist and is bad, not that, 

just a few that we all deal with in general, it's note racism anymore that is about the deliberate individual intent 

to harm, it's more about I think the everyday type of routine racism that people aren't aware of that they're 

doing. Who has the best intent? People we always work beside, but times say and do things that cause harm 

and don't realise. I think that's where it's got to, because otherwise if it's the first paradigm, and most Australia, 
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98% say they're not racist, so they're in the not racist category and then we have Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people saying we're still experiencing racism, they're all not racist. It's occurring there and through 

those sorts of - that's what it's largely at now. That's the sort of cultural I use competency, I don't know if that's 

the right word anymore, but I'll say that just for today, but needs to be fashioned around those sorts of ideas. 

The other way I've gone, I've started thinking about it is it's about insisting a particular standard or capability 

working in the indigenous space. Having worked in the public service during the years as well, people come to 

work and they're not the biggest misogynist, they relate to work and at 5 o'clock they go home but between 8 

and 5, they're working to particular standards and I think perhaps that's where they need to go with the 

indigenous space workforce, if the you're going to work in this area you need to demonstrate this level of 

capability in a particular scale and knowledge set. Regardless, because otherwise you could be waiting for 50 

years for someone to have an epiphany. I don't think you can wait for that. If you're going to go to come - it's 

inevitable that what we see in the broader society comes into the institution, we just take account of those 

people who might have these sets of negative attitudes but between 8 and 5, leave them at home. 

  

Biography | Professor Steven Larkin, Pro Vice-Chancellor Indigenous Education and 

Research, University of Newcastle 
 

Professor Steven Larkin is a Kungarakany man from Darwin in the Northern Territory. He is one of Australia’s 
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2009. 
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• 1 in 5 Australians per year experience 
a mental illness

• 45.5% Australians will experience a 
mental illness some time in life

• $20 - $200 billion per year cost to 
community 

• 6 million workdays lost to depression 
• #1 WHS threat to workplaces is 

increased stress claims
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Mental Illness in Australia

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Facilitator to review these stats – 2 mins



• 3000 suicides occur each year 
in Australia

• 8 people every day, 1 every 2 
hours

• 180 attempts suicide per year

• 65,000 – 75, 000 self-injury 
hospitalisations per year

• Can strike any stage of life; 
childhood - old age

Mental Illness in Australia

© 2017 mh@work®   

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Facilitator notes;   go through slide;  mention there is a handout in participants manual of these. – 5 mins – go slow with the suicide stats… emphasize these. 1 in 5 Australian’s  = exp a m/i/ yr (1997 & 2007 Nat Health & Wellbeing Survey’s)45.% % will exp a m.i. some time in their life$20 - $200 billion per year pending on who is reporting…  and what is being measured…. $20bill – from Health professionals…$200 bill from pure economist –   takes into account eg loss of quality of life, earning potential, loss of days lost due to disability, ( Dr Nicholas Gruen, Fairfax Lateral Economics Wellbeing Scale report – annual).References for statistics: Australian Bureau of Statistics, mental health section of website; www.abs.gov.auNational Health and Wellbeing Survey’s 2007. ( this study is done every 10 years as it is very expensive and time consuming to do).Other sources for statistics – available at back of participant training manual. All major mental health organisations online.National Mental Health Commission of Australia, Lifeline, SANE Australia, Beyondblue, Commonwealth Government Department of Health, State and Territory Depts of Health and Human Services, Mental Health Australia, Mindframe, Suicide Prevention Australia…..



Symptoms & relationship of Depression & Anxiety

Emotion Thought Behaviour Physical Symptom

• Sadness
• Anxiety
• Guilt
• Anger
• Mood swings
• Apathy / lack of 

emotions
• Hopelessness
• Helplessness
• Worthlessness

• Self-criticism
• Self-blame
• Pessimism
• Impaired memory & 

concentration
• Indecisiveness & 

confusion
• Tendency to believe 

others see you in a 
negative light

• Thoughts of death & 
suicide

• Crying spells
• Withdrawal from 

others
• Worrying
• Neglect of 

responsibilities
• Loss of interest in 

personal 
appearance

• Loss of motivation

• Chronic fatigue
• Lack of energy
• Sleeping too much or too 

little
• Overeating or loss of 

appetite
• Weight loss or gain,
• Diarrhea
• Constipation
• Irregular menstrual cycle
• Loss of sexual desire
• Unexplained aches & 

pains.

*If symptoms last for at least 2 weeks & affects a person’s ability to function, seek help. (Hickie, I)
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Review this as a reference point for more extensive list of signs and symptoms.If symptoms last for at least 2 weeks & impacts on a person’s ability to function, seek professional help.This refers to day in day out, not a day here, or one or two days… this is normal. What we are referring to is persistent over a period of time and is all consuming.NEXT SLIDE IS A U/TUBE clip –….. Just click on the black box – it will take you to y/tube and the clip very quickly – it is embedded here. The address is also included for participants to access.
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• Unable to complete tasks or jobs
• Increased tardiness, being late 

or working too long hours
• Missing deadlines
• Making mistakes
• More accidents
• Low morale
• Lack of co-operation
• Withdrawing from activities 

ONCE ENJOYED

Signs & symptoms in the workplace

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Facilitator notes; ACTIVITY # 1 – Transformational Change				Allow pairs to discuss this for 15 minsIn pairs think of a story or situation where you had to shift thinking, paradigms, behavior, attitude.Consider these questions; What was the situation? How did you change? What motivated you? How did you apply the change? How do you feel looking back? One person from each pair to briefly summarise the situations of both and responses/learnings….. – 15minsThis workshop is the start of a journey, towards creating a more skilled and supportive workforce, towards influencing the culture of an organization. We do hope this starts a new way of thinking about this issue today. We might wish to see an attitude change, but know this will take time. And as shown by this exercise; motivation, more knowledge,  gaining more skills, more time to practice, apply, use/do…..Thank participants for doing and sharing in this activity….
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• Increased irritability, frustration
• Increased sensitivity
• Absenteeism, presenteeism,
• Increased alcohol or drug use
• Loss or increase of weight
• Change in a person’s appearance
• Change in language, (faster or slower 

than usual)
• Inability to concentrate
• Person doesn’t seem themselves

Signs & symptoms in the workplace

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Facilitator notes; ACTIVITY # 1 – Transformational Change				Allow pairs to discuss this for 15 minsIn pairs think of a story or situation where you had to shift thinking, paradigms, behavior, attitude.Consider these questions; What was the situation? How did you change? What motivated you? How did you apply the change? How do you feel looking back? One person from each pair to briefly summarise the situations of both and responses/learnings….. – 15minsThis workshop is the start of a journey, towards creating a more skilled and supportive workforce, towards influencing the culture of an organization. We do hope this starts a new way of thinking about this issue today. We might wish to see an attitude change, but know this will take time. And as shown by this exercise; motivation, more knowledge,  gaining more skills, more time to practice, apply, use/do…..Thank participants for doing and sharing in this activity….



Employers Legal Obligations regarding Mental Illness in the 
Workplace include;
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• Health and Safety Legislation

• Common Law

• Worker’s compensation legislation

• Anti-discrimination legislation

• The Fair Work Act
(Source: www.humanrights.gov.au 2017)

It’s the law and a Human Right!

http://www.humanrights.gov.au/


Proactive Workplaces
Leadership commitment to wellness
Embed wellness & compassion into SAFE & SUPPORTIVE 
culture, a philosophy of the way of doing business.

• Address each level, individual, team & organisation.

• Align policies & procedure 
(eg, duty of care, training & skill development, dealing 
with disclosure, work design, work flexibility, 
boundaries, managing teams, confidentiality).

• In consultation, review all potential adjustments and 
accommodations e.g. Work design, hours, tasks, 
responsibilities
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Work Design, Accommodations & Adjustments

WELLNESS 

Roles & 
responsibilities

Workload,
Work hours

Culture

Tasks, content, 
appropriate skills 

& knowledge

Physical environment; eg
lighting, noise, equipment Relationships with work 

colleagues, managers, clients

Control, autonomy levels

Purpose, meaningfulness of work, 
alignment with values 

Personal & professional growth & 
development, career options

© 2017 mh@work®   

(2017, I.Ozols)



Supporting employees with MH Issues

© 2017 mh@work®   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K5qMRhvSMCA

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Facilitator to introduce; Y/TUBE #5; “Working It Out (2); Supporting employees with MH Issues� (2010, 6mins, UK)��https://youtu.be/K5qMRhvSMCAAsk for any questions/comments?�

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K5qMRhvSMCA
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07 3857 5085
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Key note speaker: 22 November 2017 

Kylie Symonds | EPIC Assist 

 
I'd like to start by acknowledging the traditional owners and the custodians of the land as the first people of this 

country and pay respect to their elders, past and present, thank you very much for having me here to talk to you 

today about what organisations request do to tackle the issues of mental health in the workplace. I was married 

to a man for 18 years, he was a very intelligent, witty, successful and sensitive person with integrity and respect. 

He had lived with anxiety for many years before we met but seemed to manage it pretty well. There were 

experience a series of events which escalated his anxiety and denned his depression. He was an aircraft 

mechanic at Ansett and the demise of Ansett subsequently meant that there was a loss of his job, his livelihood 

and also sadly a number of his work mates that he had trained with and had basically become family. They had 

passed away by suicide as a result of the demise of Ansett. A lot of people lost their livelihood and couldn't 

manage the lifestyle without having any other options in the aviation industry at that time so that's why he had 

so many friends. Then there was the loss of his father to cancer. So the biggest blow was the physical, mental 

and belittling experience he had when he returned to the aviation industry some years later. He woke up one 

day and he was too frightened to go to work. He was experiencing exhaustion, fear, anxiety and depression. He 

wouldn't and couldn't leave the house easily, apart from attending his medical appointments and he barely left 

the house for three years. As we had been on a goodish income, we weren't able to access any in home support 

but we couldn't afford for me to stop work so every day I came home from work never knowing if I was ever 

going to find him dead or alive. He was later diagnosed with bipolar type 2, post traumatic stress disorder, 

anxiety and depression. As a carer working in the disability employment services, it was a difficult situation, I 

was not only witnessing the pain and shame that my husband was experiencing every day and night at home, 

but I was also seeing the job seekers at all various stages of their own journey every day when I was at work. 

Thankfully, my work allowed me to learn and gain some level of understanding of mental illness and the 

addictions he had developed with his prescription medication. This is a little bit of an introduction as to how I 

got so involved in suicide prevention and also into the disability and mental health space and diversity and 

inclusion. If you don't mind, can I please ask you to reflect on the last time you were sick? How were you sick? 

How long were you sick for? What were your symptoms, did you have headache? Fever, chills, an upset 

stomach. Did you go and seek help from the doctors? Did your doctor prescribe some sort of medication, did 

you inform your boss or take time off work? Just have a moment to think about that. Everybody gets sick 
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sometimes, when you have a sore throat you might take medication and sleep a lot of, if you have a broken arm 

you get a cast. Even teachers and parents get sick and have to take the medicine to get rest and to get better. 

Just like physical illnesses people can experience mental illness at any time. You may hear people describe 

mental illness as a mental disorder, neurological disorder or a mental health challenge. Having a mental illness 

can change how you think, feel or act. Just like when your body is sick and you go to a doctor someone with a 

mental illness can go to a mental health professional. Some people act in ways that are hard to understand but 

that doesn't necessarily mean they have a mental illness. Actions like being violent, getting mad, smoking, doing 

drugs is not necessarily a mental illness. It is a choices that make make but people don't choose to have a 

mental illness. They can choose to admit if they're having a hard time. That way they can get help and start 

feeling better. I'd like to say it's OK to not be OK. And that's actually a phrase that we use a lot in some of the 

work shops that we use in organisations that I'll talk about shortly. One in five Australians experience a mental 

illness in Australia each year. Depression can cause up to 6 million days lost from work every year. Stress has 

become the number one workplace health and safety risk to increased claims. These are just some of the 

reasons why we have partnered with an organisation called mental health at work and we spend time working 

with businesses to help them understand how we can manage mental illness in the workplace. It's really quite 

alarming... 

