[image: A close-up of a blue and white object

Description automatically generated]
[image: A close-up of a blue and white object

Description automatically generated]
Disability Research Leadership Program: Consultation Summary Report
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The National Disability Research Partnership (NDRP) facilitates collaborative and inclusive disability research to improve policy and practice for people with disability in Australia. One of the aims of the NDRP is to strengthen disability research capacity in Australia.
One component of this work is the development of a new Disability Research Leadership Program that will recognise and support research students and early career researchers with disability and address some of the barriers currently experienced by students.
As part of designing this program, the NDRP held consultations with current, former, and aspiring Masters by Research and PhD students with disability, along with a small number of supervisors. These conversations explored the barriers students are currently experiencing and what kinds of supports would best enable students with disability to succeed in their research degree and take up leadership opportunities.
The outcomes from this consultation were used to ensure that the Leadership Program is designed based on the lived experience and expertise of early career researchers with disability to target the specific barriers they experience. 
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Consultations were held in July 2025 with twelve participants who were current or former Masters by Research and PhD students with disability, people with disability planning to start a higher research degree and supervisors of students with disability. Participants were identified through NDRP networks and recommendations from the NDRP Board and Research Committee. Participants reflected a range of experiences across different disabilities, cultural backgrounds and locations. 
To ensure accessibility and choice, participants could take part in either small focus groups or individual interviews. Two focus groups and five one-on-one interviews were held via Zoom. Participants were compensated for their time.
The sessions were facilitated by external facilitator Madeleine Clarke, with support from the NDRP Operational Team.
The discussion questions were designed by the project team including Madeleine, reflecting their own experiences as researchers with disability and drawing on insights from earlier NDRP community consultations. 
Topics included:
· barriers to postgraduate research,
· supervision experiences,
· financial and institutional supports, and 
· leadership opportunities that disabled researchers want to see embedded in future programs.
Notes and transcripts were reviewed separately by two team members and then discussed collaboratively to identify the key themes. Although the total number of participants was relatively small, their experiences reflected a number of consistent themes.
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Consultation participants identified six key areas where change and support are most needed for research students with disability. 
1. Need for flexibility: Universities and funding systems need to provide more flexibility for part-time study, different approaches and flexible uses of professional development funding.
2. Financial barriers: Students with disability face additional costs and limited scholarship options, especially when studying part-time. These financial barriers can have a significant impact on students’ abilities to continue their studies and move into a research career. 
3. Connection and community: Students with disability sometimes feel alone or disconnected. Peer networks and communities of practice provide important opportunities for connections and information sharing. 
4. Information: Information about research degrees, support and careers can be difficult to find and are not discussed regularly. Students with disability want access to plain-language guidance and support on research processes, supports, and career pathways.
5. Supervisors: Supportive, informed supervisors play a central role in accessibility and student success. There is a need for more training and resources for supervisors who have less experience in supporting a research student with disability.
6. Disability support services: University disability offices need to develop specific expertise around how best to provide supports to research students. 
These themes highlight both the barriers and opportunities for building a more inclusive research system that provides better support to all students. 
Participants also expressed excitement and optimism about the NDRP’s efforts to create a program that directly responds to these issues. As one participant shared:
“I am incredibly excited about this project and this opportunity. Just breaking down those barriers and … instilling confidence in people with disability to go out and pursue these high level postgraduate degrees without the burden of having to always be, you know, manning those conversations about their accessibility needs, I think that this support is going to be really paramount and levelling the playing field.”
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The following section describes what participants told us in greater depth, including examples of the barriers they face and their suggestions for how universities and research systems and scholarship programs can better support students with disability. 
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Students shared that the way universities are set up often do not consider the needs of students with disability. Students with disability felt that the universities saw them as an exception that had to be managed, rather than creating flexible and responsive systems that were supportive for all students. 
One student described this in the context of universities using accessible research software:  
“There needs to be a stronger focus on the kind of proactive accessibility rather than just adjusting… For example, that all research software and the data analytic tools that are being used … are fully compliable with any sort of accessibility needs, at the outset, before projects are even considered or funded… Flexible timelines and individualised support plans could be a pretty decent standard practise to begin implementing.”
Lack of flexibility including rigid university rules around study load, different policies for part-time students, and scholarship durations were barriers for some students. Some students shared that more flexible approaches around workloads or use of resources had supported better participation. 
One student talked about how the traditional measures of success at university can disadvantage students with disability:
“When I reflect on these different kinds of rigid measures associated with success in the universities like publication outcomes, like grant acquisition and the… publish or perish mindset is quite disadvantaging for a lot of students experiencing disability who would definitely require those flexible timelines, different forms of communication or different approaches to engagement and output.
Rules around scholarships were also noted as limiting. Some students felt they missed out because the scholarships did not consider the fact that some students with disability may have a break before taking on higher degree studies or may need to study on a part-time basis. They talked about how scholarships often focused either on financial need or academic excellence. They noted that often they felt that this meant they were not eligible for much needed support.
 One participant talked about the need for NDRP to take a different approach:
“The standard criteria would be the highest marks and the most publications and those sorts of things. I wonder whether there could be different criteria for the NDRP scholarship… something about a person's interest and engagement and their lived experience being taken into account as well. I think that would reduce barriers to actually getting one.”
The participants emphasised that any program designed to support students should be flexible and not have limitations related to continuous study or full-time enrolment. It should acknowledge the varied backgrounds and experiences that students bring and provide support based on each person’s specific needs. They noted that flexibility should extend beyond eligibility rules to how funding can be used, allowing students to direct resources where they are most needed rather than being restricted to predefined categories such as conference travel.
This was described by participants: 
“My other big one is part-time scholarships and flexibility on what recipients can spend the money on. Because some of the ones I have seen, it has to be spent to go to a conference and you have to show how it’s going to benefit you … and ... some people do not want to go to a conference. I think a lot of people e… just need money to spend on living and research related stuff. I think it would be really cool if there were disability scholarships that said you can spend money on things that will help reduce the financial burden. 
“As well as flexibility of funding, flexibility on milestones and timelines. You know people who have ... dynamic disabilities. The pressure of academia can be a lot especially when it’s like you have to get this done by this day … it would be cool if any idea could be a more flexible approach.” 
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Participants also talked about financial barriers to their studies. They noted that scholarships often covered minimal living expenses and did not take into account the additional costs experienced by students with disability. For many, this meant taking on additional work to cover basic costs, which created extra pressure and affected their research progress.
One student talked about the additional strain of working on top of their degree meaning that they needed to take a break from their studies:
“The scholarships on their own aren't enough money to support you, so you need to do some additional hours. So, in my case, I was allowed to work an additional 6 hours a week on top, which I did, and because I needed to ... support myself and my family as well, but that then put pressure on me time wise because I had to do that six hours on top of my research. If I had better financial support, maybe I could have focused more on my research and maybe I wouldn't have needed to have that break.”
Participants also talked about the additional costs of participating in research activities and conferences which they often covered themselves. Examples included the cost of travel, accessibility, and support workers.
“I know another thing that people with disability often struggle with is when they go to conferences, the cost of the conference, not just for themselves, but for having a support person there with them and any other accommodations they need at the conference.”
“In my case I'm not able to drive. I am completely reliant on public transport… if I were to have to interview participants myself and find my way to a location that would be entirely funded on my part. So, I think beyond that a funding opportunity would be really resourceful for those tangible needs that a lot of young people would experience”
It was also acknowledged that many students with disability need to study part-time but that it can be difficult to access scholarship opportunities on that basis:
“The financial aspect is a really big one, especially for people with disability who face more financial barriers and probably more need for a scholarship, but also more need to study part time as well.”
The potential impact of providing additional financial support to students with disability was described by one participant:
“I think that funding … would definitely help to reduce those burdens and enable me to focus more deeply on the quality and the impact of my research rather than any sort of logistical or financial constraints.”
Participants saw financial support not only as essential for practical support but also as a way to enable students to focus on their research and to pursue a career in academia.
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Many of the participants in the consultation talked about feeling isolated or disconnected. Some said they had not had the chance to work or study alongside other people with disability. This sense of isolation or ‘being the only one’ was a significant barrier to their studies:
“I think for the student to feel like they're part of a group with other students who might also face challenges ... that's something I wasn't able to access. So, I always felt like I was the only one, and I probably wasn't.”
Participants described how peer networks had been beneficial to them when they were available.
“I think what … I found beneficial was engaging in any sort of disability focused community networks. Asking those questions like. Hey, has anyone else had experience with this? ... Are there any accessibility aids or tools that you'd recommend? And then from there I'd be able to get an influx of messages from young people like me. The best supports came from community, so I feel as though in that case universities would benefit from linking those individuals to elements of community if they don't have that already.”
These reflections highlight the value of peer connection and the need for universities and programs to intentionally create opportunities for researchers with disability to connect. Participants recommended that the Program create structured opportunities for connection, such as:
· Community of Practice
· Peer and group mentoring
· Supervisor–student joint sessions
· Regular forums for networking and shared learning
Several participants talked about the benefits of this type of approach:
“[A community of practice] would not only provide mentorship and peer support, but also help combat the isolation that many students with disability experience. … this would definitely open doors for a lot of people, both young and mature age students, to pursue their … goals of working in academia.”
“Could we create a network where we can actually connect and maybe write together? so that we've got some companionship and some connection away from our institutions, because we would probably have a lot to support each other with just through our lived experience and of course also making connections for the future.”