It's really quite alarming that eight people every day, that's one person every two hours will die by suicide. One 

person every two hours will die by suicide in Australia. As I said, mental illness can strike at any age. Any stage of 

life. On the screen here is some symptoms and the relationship to depression and anxiety, so as I mentioned 

earlier it can affect the way we think and feel and act. So you are feel these sorts of emotions of sadness, 

anxiety, guilt, anger, mood swings, apathy, if you're feeling hopeless, helpless, and worthless, that's a very, very 

strong indicator that you may need to get some help. Particularly if these symptoms are occurring over a period 

of two weeks or more. A loss of interest in personal appearance is also another strong indicator that you may 

need to seek help. The physical symptoms of depression and anxiety are quite alarming for a left people, they 

don't realise that you can experience such severe physical symptom, some people will refer to having feeling 

like they're having a heart attack if they're having a panic attack, so pay attention to your bodies, listen to what 

your body is trying to tell you. Or pay attention to those around you. If you start to notice somebody in the 

workplace who shows any of these following symptoms, there may be something going on and they may need 

to reach out for help but don't know how to. So if you're finding that somebody that you work with is unable to 

complete tasks, or they're tending to work late, missing deadlines, withdrawing from activities that you'd 

normally share and if there's a low morale or they're starting to become more accident prone or becoming more 

irritable and frustrated, they're absent from work or present at work but not there, that's presenteeism. If 



 
 

EPHEA Conference 2017  3 

 

there's a change in their appearance, change in their language, inability to concentrate or they just don't seem 

themselves you may need to find it in yourself to ask somebody "RUOK?"  We have RUOK Day but when you ask 

that are you always prepared for what you might hear in return? Disability discrimination Act actually has a 

clause in there that talks about reasonable adjustments and employers must consider reasonable adjustments 

not only for people with disability but also from those who have mental illness. It's actually the law and it's 

actually a human right. There's a lot of different legislation in place where it makes the law and I've listed some 

of those there and you can source that information from the Human Rights Commission. As I said, around one in 

five Australians has a disability. However, many face significant barriers when it comes to work, study and sport. 

Getting around and simply taking part in everyday activities. As I mentioned the disability discrimination Act 

protects individuals across Australia from unfair treatment and many parts of public life. The Act makes 

disability discrimination unlawful and promotes equal rights, equal opportunity and equal access for people with 

disability. The Human Rights Commission also has responsibilities to promote United Nations convention on the 

rights of persons with disabilities which Australia has ratified in 2008. People who experience direct or indirect 

discrimination can complain to the commission. We at EPIC work in partnership with others to help individuals 

and organisations around the country to understand their rights and meet their legal responsibilities. I 

mentioned earlier we partnered with mental health at work, we delivered their work shops, their workshops are 

around managing mental illness in the workplace and we aim to provide the best possible tools to the 

management of the organisations we serve and staff around how to manage mental illness in the workplace, the 

IP belongs to mental health at work and we have a licensing agreement with them. For the purpose of this is to 

ensure that we spread the information as far and wide as possible. It's important to have a coactive workplace, 

just spoken about that in the last slide in regards to the legislation. But leadership, commitment to wellness is 

the first thing an organisation can do to ensure that they are changing the culture to be equitable and inclusive 

for people with mental illness and disabilities. They can do this through addressing each level of individual team 

and worse, they can align their policies and procedures and they can consult and review all potential 

adjustments and accommodations with people with disabilities and mental illness. They can also engage in 

community programs and create innovative and internal programs to demonstrate to the staff that they walk 

the walk and talk the talk and are committed to understanding the challenges that life throws at us occasionally. 

Another one is to consider peer groups, peer support groups. Has anybody had a peer support group in their 

organisation or exposed to peer support groups? How have you found it work? 
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AUDIENCE MEMBER: We begun it as a pilot program but I believe it was... 

SPEAKER: That's really nice to know that there's some universities out there engaging with peer support groups 

and programs. On the screen is a design - like a little model about how you can consider doing some reasonable 

adjustments and consider the workplace design for people with mental illness. It's fairly self-explanatory but we 

should be looking at wellness in all areas. Work load, work hours, culture, role and responsibilities, meaningful 

tasks, content, appropriate skills and knowledge and making sure that we have the people who are in the right 

jobs, not putting them into jobs that they can't do without the training. We should offer those opportunities to 

people but we should always offer the training to go along with that job especially if it means that the person is 

taking a step in a new direction. I'd like to play a little video for you, it's only a short one, we'll talk about that in 

a moment.  

(MUSIC)  

VIDEO: Don’t ignore people that have got mental illness because you can help them from getting worse.  

Going for some lunch? Sure, I'll be down in a minute. 

(Crying)  

It is important to have somebody to reach out to, somebody that's not going to brush you off and say, "I 

haven't got time to talk to you get on with it, you know."   

Have you seen Marie around? No, she hasn't come back from lunch yet. I've been looking for you. I've 

seen the Hanson stats still on your desk, not finished them.  

Sorry, not sure I'll make them.  

It's so unlike you not to get things done on time. I'm really struggling at the moment, I'm so sorry.  

We have all been under a lot of pressure lately, come on, let's go and have a chat.  

For a number of years I've hidden by mental health problem away from the workplace, blaming a 

number of other factors but never directly addressing the issue. It is a difficult conversation to have. It 

won't ever be easy to make the first step but once you've made the first step it backs so much easier, you 

feel so much more comfortable.  

Ah! Oh! Easy! Forest, come back. You two, get on with it, will you?  

Sean. Sean, hold up mate! Hold up. Where are you going?  
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I'm sorry boss, I can't hack it at the moment.  

What's up mate? Nothing. I don't know. I can't get anything finished. Sick of that lot taking the mick, I 

need to get out of here, I'm sorry.  

I know you've been on edge lately, tell me what's going on? I don't mean to get anybody into trouble. I 

just need to know what's going on. Let's go and have a cup of tea, have a chat about it.  

SPEAKER: One of the first things I thought was very important when I realised that he was off with a mental 

health condition was to establish whether or not there are any triggers around work that had contributed to 

that. That's where the conversation should start, about the workplace issues, and I guess it's up to the employee 

to disclose maybe issues in their personal life, emotional issues that they may or may not feel comfortable 

disclosing. You might just by doing really simple things like perhaps giving people a bit more time off, a bit of 

latitude, about targets you might well enable that person not to get as unwell as they would otherwise be if they 

were trying to struggle with a whole range of pressures at the same time. That's a good thing to do for that 

person, it's a good thing for you to do as a human being, it makes you feel goods about yourself but it's also 

good for the business because if somebody is unwell, either they're going to be away from work and you're 

paying them sick pay for no output or they're not work but not delivering to the level of productivity that you 

would normally expect of them.  

What I need to look out for is taking too much work on, getting too much stressed, not having a good night's 

sleep. That is especially important. Because of my condition I've had a few problems with concentration, short-

term memory, things like that. For some reason there's a lot of noise and distraction associated with this job so 

trying to concentrate on a task that requires a lot of detail, with a lot of people distract you and a lot of noises, 

quite disturbing. Will you two shut up! Quite flexible in that if I did ask to maybe move on to a different task or 

take on a different role they'd be quite happy to. As a manager you need to recognise that everybody in your 

team will be managed differently. Some people will react very positively to one thing and some people will react 

very positively to another and a manager just needs to look at all those individuals and work out what is going to 

get the most out of that person? We spend a lot of time and a lot of money investing in all of our people and 

you don't want to lose someone when you could make some very small change to how your organisation works 

and then that person could flourish. The ongoing support has been excellent really. The real big change has 

been within the organisation of the illness. Non-indigenous. And I talk about this in every meeting we have. It's 

gone from being something that I he'd hate to discussion where we've created a set of language where we can 

talk about it a certain mutual understanding. It's not able real personal detail of life but taking professional bits 

and saying "how can we make sure your mental health is going to be maintain really?"  Stigma and related 
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discriminatory attitudes must forbidden. The turnover and retention of experienced peer workers has been a 

concern of - this is a quote from Michael Burge, it has been concerned of his for a few years now, especially the 

lack of a awareness case managers have around reasonable adjustments and the impact it may have on their 

clients in the workforce across Australia. Michael Burge is an order of Australia medal, consumer advocate, 

wellness warrior, board member representing Australia on the world federation of mental health and vice 

President on the Oceania group. That quote was taken from his presentation earlier this year on reasonable 

adjustments and the bigger systemic failure in the modern day of mental health national mental health 

consumer and carer forum in Melbourne just September this year. As a person with a lived experience of post-

traumatic stress and working as a peer support worker himself, he has earned himself many accolades for his 

advocacy and promotion of reasonable adjustments for consumers in the workplace and his commitment to 

abolishing stigma and discrimination. In my work within the disability employment services over the past ten 

plus years, I have witnessed many people with mental illnesses come through our doors, some of which have 

been former CEOs and executive managers. I often think about the fact that mental illness does not discriminate 

to executives and in my work I often ask them to consider themselves in that situation for a moment. If I may 

briefly return to the story of my ex-husband, he spent many years in in and out of hospital. He even had a 

serious psychotic episode to which he made quite serious claim of abuse by hospital staff and although there 

was no evidence of truth he to this day talks rarely of it but when he does it is with so much fear in his eyes I 

can't believe that it can't true. I stayed with him for about ten years on this very difficult journey, it's the right 

thing to do, right? Towards the end, I was no longer his wife, I can't even say I was his friend. I was a person who 

cared very much for him but was there was no longer a relationship. I became very ill myself, with what I now 

know to be a discord which was brought on by all those year of constant success and anxiety of never knowing 

what I would come home to each night. The relationship became very toxic, we barely spoke and when we did it 

was with guilt and anger from him and resentment and anger from me. We were living in separate rooms, I 

teamed to continue surrounding myself with positive family and friends but he continued to isolate himself from 

everyone. I realised the situation was not going to improve while we were still together and eventually made 

the decision to leave. It was the absolutely hardest thing I have ever had to do. I to this day still feel guilty for 

giving up on him, despite the fact that we had both moved on I now am in a very happy relationship back in my 

home State of Queensland. We did remain friends and helped him find a job which we both believe he was 

meant to do. He is now working as a peer support worker in a hospital in Victoria. I also offered him advice on 

how to secure his work placement and complete his qualifications in mental health and alcohol and other drug, 

he has also remarried and although we don't talk often I believe he still struggles with his illness but he has 

learnt better ways to manage it. I believe he is finally on his journey to true happiness now. Thank you very 

much for your time. Is there any questions? 
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QUESTIONER: Thank you Kylie. Thank you for sharing your story with us. I appreciated it enormously. I wanted 

to ask you, you finished up by describing the illness that you were diagnosed with, but also did you recognise or 

was there also a consideration of sedentary post-traumatic stress for you for being in a situation of having to be 

a responder over such an extended period as well? 

SPEAKER: I've never been diagnosed with post-traumatic stress but now that I've been out of the that 

relationship for a few years I do feel that there are types where I feel that that may have actually been 

something that has occurred. I do have a lot of anxiety now but I never used to have, I was always a very 

resilient person. And I find now that just the smallest situation of stress can cause a flare-up with my own illness 

and cause anxiety for me. 

QUESTIONER: I hope you don't mind me mentioning be that because I was a first responder with my own 

parents' contracted illness and my mum had MS with disabilities and increasingly it became more urgent and it 

was almost like self-diagnosis the fact that I was always very resilient, that's why I was on call, why I coped and 

managed but over time there was a deterioration which I noticed in my own resilience which I could attribute to 

some of those pressures and stresses, so... 

SPEAKER: I concur completely. I definitely have found myself in situations where I would normally handle them a 

lot better and I now don't handle them quite as well. Thank you for asking the question. 

QUESTIONER: One of your earlier slides, where you were talking about the responsibilities of organisations 

employer responsibility to... But also I'm not sure about other people but I know in our university there's in the 

section that I'm in there's a review of the services that we provide an IT review that's gone on for over 12 

months, with phase one being implemented and there's phase two yet to come, it is with phase two that there 

are expected to be job losings, another division has gone through that process, many universities I know have 

gone through restructures, that fabulous work, let's restructure and improve operational overhead, what I 

notice because I'm a wellness ambassador on the floor I notice that people when staff leave, it means greater 

workloads are imposed on those who remain and also there's not a whole lot of information while consultants 

are brought in to discuss a so forth so people are working under a prolonged situation of uncertainty with very 

grave and very real concerns about whether or not they'll be generated an income the very next year. I had a 

day - I think it was only the last week or the week before - where I noticed among my colleagues very severe 

aloneness, one colleague could barely say good morning to me which is when I asked if he was OK and he 

insisted he was fine. Had a few words, so my other colleague something else happened and she became very 

visibly unhappy. When I saw that I just wondered at what point are you able to say to an employee that I feel 

that the work conditions are contributing to what I would describe positively as low mood level and for some 



 
 

EPHEA Conference 2017  8 

 

people considerable anguish over time, what do you suggest is the best way to approach that because I feel that 

it's the policies of executives that are contributing to this from my observations? 

SPEAKER: Look, legally I wouldn't know because I'm not a lawyer. But my suggestion would be to flag it with the 

decision makers in the organisation and high light it as a concern. One of the strategies that businesses should 

be doing is consulting with their employees, so when it comes to restructures, I've been through a few 

restructures myself and I've found that the organisations have done a lot of consultation with staff and kept us 

informed on what is happening along the way, but I guess if we can start the conversation about the mental 

health of the impact that it's going to cause or the mental health of the employees because of these 

restructures and uncertainty I think that's something that needs to be started, that conversation needs to be 

started and then that needs to be perhaps followed up with some mental health avoidance training, there needs 

some sort of level of understanding from the senior management about the impacts and so how they can 

manage that a little bit better. 

QUESTIONER: Thank you. I think what those things are being done but again it becomes, it is being done at one 

level but the real impact is felt at another but thank you... 

SPEAKER: Sometimes it's hard to actually have that message be heard especially if you are on the ground level 

and you are out there trying to do your job and you can't go and take on that challenge, you have too many 

other things to focus on. It is a difficult one to balance. 

QUESTIONER: Going through the slides again, there's another one, maybe a couple forward, you talked about 

providing workplace adjustments. And I'm really interested in how we provide workplace adjustments with 

people with mental health conditions because it's not like providing a workplace adjustment for someone who 

might need a standard standing desk or a piece of equipment, and as a matter of fact my understanding is that 

the most widely requested workplace adjustment across all disabilities is flexibility and it's much harder to argue 

on the basis of disability. If you have family responsibilities, a left people get that and I think that's an important 

workplace flexibility option but if it's about for example, you know, I'm better in the morning so can I come early 

and finish late or whatever it might be, that's a harder thing to negotiate because it doesn't seem to be a good 

enough reason perhaps. Can you reflect on providing workplace adjustments for people who live with mental 

health conditions and how from the employer side we can be doing it better and how we in our role can support 

staff to request and implement those adjustments? 

SPEAKER: It's very, very much an individualised approach as you can imagine. There's lots of different 

adjustments that you can make for a person with a mental illness such as having a quieter work space, maybe 

that might seem like a privilege, if you have an open floor plan but maybe it's the opportunity to have a quieter 
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work space when working on specific tasks, there is obviously the flexibility arrangements, from a disability 

employment perspective when we are sourcing opportunities for our job seekers we try to match them to the 

most appropriate job role to begin with so that we know how to help them manage their time and their 

wellness in the workplace. A tool that we use in the workshops is a wellness action plan and I actually use it as a 

disclosure tool when I'm working with my participants regardless of whether they have a mental illness or a 

disability because it's actually a great way of identifying what the triggers are in the work place and how they 

can be minimised and not only that, what to do if there is an episode in the workplace and what does the 

individual want the employer to do in terms of management, it's an agreed action plan and there's even a 

declaration on it to help managers know OK so, if there is an episode I don't call this person, I call this person, 

that's what I've been told to do because this person might potentially be the cause of the problem for example, 

next of kin, who would automatically just go to the next of kin on the employee records but don't know if that's 

the person causing the problem, these wellness action plans help outline who the right person is to call, be it a 

doctor or a family friend or somebody else. That is a really useful tool and one that we spend a bit of time in the 

workshops actually using and filling out and providing the place for future reference. Michael Burge is actually 

probably the most expert person I know on reasonable adjustments for people with mental illness in the 

workplace. It really does come down to that individual conversation with each person and the type of job that 

they're doing, the other examples that I can think of off the top of my head that we've done is we've identified 

early indicators for when somebody is becoming unwell, they identified what the early indicators are, for 

example they might identify that they will start turning up to work late or might wear odd coloured socks and 

that is an indicator that he may have stopped taking his medication and that's when we instigate that 

conversation. The other reasonable adjustments is if you are noticing those very, very minor signs and 

symptoms that we talked about before, if you can have that conversation early, and identify what's is going 

wrong, not necessarily going to think of everything that's going on in somebody's life and they may not even 

want to share with you to begin with so what we're cover in the workshops is how to approach that and what to 

do if you are rejected on that offer of having a conversation, we also look at other ways to handle those 

situations. That might involve getting somebody else to talk, might be involving taking them to have a 

conversation somewhere else off site so that it's not obvious to everybody else but if you have a good 

relationship with your staff that's a really good way of identifying those signings early. 

QUESTIONER: Thank you for that Kylie. Really appreciate it. You talk about mental health workshops. These are 

for people who have already disclosed in the workplace? 

SPEAKER: These are workshops that we deliver to businesses to managers. 
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QUESTIONER: So for all managers? It's not specifically for people who disclose that they have a mental health... 

SPEAKER: No, although last week I did deliver a work shop to managers because they had recently employed a 

number of employees who had disclosed disability and mental illness and I asked those new employees if they 

would be prepared to join us on that work shop and share their lived experience. 

QUESTIONER: You were talking about disclosure, it is something that's been repeated throughout this and I'm 

just wondering do you have any other tips for how to be encouraging a culture where people are really 

comfortable to disclose or share? 

SPEAKER: I think it's really beneficial for businesses to walk the walk and talk the talk. They say we're an 

inclusive organisation, prove it. One of the things I have been doing with one of the major accounts I work with 

in Melbourne is helping them redesign their application forms for example in some of the stuff they do on their 

website to encourage people to actually not necessarily disclose their label of their disability but maybe more 

around the supports that they might require in the workplace upfront in the interview phase, application phase 

or during those early stages of employment. Obviously there's no legal requirement to disclose, but what we 

want to do is get people feeling comfortable that they can share that information so that they can have a 

mentally healthy workplace, so some of the things that we've suggested is using more positive language in the 

application forms on the websites, sharing stories about - so I know that Barclay's bank in the UK have a 

program where it's called this is me, and it's where they have their staff who have a disability or a mental illness 

and they do a little story on them and they've invited members of the community to be a part of that program. 

That's actually demonstrating that they are interested in the health and wellbeing not only of their employees 

but also of their customers. 

QUESTIONER: Thank you so much for your presentation and sharing your story. You mentioned earlier around 

key support groups and I wanted to find out if you can provide some examples about how that is being 

implemented in various organisations? My question was around key support groups that you mentioned and if 

you can tell me a little more about how those are structured and what they look like from your encounters in 

difference organisations? 

SPEAKER: They are done differently in some sets so the ones in the hospital settings are the ones I'm most 

familiar with, are where there is a peer worker that will go and work with patients and gives them somebody to 

talk to not a medical professional. I don't think that I would be wrong in saying that even though there's a lot of 

people who are well trained in mental health, they don't necessarily have the genuine understanding of mental 

health so patients often feel that there is a stigma associated when dealing with their practitioners to the peer 

worker helps them work through some of those things because the peer worker understands, they've lived it, 
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they know what that person is going through, the fear that they're experiencing and they also the peer workers 

will work with the practitioners as well to help them around language and communication and so forth, that's in 

the hospital setting, in a workplace environment, it could be different depending on the setting of the 

environment. But it would normally be like an identified person at EPIC we have a team of mental health 

consultants, they're there for our participants but they're also there for us. There's also obviously we can access 

the employment assistance program, but you have some of the those mental health consultants have lived 

experience as well so they can become a peer worker if you needed to open up with somebody. That's how it's 

structured in our workplace. It might be similar to a workplace health and safety nominated person like a fire 

warden in other workplaces so again Michael Burge is a really good person to link in with to have those 

conversations because he's the genuine expert on that area. I'm more than happy to share his contact details. 

SPEAKER: Thank you so much.  If there are no questions we'll concludes this session. I really appreciated you 

telling a very personal account about your own journey and that really contextualising the issues at a very 

personal level. Thank you so much for being here today. We all got a lot out of your session. 

Biography | Kylie Symonds, EPIC Assist 

Currently Corporate Account Manager within EPIC’s New & Emerging Business and Education Assist teams. With 

qualifications in Marketing, HR & Disability, I have extensive experience in corporate and non-profit 

organisations. Kylie’s professional expertise includes Marketing, PR, Recruitment, Project Management, 

Training, Business Development, Customer Service and Corporate Account Management. She is committed to 

supporting suicide prevention and contributing to the improvement of social inclusion for people living with 

disability and mental illness and in the local and the broader community. In addition to my professional 

experiences, I was a Board Director with Lifeline Gippsland for 4 years before returning to Qld. 

I have been helping businesses employ people with disabilities in various capacities within the Disability 

Employment Services for more than 10 years. Additionally, I share the lived experience of being a personal carer 

of a loved one with a mental illness. Since joining EPIC, I have introduced Disability Awareness workshops for 

business wanting to increase their disability recruitment confidence, candidate attraction and access and 

inclusion for their customers with disabilities. Additionally, I have instigated a partnership with mh@work® to 

deliver Managing Mental Health in the workplace to business wanting to better understand and manage mental 

health issues in the workplace, suicide prevention, and self-care. These workshops have progressed with 

emerging diversity and inclusion trends. I work with an amazing team of EPIC RTO trainers, EPIC Mental Health 

Consultants and people with the lived experience of disability who are equipped to deliver this and other 

diversity related accredited and non-accredited training programs within EPIC’s scope.  
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EMCEE: Jax Brown is a disability and LGBTQI rights activist, writer public speaker and disability sexuality educator. 

Jax was named one of the 25 LGBTQI people to watch in 2015. In 2016 she made the lesbian power list, go girl, as 

an agent of change and in 2017 was appointed to the Victorian ministerial council on women's equality. She also 

sits on the Victorian human rights and equal opportunity commission's disability reference group and is graduate 

of Southern Cross university with a bachelor of arts in cultural studies and communication. Where she focussed 

on disability and LGBTQI studies. Through her presentations and conferences at universities and her extensive 

publications she provides a powerful insight into the reasons why society needs to change rather than people 

with disabilities. Let's give a warm welcome to Jax. 

SPEAKER: Because I'm so short, people that are maybe on that side of the room might want to move over a bit 

because I'm not visible here. So thank you so much for having me. I grew up in Lismore over the border and I used 

to come to Brisbane and Queen Street mall to do shopping, but I haven't been back since 2004 so it's good to be 

back and to have a bit more access in the city. That's really changed a lot and grown a lot since then. So I'm going 

to give a bit of a presentation looking at how we can welcome diversity into our organisations and into our lives 

and what that means for LGBTQI people with disabilities. In higher education but also more broadly as well. I 

want to begin by acknowledging the traditional owners of the land on which we meet today and pay my respects 

to their elders, past, present and emerging. And this is a really great organisation called the first peoples with 

disabilities network of Australia. You might have heard of them and if you haven't I really encourage you to look 

them up and find ways to support them, includes them in the work that you're doing because they're a really 

great example of an organisation which is run by and for indigenous and Torres Strait Islander people with 

disabilities. So they're doing some really great work currently in Australia at the intersection of race and disability. 

We know that one in five Australians have a disability and that's one in four including people with mental health 

issues. I like to remind people that we all all only temporarily non or non-disabled. We will all age, our bodies and 

mind also change as we age and 90% of people will acquire some kind of impairment at some point in their lives. 