“Sometimes I have tried to connect with more senior academics who are disabled but I found it really hard to crack into that community and be like ‘hey I am one of you’ and getting a place at the table. I think a community of practice could really help with that.”
Participants saw a community of practice as a way to overcome professional isolation, support peer learning, and build long-term networks within disability research.
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Participants shared feedback that the journey through academia was not always clear. Often there were assumptions that people had pre-existing knowledge or understanding about the process. 
“I've probably felt least supported in terms of knowing where to find things and knowing how to access things.”
One student talked about how challenging it was to understand career pathways through the research system.
“I don’t really have any clear understanding of how my job would look like if I were to be in academia or what kind of development stages are like. I have worked in industry before and it was quite clear; you start off as a graduate and then you might move to an analyst role and then a specialist role. But I feel like every university is kind of different. The academia career ladder feels really nebulous to me.”
Many participants entered higher degree research without fully understanding what it involved or how accessible it would be. They wanted plain-language information about:
· How to find a supervisor and apply for scholarships
· What research skills and supports are needed
· How to plan for accessibility, including adjustments and funding
· What career pathways exist after completing a PhD
They talked about the possibility of using the community of practice or peer mentoring approach to share this information and connect about what career pathways can look like for students completing a PhD. They emphasised the importance of demystifying the process around research degrees, how to access the support they need and what a career pathway could look like.
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Participants talked about the positive role of supervisors in their experience during their studies. They valued supervisors who were flexible and respectful. Often supervisors who had a disability or a connection to the disability community were able to provide better support and meet access needs. 
One participant talked about a positive experience with their supervisor:
“I think, the biggest thing that's helped with my honours and PhD. was having a supervisor who is also disabled and is, just really easy to talk to about access and disability in general, and how I'm feeling and that sort of thing ... just having someone who I am pretty comfortable talking to about support it has been, probably the most helpful thing.”
Another student talked about the benefit of having a supervisor who had a good understanding of neurodiversity:
“My supervisor of my thesis was really excellent. She had a lot of capacity and confidence in being able to work in a way that was respectful and inclusive. Having a research supervisor that really understood the way that my brain was working and to work with it and not against it was really critical for that.” 
Other participants talked about supervisors who lacked knowledge about disability or accessibility. It was difficult for students who felt like it became their job to upskill their supervisor. They talked about the need to provide opportunities for supervisors to learn more about accessibility within the research context. This could include developing practical resources or training for supervisors.
“I think maybe fostering some training opportunities or personal development for those supervisors could be a pretty profound way to kind of facilitate a stronger environment where people with disabilities feel included in the research space as well by having that kind of mutual understanding.”
Participants also provided feedback that it was important to not make supervisor participation in the program a requirement. They felt this would disadvantage students who might have a supervisor who was unable to commit to the program due to time constraints or lack of interest.
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Participants talked about the need for university disability services to better meet the needs of research students with disability, noting that these services were often designed for undergraduate coursework students rather than postgraduate researchers. Participants said these services lacked understanding of the independence, and specialised tasks involved in research. In addition, participants noted a lack of people with lived experiences within the Disability Services offices.
“Not only do they not necessarily have the disability confidence in a lot of cases but they also don’t even have that lived experience to be able to think about what it was like for them.” 
This left many students to self-advocate for adjustments that were poorly understood or inconsistently applied. Participants called for:
· Proactive accessibility planning at the start of candidature
· Disability advisors with specific knowledge of research contexts
· Better coordination between disability services, supervisors, and research offices
Students wanted to be able to access the support they need from Disability Support Services that understand the experiences of research students than relying on individual advocacy.
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The NDRP has listened to the feedback that we received through this consultation and used it to support our design of the Program including:
· Flexible support: The Program has been designed to support participants to use the Professional Development funding in ways that meet their individual needs.
· Financial barriers: The Program includes $15,000 in Financial Support to assist with the additional costs experienced by students with disability and to address the financial barriers experienced by many students.
· Connection and community: The Program includes opportunities to participate in a community of practice and learn and connect with peers.
· Clear information: The Program will include workshops and information sessions that are tailored to meet the specific information needs of the successful cohort. This could include information about research skills, career pathways, and accessing supports
· Role of supervisors: The Program will include an opt-in development program for supervisors to develop their skills around disability inclusion. This was intentionally designed as opt-in based on feedback that requiring participation could disadvantage some students.
· Disability support services: Although this Program does not directly address university-level disability services, it may lead to the development of resources and information that could be shared with these offices to improve their capacity to support research students.
The NDRP thanks all participants for sharing their time and expertise. Their insights have been essential to shaping a program that nurtures and supports future leaders in disability research.
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