So the kind of knowledges that people who are currently working with it, the things that we know about bodies, 

minds, about the built environment, how we can make the world more inclusive, are really valuable and really 

important to everybody but particularly to those of you who are yet to experience impairment. I thought I'd touch 
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briefly on media representation currently in Australia, so there was a great report by Screen Australia which was 

released last year called the seeing ourselves report which found that currently in Australia on television only 4% 

of the main characters in Australian TV have a disability. So given that we know the stats around disability are 18 

to 22%, 4% is really really quite low. And of those characters, often the story-line was the disability was a terrible 

tragedy or conversely that people with disabilities were kind of this inspirational characters that were inspiring 

people to get off the couch and go and live their livings because here's someone with one leg or one arm or 

whatever, existing and doing their grocery shopping. Often this actors playing disabled people are people without 

disabilities. Which is really problematic because it doesn't allow people with disabilities to bring the depth of our 

lived experience to those roles and also that we know that people with disabilities have low levels of employment 

so finding way to actually employ people with disabilities particularly in the arts is a really important way of 

addressing inequalities and moving forward so there's been a really great movement in the US but particularly in 

Australia as well called Pay us, don't play us, around getting more disabled actors to play characters with 

disabilities. Often when we do see disability in the media and on screen, it's really stereo typical ways like we see 

ourselves represented. So this idea of disability and terrible tragedy or terrible affliction is often the kind of 

language that is used, or conversely that we're inspirational so these kind of polar ideas of what disability means 

so either you can be tragic and sad and sitting at home all day wishing you would be normal or you can be 

inspirational for getting out of bed and not doing much of significance a at all and what these kind of 

representations do is they don't allow people with disabilities to be shown in all the diversity and all the different 

and interesting ways in which we might be living our lives. One of the other key ways we see disability in the 

media is this idea of the superfit Olympian, overcoming the odds and pushing their body really hard and 

minimising their impairment. And while I don't have anything against people wanting to pursue that and being 

superfit if they want to be it doesn't allow people with disabilities who may be a bit nerdy, who want to read 

books or do other things with their lives to see themselves represented, so for me as a young kind of shy teenager 

who had no interest in disability support, I couldn't really see myself represented anywhere. Another living 

narrative which sadly still continues in the media is this idea of better off dead than disabled. So this narrative of 

people with disabilities lives aren't worth living, but of course we want to not be here more. And there was a 

move that was released I think it was 2015 called me before you, did anyone watch that? So spoiler alert if you 

haven't watched it, the film is about this handsome guy who is superrich and he has all access to privilege and 

wealth in his life and in the beginning of the if film he gets hit by a car and becomes a paraplegic and ends up 

being confined to a wheelchair and he falls in love with the woman there in the photo. She's his carer and they fall 

in love, and you can kind of get this beautiful romance but it ends up being he decides that he needs to go to end 

his life because he doesn't want to burden her with his impairment. And it was marketed as like a Rom-Com film 

so a lot of, like a chick flick so a lot of people went along and saw it, and a lot of disability activists in the US and 
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the UK and in Australia were like, "Actually this is a really damaging message for people with disabilities, we 

shouldn't be saying to people with disabilities particularly young people who might be struggling with their 

identity and their bodies that the best thing you can do for people that love you in your life is decide to not be 

here anymore. This shouldn't be tend of a romantic film. This is not OK."  So one of the great things that came out 

of that film was that people with disabilities mobilised around that and we did protests about the film. We 

attracted media attention in Australia but also in the US and the UK, and we connected globally with each other 

and we said what alternative messages to we want to put out there about the value of our lives? And also 

feedback into them to the people writing these stories that that telling people with disabilities of our lives are not 

worthy is not a message that we want to hear anymore, in 2015 and beyond. Another kind of trope that we see in 

the media around disability is this idea that a person with a disability is somehow evil and bitter and twisted and 

that their impairment is the reason for that and that their impairment is a symbol of that. You'll often see 

someone with a limp being the bad guy, someone with an eye patch being the bad guy and it seems to be like 

they acquired an impairment and switched over to the dark side because they have disability. Just very quickly, 

the impact of these stereotypes, can be really damaging and as a young person I definitely found that. It means 

that we can internalise some of these messages about ourselves. We can have real difficulty in imagining an 

alternative future for ourselves where we are able to live full, rich, meaningful and interesting lives where we're 

valued. We can often avoid other people with disabilities because we don't want to have more of the stigma of 

disability when we're seen with other people with disabilities. And it also is damaging in terms of what happens 

when someone acquires an impairment? They have spent a proportion of their live being non-disabled and then 

through illness or an accident or such, they develop an impairment, and the only ways that person has to connect 

with this idea of what does it mean to live with this big change in my body or mind is through some of these 

negative representations that they might have absorbed with the media or society. I don't think we can 

underestimate the impact that representation has on communities and the way that we can try and play in 

advocating for a more broader nuanced representation of disability. There are a couple of different ways of 

dealing with disability and still sadly I think the dominant way in the society is through the model of disability. This 

idea that someone's impairment is the focus and that we need to treat that impairment. But in the 1970s 

particularly in the UK and then in the US, out of the disability rights movement there arose this idea of the social 

model of disability. So what the social model says is that impairment is the actual functional limitation within a 

person so the fact that I'm a wheelchair user and then disability is the loss or limitation to take part in life on an 

equal level to others due do physical or social barriers. I have my impairment but then my disability according to 

the social model is the environment in which I'm in, is the ways in which I can access spaces and places, is 

people's attitudes whether they be conscious or unconscious about disability that they might hold so the social 

model really asks us to think holistically about this. Who are they, where are they, how do they access space, 
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what kind of intersections do they have in their lives? The social model says that disability becomes the 

interaction between a person's impairments and the attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinder our full 

and effective participation in society on an equal basis to others. So it says that we really need to think about all 

those things, not just a person's impairment. It asks us to think about what's wrong with the situation or the 

environment, what can be changed, how can we make things more accessible and inclusive? Disability then for a 

social model lens becomes about rights, not illness or capacity. Importantly the social model says impairment still 

exists so the fact that I'm a wheelchair user is still a theme and how I experience my body through my impairment 

is still really important but it also asks us to consider the social fabric in which I find myself. It kind of goes without 

saying that structural exclusion is a really key way in which people with disabilities have been and continue to be 

disadvantaged. So often buildings are still designed with normative bodies and minds in mind which means that 

people with a variety of impairments cannot access spaces. I remember when I lived in Melbourne five years ago 

and I was like, "Yep super-excited going to a big city" and I jumped on an accessible tram in the middle of the city, 

I'm going to go to Fitzroy because I'm the stereotype and I got there and I realised I couldn't get off my tram 

because there was no level superstops on the tram so I jumped into the arms of this unsuspecting man which was 

a bit shocking for both of us! He kind of assisted me and other passengers grabbed my chair and pulled me down, 

I'm aware there was a lot of people with a variety of different impairments who can't do that in an emergency 

and I was able to do that. So this kind of idea that often unthinkingly the ways in which the world has been 

created really disable people with different bodies and minds really fundamentally disadvantage us and there's a 

slow move towards making things more and more accessible but there's a lot of structural change that really 

needs to occur. I've got some Victorian stats here because I've been in Victoria and it's what I know but I'm sure a 

lot of this St applicable Australia-wide. We know that we have half the level of employment of people without 

disabilities, lower levels of secondary education, people with disabilities are more likely to be living in public 

housing, we're less likely to have all the kinds of choices to live in a variety of settings, with a variety of different 

people, as people who are not disabled, transport is a really big issue, and a lot of young people live or find 

themselves living in aged care facilities. And also isolation is a really big thing, there was a study done in Victoria a 

couple of years ago, that showed that young people with intellectual disabilities are often live in a community 

much longer than people of a similar age without a disability because they will live in a house together but they 

are less likely to be connected to all the things happening in that community so the local sporting club, the local 

pubs and places that young people go to hang out, they're more likely to kind of live in that house, maybe go to a 

day care service and that's kind of it. So social isolation is a disability issue and being connected to the broader 

community and finding meaning in that connection, also I really a big issue for many people with disabilities. 

Melbourne keeps getting voted the most liveable city which really annoys me because as I said there's so many 

structural barriers in that city that need to change. Often people don't realise that for the OECD countries 
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Australia ranks 21 out of 29 for what it's like to live with a disability in this country. There's a lot of entrenched 

disadvantage or one of the most disadvantaged minority groups in Australia. 45% of people live on or below the 

poverty line. So employment is really important, access to higher levels of education, it is important to do that, 

really really important in terms of ways to slowly get that statistic and get more people with disabilities to actually 

be living meaningful and equitable lives with everybody else. This is just a little clip of a film which you can 

organise groups to see it on demand, it's called to fight live, it's the history of the disability rights movement in 

the US, UK and Australia and I really recommend you organising a group of people to show it at your local cinema. 

It's really meaningful. Gives you a taste of it. 

  

(Video plays) 

  

SPEAKER: So I really recommend that you organise to see that film if you can. It's really amazing. I think that we're 

often aware of various different civil rights movements, but often people are not aware that there's been a 

history of the disability rights movement so it's really good to learn about that. We haven't really had a disability 

rights movement in Australia in the same way that the US and the UK have. Although arguably with the NDIS 

perhaps that is changing as we shift away, we think about and provide services for people with disabilities. How 

can we support disability rights and a discussion of disability rights in our workplaces? I think particularly for 

students with disabilities, it's really important to encourage people to realise that they can access services that 

the issues that they experiencing are often not because of their impairment but because of systemic issues 

around lack of access and how can we be a part of enabling people to actually get the kind of services and 

supports that they need to excel in study? This is one of my favourite quotes, sexuality is not a right which must 

be earned or a possession which must be purchased but a state accessible to all individuals, even those who 

sometimes have to fight for that access. This is kind of my segue slide to talk about LGBTQI people with disabilities 

and our issues particularly, but I think often and particularly with the NDIS we're the mantra is choice and control, 

and getting individualised services for people, often sexuality and sexual expression and identity and gender 

expression is still an area that people don't want to think about. That people don't know how to begin a 

conversation with somebody about what do you want in your life in terms of the quality of your relationships 

whether they be intimate relationships or relationships with friends and family and your community, how can we 

start to have those conversations in a way that's respectful and inclusive with people. I think that it's an area that 

needs a lot of more advocacy because often it's still really not spoken about. Often when we see disability and 

sexuality spoken about our represented in the media, it's this idea that people with disabilities are not sexual, 
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that we don't practice sexuality, that we couldn't possibly have lovers, have partners, want to have lovers or 

partners or often for people with intellectual disability it's this stereotype or assumption that they're going to be 

hypersexual, that if we give them sex education that it will teach them about their bodies, that then they're going 

to act out sexually and the research shows that if we teach people about consent, about sex education, they're 

more likely to find ways of expressing their sexuality in safe ways, private ways, it's assumed that people with 

disabilities have an inability to consent to know what they want, to learn how to have those conversations with 

people in their lives. That we're undesirable that we couldn't possibly be desired by anybody, that we couldn't 

possibly be an equal partner to our partners or lovers. That we're weak, that we're dependent, one of the few 

ways that we hear disability and sexuality talked about is gendered men's access to sex workers so men with 

disabilities accessing sex workers and I want to be really clear and say that I'm not anti-that choice, I want that to 

be on the table, I want people to have the option of being able to access sex workers and sexual services if they 

choose but often it's the only way that we talk about these issues, here is another service we'll provide to men 

with disability, once a month, and we're being progressive by doing that and there's that issue taken care of. I 

would like to see services start to think about the ways in which we can support people with disabilities to, you 

know, maybe use Tinder if they aspire to like every other young person, do they want to have a relationship with 

somebody, and how can that have a healthy, happy, respectful consensual relationship with somebody. So that it 

becomes a conversation about how do we support people with disabilities, to be part of a community, to meet 

people, to form relationships and friendships and all these kind of things, that it doesn't just become an issue of 

"well deal with that over here, take care of that in this particular way and we don't have to think about that 

anymore."  I thought I'd include a photo of me because it's hot. And also because I don't think we seem these kind 

of images so it's a bit - to get us to reflect on have we all seen these images? I didn't as a young person, it would 

have made a world of difference for me if I could have seen an image like this, I could have gone "wow, I could be 

a person who had a pash on the street once in my life."  I love this image as well because it was an image that was 

taken not long after meeting my partner, been together over three years now, and I wrote an article for a queer 

magazine in Melbourne called Archer about the politics of pashing as a person with a disability and how we just 

got together so we're really into each other as you usually are in the first few months and we were having a kiss 

around town, she wasn't straddling me, we were doing a bit of swishing about town, I wrote this article about 

how when we were affectionate in a public space in a way that heterosexual couples might be that we could get 

watched and observed in a way that I felt like other people not because you are so not used to see queer 

expressions of sexuality in space, expressions of passion but particularly people with disabilities being intimate at 

all so I wrote this article and then the editor said to me "I'd love some photos to accompany the article."  I said to 

Anne, I said, "Would you come and pash me about town?"  And she said, "Sure."  So we got the photographer and 

we went out on a busy Saturday morning, don't know if anyone knows Melbourne well but this is a main alley and 
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you said on Jax and start pashing and I'll just come and tap you on the shoulder when I want you to stop. So that 

was hot and fun. But it did feel like apart from being hot, it felt like a form of activism in a way because I realised 

that I'd never seen people with disabilities either on screen, in the street, maybe not fully pashing like we were 

there but even doing little intimate things that show that they were clearly in a relationship. We don't see it 

anywhere, it's not visible. So because it's not visible I think a lot of LGBTQI people with disabilities take ages to 

figure out that it can be an option, and take ages to have that sense of self and that sense of strong advocacy that 

you need to say, "This is who I am and this is the way in which I'm going to live my life, the supports I might need 

around me to do that."  So we had a bit of a pash there, we had a bit of a pash at the steps at Flinders Street, we 

went into an upper class cafe, ordered a coffee and had a pash, they weren't OK with that but they thought it was 

arty because we had a photographer there. What was going on? And one of the things that I reflected on after 

pashing about town was that we were kind of unintelligible to the general public in those moments because it's 

something we ever see, I felt like - and because it was a busy Saturday morning in the CBD I felt like people were 

so unused to seeing it that they didn't even know what to say. We didn't get any overt homophobia, we got one 

group of young men wandering along the side who said, "Wow, is that a wheelchair?"  As though it couldn't be a 

wheelchair, a person in a wheelchair having a pash. I did wonder a lot about because she was kind of like on me, 

whether I got mistreated as male in those moments and people were going it's a couple having a pash and deal 

with, that kind of made it more OK in some weird way for them, I also reflected on the fact that I probably 

wouldn't have that kind of pash if it was late at night and I was on a train platform. So thinking about the ways in 

which we always think about safety and particularly LGBTQI people and the potential for homophobia, in spaces 

in terms of how we express ourselves. Very quickly, there's some similarities between LGBTQI people and people 

with disabilities, most notably that we have both been subject to systemic discrimination and disadvantage and 

we've both been treated as less than and denied equal rights for a very long time. And we've had a history of 

pathologisation and interventions to cure us of our disabilities and also of LGBTQI identity as well. But 

interestingly and I think particularly with the passing of the marriage equality or hopefully the passing of that bill 

soon, and what our community has recently had to go through in terms of some of the discourse around LGBTQI 

people and our families and our lives, we have developed and continue to develop modes of resistance and 

resilience even in the face of that and developing a positive sense of self and maintaining a positive sense of self, 

particularly with the survey recently and the effect it had on me and my partner and a lot of our friends and our 

community, finding places and spaces where we could go where we felt supported and together and connected 

was really important in terms of maintaining our resilience. And developing a sense of pride in finding community 

and I think all these are also true for people with disabilities. For me it's been really important to find my 

community, to find people that I feel connected with, that share similar issues and struggles, that know what it's 

like to, you know, find it difficult to access the world in ways that a lot of people take for granted. That's really 
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important for resilience as well. I think particularly for people with disabilities, as I said before, having knowledge 

about our bodies, about consent and respectful relationships, is really fundamentally important, particularly when 

we think about the statistic that's up there which was from a report called the voices against violence report by 

disabilities Victoria which was released a couple of years ago now which showed that 90% of women with 

intellectual disabilities have been subject to abuse. And I think it's great that we are addressing violence against 

women as an immersion but we also need to think about women with disabilities and these huge rates of 

violence and abuse and start to address that as well and one of the ways that we can do that is my teaching 

people about consent and healthy relationships and giving them ways of staying safe and also if something does 

happen to them in their lives knowing that they can tell someone about that and take steps to report that if they 

choose. Particularly for LGBTQI people, one of our structural barriers continues to be that many of the places and 

spaces where people meet up have our wow, wonderful affirming parties, are often in dark rooms on a flight of 

stairs, and that is because we have been subject to homophobia and transphobia so we've had to find these little 

spaces to meet and form community and relationships but what that means is that LGBTQI people with 

disabilities are often not there, because we just can't access it. So when I finally find myself at an accessible party 

and I look like this and I think I'm flagging pretty hard, I'll often get people come up to me and say, "Honey, you've 

wandered into a gay bar, do you want to be here?"  I'm like this. I think part of that is because often spaces are so 

inaccessible that people are just not used to seeing people with disability whoa could be queer and be part of the 

community. So I think that's really a big issue. We need LGBTQI role models, people with disabilities, who are out 

and proud, who know who they are, who are not ashamed, who want to talk about it. I think we can't 

underestimate the power of that, particularly for a young person who may be not out yet or living in a regional 

town or feeling really unsupported, experiencing a lot of barriers to accessing services and spaces, having 

somebody who can just say, "I exist."  You can live a life lick this. You can be a person that you are thinking that 

you might be. It's really important. Reflections and stories from my own education. As was said in the intro, I went 

to Southern Cross University, it's a very hilly campus. It was really great though, I originally started studying 

psychology and I moved over into the arts. And it took me ages though to access all the services that I was 

entitled to. I wasn't diagnosed with dyslexia until I was in my final year of study and when I was finally diagnosed I 

was finally able to get some software to really help me be able to do my work. I think that I was working at least 

three or four times, longer than everyone else before that to do assignments because it took me so much longer 

to write and to read. And part of the reason why it took me so long to get diagnosed was because I'd been told all 

through my schooling that I wasn't that smart. Just because a physical disability, probably got some other things 

going on as well, so it just hadn't been investigated so finally when I went "no I think there's something going on 

with my brain, I won't be taking me this long to read, all of those classic dyslexic things that people do and finally 

got diagnosed, it was really great to start to be able to use some of the technology that meant that I wasn't 
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spending so long working on things. So I would say one of the key things is to check in with people and say, "Hey, 

maybe there's something going on here, maybe we could help you out in these kind of ways."  I've been given my 

five minute warning so lucky I only have a couple more slides. I'll go through this quickly. I think we need to be as I 

said, when we think about LGBTQI people with disabilities we need to think about the ways in which we can be 

supported to access things that our peers might be accessing at a similar age, particularly looking at ways we can 

support people to access online dating, to find ways to be part of the community is really important, often 

services adopt the approach that we treat everyone as individuals and assume this means that they cater for 

diversity. But often that means that they're not having the conversations about what are the particular 

intersections in that person's life? Are they LGBTQI, are they a person of colour, that we really need to look at 

that might mean that they need particular kinds of support and services or connections to different kinds of 

communities because of the communities in which they belong than someone who doesn't share those 

intersections in their lives. Really thinking about the ways in which we can explore and express and support 

someone to connect with the communities they belong to, to the diversity which they're living, I think is really 

important. There's many barriers to engaging with all different kinds of services, access issues are really big one. 

One of my bug bears is special entrances for special people, the accessible entrance to a lot of different buildings 

will be around the book through a special door through a gate, up a ramp and then you'll finally get into the 

building and there'll be a really tall counter, hello, I'm down here. So really I think this university and probably a 

lot of universities that many of you work at hopefully is modern and they're starting to think about this stuff, how 

can with have universal access, what does that like, "But really thinking about the ways in which people with 

disabilities may be be treated differently in terms of how they access space and what does that mean? How does 

that make someone feel when they have to ring up ahead of time and go, "Can you open up a special door with a 

special gate because I'm going this time."  What does that feel like. Cost and poverty as I said is a really big one, 

getting out to things and finding your way to spaces and the amount of money you have to spend to get there is 

often a barrier for many people. Difficulty navigating a service system. Many people with disabilities are so 

overloaded with all the kind of services that when directed into and we have to be perpetually navigating that and 

advocating for that and be engaged with that, it can often feel like a really full-time job just to get the services 

that you're entitled to, so that can be an issue as well. Then there's also a gender dimension, been some study, 

Victorian studies, that have found that women with disabilities are less likely than men with disabilities of a 

similar age and their facility etc and impairment type to be receiving the array of services that they're entitled to. 

So women with disabilities are more likely to be living at home for longer, their personal care needs are more 

likely to be provided by family members, comparative to men with disabilities who are often encouraged to find 

ways to start to think about independence and what their independence might look like and how they can get 

services and supports in their lives that actually enable them to live as independently as possible so there's a real 
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gender dimension to the way in which services are provided and young people with disabilities particularly are 

encouraged to access or not access services. Also advocacy fatigue is a really big one for me and also many of my 

friends with disabilities. It gets very tiring to be your own advocate, so thinking about ways in which you can 

check in with the people who are accessing your services and be their ally and take on some of that advocacy for 

them alongside them. One of the things I would say is don't expect the person to educate you. Spend time in 

investing on diversity training. That's really important. I think training is a great thing and there is some great 

diversity training happening at the moment. Because then you'll get more than one person sharing their 

experience with you, you'll get a tailored package that enables you to express and explore some of these ideas in 

your workplace. And it will truly make it more inclusive and welcoming. Model diversity and inclusion in your 

workplace so actively try and recruit people who are LGBTQI who have disabilities who are people of colour, that 

really makes a big difference when you can go into a service and see somebody from your communities working 

there. Don't expect just people with disabilities to talk about our access requirements, have that has a stock 

standard thing on your website. Get everything to think about that. See difference. Respect it and don't deny it. I 

often have people say to me "wow that was really amazing, I don't even see is the wheelchair, I don't even see 

that you're in a wheelchair."  I know what they're trying to say in that moment is you said some really interesting 

stuff, I thought that was really good, thank you, but they're also saying I'm super uncomfortable with this. I'm just 

going to pretend it doesn't exist and what that means is that I can't then start a conversation with them about the 

ways in which actually being in a wheelchair shapes my life and how that is really interesting and key to how I 

move through the world and key to my work and identity and stuff. So, yeah, really let the person define who 

they are for themselves with the language that they want to use and take your lead from that person. Almost at 

my last slide. So there's been some work particularly for transgender individuals but I also think it applies for 

people with disabilities as well around what gives us resilience. What kind of things help us navigate a life that can 

often be thrilled with a lot of barriers and a lot of discrimination and challenges. And these things were found to 

be really key. So I think one of the key things that's also to be shown for LGBTQI people is awareness of 

oppression so awareness that a lot of barriers you face, a lot of discrimination you might encounter throughout 

your life is not because you're LGBTQI, is not because you have a disability, but it's because the world is not being 

inclusive of you. It's no longer your problem, the problem is not you, the problem is external to you and therefore 

if it's external to you, if it's socially created we can change some of that stuff and I think that holds amazing power 

for people and it's definitely changed how I feel about myself and changed my life knowing that the issues are out 

there, they're not here, and the issues can be changed and we can all be part of that change. This is Stella Young, 

a lot of may have known or read her work, she passed away a few years ago now sadly, she's very missed. If you 

haven't I really encourage you to go and read some of her work. She says you get proud by practising, this is 

possibly the most important thing anyone will ever tell you. The journey towards disability pride is lodge and 
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hard, and you have to practice every single day. And I think that is so true, to find the ways in which we feel proud 

of who we are, whoever we are, the ways, the things that give us resilience, that give us connection, the things 

that give us meaning and make sure we practice them. The end. There's my contact details. And I really 

encourage you to - I see this as the beginning of a conversation to I really encourage you to contact me with any 

questions you might have, if you're looking for a particular resources, I've got a bunch of different resources for 

LGBTQI people and people with disabilities and LGBTQI people with disabilities, so I really happy to respond to 

emails and questions now and also in the future as well. 

EMCEE: Thank you Jax. Thank you for being hot and you rock. We have five minutes to open the floor for 

questions. Thank you. 

QUESTIONER: Hi Jax, my name is Belinda, I'm from USC and I want to thank you for a completely inspirational 

presentation and an engaging discussion so thank you. I work mostly in outreach so I go into schools and kind of 

focus on widening participation with kids from years four to ten. Something that we do when we talk about myth 

busting for kids is, you know, a lot of kids who have experienced bullying difficulty based on sexuality and 

disability that when it comes to higher education it's going to be better, safer, they'll be more accepted and I truly 

believe that but I wonder if you have any information or any experience in interacting directly with young people 

in bringing this normalising this conversation because I know that that's our best way forward is working with our 

young people and do you have experience or my advice for us on that? 

SPEAKER: Yeah. I think that that ask where the change can really happen because often young people are a lot 

more open-minded than people can be as they get older. Not directly, I'm hoping to do some work with the 

Victorian safe schools because they've been legislated by the Victorian Government to go into all the special 

schools in Victoria, I'm hoping that maybe I'll be able to be one of the facilitators of those kind of workshops to be 

to explore some of this stuff with young people but it's always a bit of a hot topic, you know, bringing LGBTQI 

issues, talking to young people about them, particularly in Victoria, it's been kind of, yeah a bit of a hot topic for 

the Government. Yeah, I think particularly for me, I did find higher education a lot more inclusive than I found a 

lot of my schooling, just basic things like I had at university they had an LGBTQI collective that we joined so there 

was a space in which you could meet other people like you and be part of that, they didn't have any of that in high 

school. Again I also found that yeah, I could just access more supports, more easily in universities settings than I 

felt they could in my schooling, so yeah. Any other questions? 
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1 in 5 Australians have a disability, 1 in 4 if 
including people with mental health issues.

We are all only temporarily non-disabled. We 
will all age; our bodies & senses & minds will 

change. 
90% of people will acquire an impairment.



Media and popular culture: 
Representations of disability

• 18-22% of Australians have a disability 
• ‘Seeing Ourselves: Reflections on diversity in 

Australian TV drama’ report by Screen Australia 
(2016) found that only 4% of main characters had 
a disability.  

• Disability is often depicted as a terrible tragedy, 
or conversely, a triumph over adversity 

• The actors who are playing disabled characters  
rarely have disabilities. ‘’Pay us, don’t play us!’’. 



• Tragic or inspirational 
• Super-fit paralympian
• ‘Better of dead than 

disabled’ 

The villain in films 
often has some 
type of 
impairment as a 
symbol for evil-
bitter and twisted



The impacts of disability stereotypes 

• Internalised abelism
• Difficulty imaging an alternative future
• Disability as ‘other’ which creates a distance 

from impairment 
• Avoidance/rejection of the disability 

community
• What happens if you acquire a disability? How 

might these societal ideas impact you? 



Different ways of viewing disability 

Medical model of disability: 
Impairment is the focus and cure, treatment or 
eradication is the approach 



Impairment: the actual
functional limitation 
within a person.

Disability: ‘the loss or limitation to take part in life 
on an equal level with others due to physical and 
social barriers’ (Disabled Persons International).

The social model of disability



The social model of disability

Disability is ‘the interaction between persons 
with impairments & attitudinal & environmental 
barriers that hinders their full & effective 
participation in society on an equal basis with 
others’ (UN General Assembly 2007) 

• What’s wrong with the 
SITUATION/environment 

• Disability becomes about rights, not illness or 
capacity. 



Structural Exclusion
The historical failure to take disability into account 

when designing buildings has resulted in our 
structural exclusion from many public areas of life.

In Victoria:
•Employment – half that of people without disability
•Education – completed VCE 24% compared to 46% 
•Housing – 2x’s more pwds live in public housing.
•Transport – 1.2 million pwds reported difficulty
•7,000 young people in age-care nationally



Disability is a socio-political issue, not a personal 
problem 

Australia is one of the worst places in the world's 
developed nations to have a disability, ranking 21 
out of 29 of the OECD countries.

45% of people with disabilities live on or below 
the poverty line
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Sexuality is not a right which must be earned or 
a possession which must be purchased, but a 
state accessible to all individuals. Even those 
who sometimes have to fight for that access.

-Lucy Grealy
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Media representations of disability 
and sexuality 

• Non-sexual or hyper sexual
• Assumed inability to consent 
• Undesirable  
• Weak 
• Dependent   
• cis men with disabilities accessing sex workers 





Similarities between LGBTIQ 
people & people with disability 

• Systemic discrimination and disadvantage: 
Viewed and treated as ‘less then’ other 
people, denied equal rights and equal access 

• A history of pathologisation and being 
subjected to interventions to ‘cure’ us

• Resilience: Developing a positive sense of self 
and pride, finding community



Education, barriers & access 

• People with disabilities need sex education, 
including consent & respectful relationships: 

90% women with an intellectual disability have 
been subjected to sexual abuse.  More than two-
thirds  (68%) have been sexually abused by the age 
of 18 (Voices against Violence report, 2014)

• Structural barriers to accessing spaces, transport 
and community, and particularly the LGBTIQ 
community, due to clubs and bars being up stairs

• We need LGBTIQ role models, allies and services 
which truly promote and support diversity

• Reflections/stories from my education



Signaling sexuality 

• Sexual expression & being viewed as desirable 
is one of the biggest areas of oppression for 
people with disabilities

• Disability trumps other areas of identity: 
Stories from entering queer clubs



Disability & gender

• People with disabilities gender expression is 
often heavily policed by support workers, 
family, friends, society  

• ‘’You don’t want to be any more different 
then you already are’’

• Being excluded from traditional gender roles 
can mean some people with disabilities try 
harder to fit into them



The significance of language

• Person first language- ‘person with disability’   
is really common in Australia. 

• In the UK identity first language ‘disabled 
person’ is the preferred term as it refers to the 
disability rights movement and the social 
model of disability. 

• The issues with handicapable, differently 
abled, special needs. 



LGBTIQ people & the NDIS 

• Access to pubs, clubs, places and spaces to meet 
people-how are we going to be supported to 
access our communities? 

• People with disabilities need to be supported to 
develop skills and knowledge around online 
dating apps and internet safety 

• Respectful relationships and violence prevention 
• Many services  adopt the approach of ‘We treat 

everyone as individuals’ and assume this means 
they cater for diversity.  What are the problems 
with this approach?



Barriers to engaging with services
• Access issues-transport, ramps, the accessible entrance to a 

building being a different entrance to everyone else, attitudes 
(having previous experiences of encountering prejudicial 
attitudes)

• Cost/poverty 
• Difficulty navigating a service system
• Systemic disadvantage
• A Gendered dimension: Women with disabilities are less likely 

to be receiving an array of services-and if you have additional 
layers of disadvantage this is likely to be compounded 

• Information is not provided in a range of accessible formats
• Advocacy fatigue: When services are inaccessible or not 

providing a intersectional service it can be really exhausting 
continually advocating for oneself and  educating service 
providers. 



Increasing inclusivity and accessibility

• Don’t expect the client to educate you. Spend time 
investing in diversity training! This will help  
immensely to make your service/workplace more 
inclusive and welcoming 

• Model diversity and inclusion in your workplace by 
employing LGBTIQ people, people with disabilities,  
indigenous people and  people of colour

• Ask everyone what their access requirements are 
(not just people with disability)

• See difference, respect it. Don’t deny it. Don’t say ‘’I 
don’t see your wheelchair’’ Let the  person define 
themselves and respect the language and self chosen 
labels they choose to use



jaxjackibrown

jaxjackibrown@gmail.com
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Key note speaker: 23 November 2017 

 

Dr Paul Harpur 

EMCEE: In keeping with the spirit of reconciliation, we acknowledge the traditional owners of the land, where we 

today recognise that this is the place of teaching and learning and today I am very happy and quite privileged 

again to introduce our second keynote speaker. Dr Paul Harpur's research in teaching expertise are in areas of 

disabilities rights, anti-discrimination laws, work health and safety laws and corporate social responsibility. He has 

published widely in Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States on employment, anti-discrimination and 

human rights law. Dr Harpur has made a range of projects including an international labour organisation projects 

assessing labour rights in the South Pacific including a particular focus on the rights of persons with disabilities. 

Now Dr Harpur has an extremely strong international reputation holding prestigious research fellowships in the 

UK and the US. He has just released a new e-book titled Discrimination Copyright and Equality, I don't know e-

book and as a former Paralympian from Sydney and 2004 Athens, Paralympics and the 2002 Manchester as well 

as the 2006 Melbourne Commonwealth Games. Let's give a warm welcome for Dr Paul Harpur. 

 

SPEAKER: Thank you very much. I was very confident, now I'm worried I'm not going to live up to the 

expectations. Thank you very much for those kind words. I took would like to start today by recognising the 

traditional owners, custodians of the land. The headphone is in my ear, not because I'm catching up on the Ashes, 

everyone's got a score to show, it's become I'm a screen reader and it reads to me what I'm doing. I recognise the 

traditional owners of the land, to pay respect to their elders past present and future and acknowledge the 

important role that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders have in our community, when I say community I mean 

disability community and academic community, now in addition to recognising traditional custodians which is a 

very important thing I want to acknowledge you guys. I say that because there are people in this room that have 

helped me throughout my studies, this was my Alma mater. I did five degrees, one of them was too many. One 

was a certificate, we'll go four. Some have been in the room and without their support I'd still be possibly an 

undergrad or unemployed. It was so significant, it was amazing support. Back then accessibility was a lot harder, 

now I think at least in e-book accessibility, it's much better. After finishing all those degrees, not too surprising I 

ended up at university as an academic and now on the other side the human resource departments, there's 

equity people where I'm able to give back support to them and to the community, it's a really good network and I 

want to acknowledge you guys and thank everyone for what they've done and what they're doing for the 
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thousands of students because every time someone with a minority identity gets up we can, hundreds of students 

see me each year and they go, "He was an intelligent, at least he was morally coherent most of the time, and that 

makes a big difference when they done the track but I'm not going to talk about that. What I'm going to talk 

about today is accessible for animals - assistance animals. So why is this a big issue, the operationalisation of this 

definition has become a mess. It is so difficult and it was difficult and then a few years back the Federal Court 

made a decision, amendments went up there and we thought that had fixed some of the things and this was 

getting messy and then Mulligan came along and where are we. I'm talking about really how this has impacts on 

people with disability, universities and the wider community and some of the problems and at the end try to give 

some answers how can we move forward. There's no silver bullet. When you're shooting into the dark on a dark 

misty night and there's wind currents, never a perfect shot, we can get somewhere. OK. So, a few years back you 

might have noticed I have a guide dog named Sean. When I was an undergrad I got my first dog, Western and PhD 

land I got Chester and it was very simple, blind man, Labrador or golden retriever. Harness blind. Out of all those 

years, I started at university in 98, still at a university campus, has possibly two or three issues with security 

guards asking me about my dog, maybe one ferry operator didn't want me to get on, that's about it. Work health 

and safety put the dog on the bulwark, those are problems. It hasn't been an issue but going forward, there's 

animals are being used in new ways. And these well, new ways of using animals, this isn't a bad thing, it's not a 

bad thing that these new ways of using animals to assist different disabilities but it has created challenges and 

coupled with the law becoming a mess it's very messy. I'm blind. What are the disabilities can get assisted animal 

assisted therapy I'll talk about, people with mental impairments, who have psychiatric conditions, anxiety, I think 

there's a duck on the screen presently, that's an anxiety, a nappy, a deeper, that's American, you might think 

that's whacky, you might think the doctors who said it was helping was a quack, not a pun! But that duck is flying 

around the US recognised under the aviation laws as an assistance animal, the same rights as a guide dog. This is 

real. This isn't like - well, this new way of using animals creates challenges in terms of resources, and for the 

person who has the duck, and if you see the sort of animals you're using it creates problems for other people with 

animals, so what I'm going to do today is start by or move into the framework, how this is created. I'm not going 

to get bogged down in lots of cases, there's too many case, most of the stories I have are from a work shop where 

the Government agencies are doing so things not going to reach court because they have just opened the 

floodgates essentially. So they're not going to look at some practical operational issues that we have and not me 

as an academics I don't know but our HR department has, our security department has and our student services 

has. It's easier for students I think but better not get to that. The big issue is in distinguishing between a pet and 

an assistance animal. So if I want to walk into QUT with my puppy, I don't know if the policy setting shouldn't but 

practically no-one will do anything about it, someone walking with a chihuahua up from the gardens and standing 

there while their mate grabs a coffee and goes back to the graduates. That is not a problem. Say I want to walk 
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into the library with my dog. I'll be told to get out but the if you try to walk into a lecture theatre the theatre 

might think it's not worth the effort, everything can see it. That's an issue, if someone tries to walk into the coffee 

shop with their pet if they haven't got the right, legally, food preparation, big issue around science where there's 

other health and safety issues but the point is how the cafe operates, the student housing, how they do they 

respond, the taxi, train, bus, can't all call them taxi, bus or train, so these front-line staff have to make a call and in 

some situations it's not an equity officer in disability services who has a student who says that this is my 

assistance animal and you countries that, let's work this out, it's a librarian on the front desk, a security guard 

who is managing crowds at graduation, going "what's this, who is this? What the?"  It's event staff. What do I do. 

They're the people who have to make the call. If they make the wrong call they're sued or they get even if you 

don't get sued and you're get a complaint. I like human resource, one of my degrees but we don't want to talk to 

them in the capacity of a complaint. There's that issue then there's the human rights angle for that individual and 

dogs can bite and they do, cats can annoy other people with their allergies, the word is animals, it's all, there's a 

lot of other issues, public safety and of course some examples of dogs assistance animals attacking real assistance 

animals, it was only found after the dog was involved in the attack. Move into the war and try and explain how 

guide dogs become guides ducks. Move to slide two, I will. You'll see I'm going to present the legal framework and 

Disability Discrimination Act, I talk about the Federal is going to become very apparent in a nut shell, it overrides 

all the state stuff so all your state laws are nice but if you don't follow it at Federal you'll get sued and have to be 

held to Federal. No matter what your state law says you need to read the Federal because that overrides it. For 

the purpose of this act, assistance animal is a dog or other animal that is trained, this is all from section 9, it's 

proposed in the forms, too long ago now, I feel so old sometimes, I still think that's recent OK? Probably, 

published in 2010 so it was a long time ago now. OK, the well established definition, in section 9. It's an animal 

that is trained, to assist a person with a disability to alleviate the impact of their impairment. It's got to meet 

stands of hygiene that are appropriate in the public place. That would be a perfect spot for some regulations to 

be created. There aren't any. We're putting in a grant to do something about that because let's face it, what's 

appropriate for a dog? You can probably look it up and work it out. What's appropriate for a miniature horse 

which are recognised in the Americans with Disability Act as an assistance animal. There's police horses, what 

about a horse inside a cafe? Never seen that inside. There's probably something you can do. I think on my slide 

I've got a rat. Rats can be intelligent, I'm a rat, watch bananas in pyjamas, watch an hour or so of it last night with 

my son, funny he likes the ones I used to like, so there's rats but how do you train a rat to be hygienic, because 

people are using them as assistance animals and I'm not saying there is no psychological evidence because there 

is but on the back of these guys' ancestors if you got a plane to Europe, they're not rats, how many rodents have a 

splinter into turtles, that's the only positive example of rat which is I'm a lawyer but I want to live in humanities 

but you know. Rats aren't. That's an issue, what are the Government agencies doing? They're saying it's too hard. 
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Of course never said a rat is OK but they are being used, I haven't had someone recognise a rat but they have 

recognised birds and cats. Where was it? September was it last year? It was last year, gods. Last year, September 

down the road, I did help work shops on these issues, I did a few people at the Supreme Court library, we has 

Graeme Innes, one of the world's leading psychologists, I think he's a world leader but doesn't want to say, a 

couple of other academics from law, in criminology, trying to criminalise people being fraudulent here, there's 

administrative lawyer looking at Government decision making, we had business people to look at profit loss and 

from the disability sector we had the peak guide dogs association assistance dogs Australia, Queensland, NSW, 

ACT, WA Government representatives from the major public transport providers and four or five states plus other 

providers and feedback from a few other people. I had people with disabilities as well. That was about it. 

Everyone was quite senior except for me. It was really handy to get their views. They said what was happening on 

the ground. I walked away going "right, that's not how the law's really meant to operate."  That's I guess what 

happens. Why it's really important to understand what Government agencies do is because under the Federal 

DDA I do not need to be certified. I assert my rights and that's it. There's some tests we can ask questions but I 

don't have to be certified but I can choose to be certified in various state regimes so Queensland there's one 

through communities and one for transport, yes there's two different schemes and they don't talk to each other 

so to get rejected from one, modify your application, put it in the other one. If you get rejected there and you're 

on holidays in Sydney, put it down there and try. People do do that and they get eventually somewhere. Some 

councils do it also. You get a certification, got your card and that in Queensland at any rate that's game, set and 

match. It's an assistance animal, it's recognised in terms of an equity officer, a librarian, someone asks this 

problem because you might think it's a load of rubbish, the animal is creating a danger but once you have that 

certification, that animal has been certified. As an assistance animal, the person has impairment says the 

Government and that's an animal assisting them so they've certified. The test. If you're a dog biting someone, the 

same you can kick anyone out who is jumping on the desk and running around in the library unless it's graduation 

week. That's fine. What are they doing? Who are they certifying? We had a couple of birds, cockatoo, when I was 

on channel ten, I was on Project and they had a Macaw, and a heart rate monitor. I immediately thought why 

doesn't she just have a heart rate monitor under her clothes. I don't mind standing out to some extent but it 

would be nice to invisible and not have people come up to you in the street - I'm egotistical. Probably more when 

I was in my 20s, I don't want to be on YouTube for... A solicitor, be nice, anyway,... What else we got. Bird, cats, a 

lot of cats, and cats have cradle of allergies, that's an issue for other people, since the DDA, when I talk about 

these certification, Victoria has it and they were - when we were at this forum they said that we don't let people 

on without a card. They ask you you a few questions, what? You know you're actually breaching, that's not 

allowed. Section 109 of our constitution states that where a Federal law and a State law conflict to the extent of 

any inconsistencies, the Federal law reveals. It's - DDA says they can coexist but to the extent of any consistency. 
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If the Federal law says you need not a certification, that's - no certification required you can't turn around and say 

that you need certification. I never bother with certification till I got involved with this project because I went on 

the basis that that it's a guide dog, I'm blind and if anyone doesn't agree I'll just go to court and sue. I did that a 

few times in the taxis it did get better but Uber had an impact where they were desperate for any jobs so no-one 

ever writes that about Uber. Anyway. This issue of all animal, that's something which a lot of States because most 

State laws talk about dogs, or canine. The contact,, back when the DDA, 91 when it was in bill form, right up to 

the reforms which were a long time ago, back in 2009, the Act talked about non-dog animals, that was how it was 

drafted. It would have been the parliamentary drafters. They had dogs and non-dog animals, they were trying to 

make it pretty clear. After the amendment, the drafters said that it's just animal full stop. There's no question that 

it's intended to cover all animals. That's 1,000% sure. What sort of animals do we have? I've referred to a rat and 

a few people have them and largely emotional support rats, people have them on their shirt or they're not exactly 

intrusive and someone looks like they're going to bother them they take the rat out of their pocket. Cat, people 

with allergies, miniature horse, I thought it was a joke but, no, in the regulations the US, very recognised, 

particularly in country areas and also very economical because they live long. Guide dogs 30, 50 grand depending 

where you're at to train up, a miniature horse same price but they live apparently a lot longer, 30 years old 

apparently. I don't have the exact data but apparently they're double a dog's working life. I can imagine purely 

cost, it could be quite good. Anyway there's one on Yarra trams anyway. They wouldn't swear so it but they said 

they heard from conductors that someone is walking on with a miniature horse and they don't do anything about 

it. It is another issue, front-line staff just going "how do I handle this?"  Birds approved, what else we got? Is 

animals assisted therapy, if you have ever heard the term, that's fine, we're not psychologist, I'm not anyway, I 

worked with some psychologists and this test in the Act is around assisting with a disability. I've gone the problem 

is mental impaired, the identification issue is quite a lot with mental because wheelchair for example if you're in a 

wheelchair and you have an animal and you say it's for helping with my disability the person standing there has 

gone "they're in a wheelchair, the risk of 1,000 people in a wheelchair suddenly material advertising it's not going 

to happen. It's a limited scope of misrepresentation."  Someone walks up in no obvious, no visible impairment 

and says it's my assistance animal. Right. That is often right. Forest, the guy was undergoing psychiatric treatment 

in the hospital in Cairns which is North Queensland and he was refused access because his assistance dogs 

weren't seen as giving help or they were misbehaving if they were. I've heard of the bizzarest thing, he's going 

into a hospital to see a psychiatric and these dogs were part of the therapy. He lost. First instance, talking about 

contact, one of my former law lecturers, you never know. Psychologists how do they do it? There's a range of 

ways, but they - they can - I'll talk a lot more about it in a bit - but what types of animals do they use? They can 

use animals that they introduce, so here's a dog, get to know it. Or they can go into the person's life and what 

pets do you have and build on that? Older people transitioning to retirement villages or old age care facilities who 
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have impairment, who have mild depression and they're worried about it getting worse, they start treating that 

with their pet which, horses donkeys, this is just for therapy. These people haven't asserted rights but they've 

been involved with - donkeys, what else? Horse, proper neigh, right. I could envisage someone going "I'm at 

UQ"  and they're saying "you want to do what with what?"  There's still a hitching post from 80 years ago, can't I 

just use that? Hard to say it's unreasonable. I want to tie it to one of the... It would be an interesting example. I 

don't know how it would handle that. Probably try and duck and not get involved. It would be very challenging. 

The person could be using that animal as part of their therapy. They had a friend who wanted to sit the horse, 

probably don't know about it. It's all fine, access what about other disabilities. People say I'm allergic to dog, taxi 

drivers, it's against my religious, dog saliva, put dogs in the back. If someone is Muslim and the dog saliva is 

against their religion, can't we stick in dog in the back and the problem solved. If someone is nervous and you say 

I'll make sure the dog doesn't touch you. Everybody's happy but animals do conflict. Think about the range of 

animals, if you have a cat, a dog, you have two dogs, they cannot like a dog, so animals distracts each other. I 

have a dog who is absolutely shockingly easily distracted. Like any time there's a puppy dog, the person 

apologises, in no, my dog is bad behaved. I go to a can conference and there's two dogs, that they wag their tail, 

and there's that example in America from the assistance dog attacking, having - turned out to be not a real 

assistance animal, and the other issue which I haven't touched on yet is how many animals can you bring? The 

immediate thought is one, right? I thought one. And then in Victoria there was an example of a lady hopped on a 

long haul train, two hours into Melbourne with two dogs, and then she was transiting come in from the West and 

going north, the next guard said no. Miss the train. One hour, two hour, ended up paying for a taxi, because think 

once they let her on they figure they would have to finish it. After it they had a think about it but the point is 

would you think it acceptable? Can I bring my white cane? Section 8 of the DDA talks about - it doesn't - the way 

it's worded, it doesn't refer to just one dog. It's aids. If I have a white cane and I have hearing aids, sorry Paul you 

can only bring your hearing aid and one cane. No dog for you? You got two crutch, sorry can only bring one. Wait, 

the dog is an aid, full stop. If you can prove you need two, bring two. Proving you need two and not one can be 

challenging. It's whether the individual needs it. It's possible and that was one example. That could get a bit crazy. 

I want to move on to the next slide which talks about resource implications. I say 2 million, big figure. Complete 

fantasy? Yeah probably. It's statistically possible, people want to bring their dogs and pets everywhere these days, 

go to a cafe, try and walk your dog up the street, there are dogs. Mental assistance dogs. My dog takes me to the 

butchers. There's one bottleshop and a butcher whenever I say to find the door he goes "alright."  The other one 

is next to Baker's Delight. He wins both way. People want to take their dogs everywhere. Of course we want to 

protect assistance animals who has a disability? This room there's probably 20% of us have impairments, much 

higher here but normal population it's about 20% of the population. How the hell are you thinking, that not true. I 

just gave that figure. DDA incredibly wide, US narrow, Australia broadened it. Anyone with any malformation, 
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wear glasses, heart retention, how wide? Gordon and the ATO in Tasmania. He had high blood pressure. The 

doctor said you can't drive long distances with your high blood pressure. The Tax Office said, "Sorry, can't get the 

job, a lot of driving."  He went to his doctors and said how can I fix this? He still has the impairment but the 

manifestation is gone. He sued one because ATO were going to be sedentary in Hobart and after that he was 

going to be driving around. You think that's perfect. That's the way it should work. Most employers didn't think 

so. You can see that's fair because this guy had hypertension, high blood pressure and it fixed. It was controlled 

but he always has that impairment. That's good. I don't think anyone object, no-one in this room would be 

objecting but say he goes "I've seen the animals can help blood pressure go down."  I'm bringing in my dog, my 

pet. I'm going to do some training, got training from the Launceston dog training school, it's safe in public and my 

GP says there is some studies showing it helps, might have given them the studies to start with to motivate them 

to write the letter, there is legitimate evidence of that. Would it be rejected? Probably yes under the current 

situation. Even the same rights as a guide dog. When you think about depression on campus, how many students 

are depressed? We always hear it's high. Mental health at universities and the academics and staff, and students, 

anxiety, who doesn't get anxious around exam time, promotions, stress, of course, PTSD around all the sexual 

abuse and all the things we've heard about. All of these would have rights to a claim for assistance animals if they 

could prove it. The Australian bureau of statistics, where are they? Sorry. 18.9% had some impairment and stop 

will have a lower level, that's 21% so out of 24 million people do the math, it's high. Now for public transport 

people and business, probably not that high but student, possibly a bit more assertive I would suggest. It's high 

numbers. Moving on to the next slide. If I want to talk about how can you distinguish it. One of the things I want 

to talk about fraud, fake, it's not a lack of fantasy, it's going on. In the US there was - Fox did a sting on these 

people, yes I feel a bit anxious, do you have a disability. There's no fraud. Do you feel anxious or this? You have a 

mental condition, you're entitled to a dog. Here's a photo of your dog and they gave her a card. A producer who 

had no impairment as a sting, a complete farce, all about making money. Bringing in legislation. Who can you 

distinguish? Section 54A enables you to ask questions but what questions can you ask? Not much. You can ask 

about some evidence but the Federal law doesn't require you to be certified. You can provide a certificate. How 

hard is it to print something off in your computer? Does anyone have a computer in this room? Anyone have 

access to the Internet. Some people got it copied and pasted on to a letter and they were trying to claim their 

dog. Qantas rang and he said, "Not me."  The police don't do anything. Someone with their cattle dog being an 

assistance animal, we don't train cattle dogs. People will and you'll have students asserting who don't have 

impairments and students who do have impairments asserting. How do you distinguish. It's really what can we 

do? Student services, if you have a student who has a plan and got an animal, you're easy, ask them to give some 

evidence from their GP, put it into their action plan, it's all sorted. Give them a letter from disability services, ask 

them for their permission because they have to give permission, tell security, tell the school, people aware of it, 
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no problem. Not much of a problem around campus, getting to and from campus is another challenge. I would 

strongly urge them to get certified by the Government. If they were certified by the university they would find 

that process easy, the Government won't create problem, that will make it a lot easier to get on a bus, train, 

plane, whatever, it's not certain but it's much easier. If they're staff, it's the same process. If they're a visitor or a 

student who hasn't got an action plan it's hard. If they're coming here for example, what do you do? Even if 

they're just a random stranger, call security and let them work it out. The security are trained and it's great but it's 

very hard for them but unfortunately they have a hard job. If they're a student and they are not with you guy, say 

that you have to get rid of this, a reasonable accommodation is that we accept this animal. We need to know that 

you have an impairment and we need evidence. If they refuse it, come and fill out a form, I'd err on the the side 

of you can't bring that animal in, you can create risks then to other people, it can bite people and the university 

you could be liable but it's an ongoing challenge. I don't know what the answer is. Hopefully with more dialogue 

we'll come out with some more solutions. At the moment America, they like to legislate and prohibit it, it's all 

about prohibiting and prosecutions and then people challenging and fighting the laws, I think a more practical 

outcome will be the answer. A certification process is fair. That's where I'm at. I'd like to thank you for taking the 

opportunity to listen to my speech and also again for the work you guys are doing in trying to hope doors without 

- open doors and also facility students not just throughout their schooling but into transition outside into work, 

obviously that's worked for a lot of us because most of the people I went to uni with here have ended up with 

jobs, thank you much for everything and thank you for your support over the years. 

EMCEE: Thank you Paul. We can open the floor up for any questions.  

QUESTIONER: We've had I would use grey lines where students have been approved for funding to train an 

assistance dog and the dog isn't trained and then want to bring their assistance animal with them, before training. 

SPEAKER: When they're learning? You mean when they've trained the animal up? 

QUESTIONER: It's before they get certified and before they are learning things about certification today as well. 

SPEAKER: Federally you can say get lost. And in some States they have support for training levels, but I would say 

you are training the animal. It's not trained to be safe in a public place. Are they with assistance dogs or a body? 

That would be something. Who trains the animal. You can do owner trained animals, in the full court and in 

Forest two case, Forest he lost but Mulligan one, guide dogs refused to certify the animal, that's another matter. 

During the training process, guide dogs wear jackets and have other trainees and there's some strict processes 

around it, for assistance animals it's a lot more complex or guide dogs are deaf or blind. 
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QUESTIONER: Thank you Paul. I have another question. It's in relation to students with assistance animals who 

need to go on placement. We have issue recently where a nursing student had an assistance animal and it was 

very difficult to find a clinical facility who would accept that student with the assistance animal? 

SPEAKER: Unfortunately in that environment you're dealing with a couple of pretty important issues. The health 

industry is pretty... They view disability as a cure, you're hitting your head against not a very nice group, it's a 

hygiene issue of animals into this that sort of place. In a clinical setting for a nurse, I think it would be very hard 

work, one of my - when I talk my dog into a hospital setting I'd leave him at the nurses station because you 

couldn't go around to - where you have gloves on and shoe, you must wear shoes in the lab, health and safety, 

can't bring a guide dog in that issue because of the hygiene issues. In terms of placements generally, university 

has an obligation, I presented in the north-east about this on Friday with a colleague, so talking about transition. 

Universities have 100% liability, they've got to help the student through placement. Part of your degree is 

placement, you have to help them get placed. If you have let them into the course and then you can't find 

somewhere to place them, they've wasted two years and a lot of money and I would suggest there's a pretty 

strong action for some negligence there because the university could be liable both to compensate the student 

for their two or three year of wasted time, all that money to be given back to them, at UQ we're bringing 

processing around to check when people are getting on early on, these are issues, to provide and avoid someone 

going to the final week and can't do part of their degree. 

QUESTIONER: Thank you. I have another question. It's about assistance animals and children. Are assistance 

animals with children allowed into schools? 

SPEAKER: Yeah. They are. Although most places don't want to... Well, guide dogs won't place because their 

mobility isn't that big for a school, but definitely autistic dog, 100%, the trouble is who looks after them, most of 

them the students have to be look after or the parents have to come in and help because they can't resource 

someone to come and look after the animal. It can be challenging with other students. In the Supreme Court, 

there was a case, handed down, should look into that, did show you about the dog a golden retriever, she could 

control it and tickets were a about $1 million in legal fees, fighting it can be expensive. 

QUESTIONER: I was really interested in, I'm a bit of a rat lover. Really interested in that rats could be an assistance 

animal if you had for emotional reasons or mental health reasons. Do they have - does whatever the animal is, do 

they have to go through some sort of rigorous thing about to get certified or can you just... 

SPEAKER: You will in Victoria. Are you Victorian? 

QUESTIONER: Yeah. 
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SPEAKER: In Victoria the transport department will require evidence post 2014 I think it was from a GP from a 

training specialist as well but of course under the Federal law you don't have to. 

QUESTIONER: I could just say I need my rat and what documentation would I have to provide if people question 

that? 

SPEAKER: Psychologist, gives a mental health. But I guess the other thing is... 

QUESTIONER: A letter from my psychologist, I'm thinking about the harnessing and the things we have to wear. 

SPEAKER: Going to confront a lot of scepticism. If you can get a psychologist, to write. She's been discharged from 

homicidal tendencies and this helps."  Honestly, practically you could try asserting rights, if you want to sue it will 

be hard but if you give them a letter on train, train put it in your pocket. A lot of people have rats in public spaces 

and in the cafe if they see a rat you have to take it outside, don't have it in here, that's disgusting, you can try to 

argue that's a an assistance animal but not a very good coffee experience. 

QUESTIONER: Just wondering what kind of letters and also potentially cues you could have on the animal to say 

to everybody this is a... 

SPEAKER: It's going to be hard. It's not an established category. You can get a dug and get certified. Even then you 

still get grizzled. I tend to go back to the same places all the time. 

QUESTIONER: I just had something might be a bit more of a technical question but because the Act is talking 

about it states that it has to be trained to assist to a person with a disability, who does the burden of proof fall on 

in that circumstance, is it the person who has the assistance animal or is it the person who wants to - who feels 

like it's not suitable for the environment and so wants to exclude it? 

SPEAKER: That's definitely the person with the disability and that does create an issue, I walk up and do I have to 

explain my impairment? Some conditions it's very hard, diabetes, people use it for that, the range of conditions, 

people may not want to disclose their impairment and if you don't explain the impairment, everyone has a 

computer, it's very hard to prove but also hard to disprove. So it's depends where you're going and the probably 

they think of you suing them sometimes comes into play but it's definitely the person. We asked the exact same 

question, how do you prove a bird is trained? NSW transport worked on the basis that to say no, even if if... I'm an 

individual, I can kick it to the human rights tribunal, cost me nothing to file. I go the first step, go to a mediation, I 

lose and then I go to the tribunal, I lose and then I go to court. At that point I can get legal fees against me up to 

that point you're not going to recover your costs, there's 50 or 60 grand down the drain before you can get 

anything out of the other side. In some situations it's easier for them just to cave in. Go away money, might have 
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heard of that in employment law. In terms of access it opens it up. Unfortunately there are people who claim 

disability and get fake car park stickers so they can park in disabled spots or they drive themselves and see them 

hop out and run into the shops who have the sticker. Maybe your family member is but you're not and there's 

someone there waiting to use the park, you can't because some doof... Person has. I remember at Hilton when I 

was there in San Francisco, it's $50 a night to say with your pet, how many people come and he says, getting 

more. People just have a letter and they say it's my assistance animal. Literally $50 a night, to have your pet and 

it's free if you have the letter and it's $75 to buy the letter and to fight it, costs money and resources. They just 

go, "Whatever."  Eventually it's going to cause problems but at the moment that's their approach. 

SPEAKER: Well thank you very much Dr Harpur. 
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their mental or emotional health 

Dr Paul Harpur

20%



Legal Framework

Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) s9 (2)
For the purposes of this Act, an assistance animal 
is a dog or other animal

(c) trained:
(i) to assist a person with a disability to 

alleviate the effect of the disability; and
(ii) to meet standards of hygiene and 

behaviour that are appropriate 
for an animal in a public place.



Resource impact-
2 million disability assistance 

animals possible



When will an animal 
be held to assist a 
person with a 
disability to alleviate 
the effect of their 
disability?



How can a member of the public 
distinguish between a disability 

assistance animal and a pet? 
Fraud and forum shopping is real!



Disability, Therapy or Pet: Regulating 
Assistance Animals in Public Spaces

1. National standards are developed that 
detail the training and support required to entitle an 
animal to qualify as a disability assistance animal;
2. A national approach to clarify how members 
of the public can efficiently and rapidly distinguish 
between pets and disability assistance animals is 
advanced; and
3. There is a national regulatory response that 
considers the resource and social impacts of the 
definition of disability assistance animal.
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