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University Campus Counselling and Disability Services  

 

 

 
 

Background  

 

The National Union of Students (NUS) 2016 Wellbeing Report found that two thirds of young 

people rated their mental health as only fair or poor, while 35% reported that suicidality impacted 

on their ability to study. Despite this, campus counselling services are frequently under-funded 

and under-resourced, with long wait times, poor experiences with campus counselling services 

and the general stigma of seeking help impacting services. Some universities still do not have 

access plans for physical or mental health, or they are under-marketed or under-promoted on 

campus. Universities need to treat counselling and disability services as important aspects of their 

duty of care to students and fund them adequately. 

 

In September 2018 the Federal Government announced that they have invested $9 million into 

Orygen’s National Centre for Excellence in Youth Mental Health. Further, that they will provide 

$660,000 to support the development of a new National University Mental Health Framework. The 

National Union of Students Disabilities Department has conducted surveys and focus groups at 

its Disability and Accessibility Conference 2018 on university campus counselling and disability 

services. This submission aims to provide recommendations into the National Framework based 

on feedback from students. It is important that the Federal Government, Universities Australia 
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and the Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA) are also aware of these 

recommendations.  

 

In 2018 the NUS Disabilities Department ran a national campaign, Join the Fight, Demand 

Disability Rights. Two of the key demands were:  

1) Fully-Resourcing Campus Counselling and Disability Services 

2) Accessible Campus Curriculum and Facilities  

 

Students across the country supported the campaign.  
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The 2018 National Union of Students Disability and Accessibility Conference 2018 included 

attendees from students across Australia, who were either campus disability, access or equity 

officers, or members of these collectives. These students identify as having a disability, medical 

or access condition and advocate on behalf of these groups on campus. These students came 

from the following university campuses:  

● Curtin University  

● Melbourne University  

● Monash University  

● Newcastle University  

● University of Adelaide 

● University of New South Wales 

● University of South Australia 

● University of Sydney  

● University of Western Australia 

● Victoria University 
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Findings 

 

Of the conference attendees common themes emerged about the state of campus counselling 

and disability services. These included:  

1) There is not enough counselling and/or disability staff per student ratio to keep up with the 

demand that students need. Students believe that services are under-resourced and so 

staff are over-stretched with the amount of students that they have to see.  

2) Students reported that waiting times for a counselling appointment can be anywhere from 

three weeks to two months depending on the time of year. This puts extra stress on 

students having to wait for an appointment when they could be at a crisis point.  

3) On some campuses such as the University of Western Australia and the University of  New 

South Wales for the first appointment, only walk-in appointments are available. Follow-up 

appointments can be scheduled in advance.  

4) There are often no specialist counselling services and some counsellors tend to not be 

rained according to what students need. This includes but is not limited to sexual assault; 

trauma; the range of psychological conditions beyond depression and anxiety; chronic 

illness; queer or gender diverse friendly staff; culturally and linguistically diverse staff. At 

Curtin University, for example, students have reported that people with personality 

disorders were turned away from counselling services as they “could not be fixed in ten 

sessions”.   

5) Services are inconsistently promoted to students on campus. At some universities they 

may be promoted during orientation or at peak exam times, but not at others. Furthermore, 

the promotion seems to be targeted at first year students, rather than re-emphasised 

throughout a students’ degree. UNSW in particular reported that international students 

have often misunderstood that they are able to access campus counselling services, as 

they believe that they require a Medicare card to access services.  

6) Individual counsellor availability is also inconsistent. At the University of Sydney, students 

are not guaranteed the same counsellor. At Monash University, it is difficult to change a 

counsellor once a student has had an appointment with one. At the University of Western 

Australia, students are not allowed to access the same counsellor twice. Overall, students 

report having a lack of autonomy and rights in selecting a counsellor that is appropriate 

for them and changing a counsellor if they have had a negative experience. Furthermore, 

it is difficult to report an experience that a student has had with a counsellor in an effective 

and anonymous way.  

7) Universities particularly in Victoria and New South Wales have caps on the amount of 

counselling sessions that students can access per semester or year. At the University of 

Sydney there is a cap on 3 counselling sessions per semester. At the University of 

Melbourne, there is a cap of 6 sessions per semester. This means that if students reach 

the capped level of sessions they are locked out of mental health support from the 

university.  

8) University counselling services in particular are viewed as temporary services for students 

to access. Students are told that the university cannot provide long-term or ongoing 

support. However, since the community mental health system overall is under-funded and 
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under-resourced, students want increased support on campus particularly for people with 

chronic illness.   

9) There is a lack of understanding from students about Disability Access Plans (DAPs) and 

what they can provide. Guides to DAPs are often hidden away in hard-to-find documents 

that are not student-friendly. Furthermore, accessing documents can sometimes be quite 

difficult and involves bureaucratic back-and-forth appointments between multiple health 

professionals. This puts more pressure on students especially when staff often emphasise 

the importance of getting documentation approved early. Staff are not universally trained 

in what a DAP is or how to administer one. Students report that while there are often 

policies in place about how a DAP is supposed to be administered, the way that this is 

carried out in practice differs from tutor to tutor, or lecturer to lecturer. Some tutors or 

lecturers are supportive and compassionate, while others are not. At the University of 

Melbourne, tutors have the right to refuse access to accommodations even if it is in a 

student’s access plan. Contrastingly, at Curtin University the system is transitioning to a 

more centralised system, rather than the previous, where students were required to have 

an appointment with a doctor, then disability services and then individually speak with 

teaching staff. The National Union of Students will be monitoring whether or not a 

centralised system is better for students. When the University of Sydney moved to a more 

centralised system, it led to backlogs and delays in processing of student documentation.  

10) Special considerations or accommodations are also inconsistent across universities. At 

Monash University, most average students are not aware of what qualifies as special 

consideration or how to get an accommodation. At the University of Sydney, the system 

has been centralized, however this now means there are long wait times and backlogs. 

There is also now an “end-date” on chronic illness or disability, which is not appropriate 

for students experiencing long-term or on-going conditions. At the University of Sydney, 

University of Western Australia, and University of Newcastle all services have been moved 

online. At the University of New South Wales services begin online and then students 

must attend in-person. Monash University in particular does not offer special consideration 

for exams. There is a stigma at universities that students accessing extensions for 

assignments are “lucky” or are “rorting” the system. This leads to students feeling guilty 

about utilising the services that they need.  

11) Across universities, there is often immense pressure to get DAPs, special considerations 

or accommodations approved as early as possible. This is not always possible for students 

due to a vast array of extenuating circumstances that are often out of their control. For 

example:  

a) Waiting times on general practitioners or psychologists to get required 

documentation;  

b) Waiting times on campus counselling and disability services;  

c) Miscommunication between different services leading to back-and-forth 

appointments;  

d) Universities not conveying students’ rights or timelines adequately;  

e) Health flare-ups;  

f) Family or personal situations among others. 
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12) Students reported that course content and curriculum are not accessible for students with 

disabilities. Overall there is no guarantee that lectures will be recorded, will have closed 

captioning, or have braille options. Accommodations are often left to the discretion of 

lecturers or tutors rather than enforced in formal policy.  

13) University wellbeing or stress-less events focus on neurotypical students and are not 

aimed at students with a lived experience of disability or mental illness. Therapy dogs, 

colouring, yoga or meditation is not helpful for students with disability or mental illness. 

Universities are essentially promoting the message “don’t get mentally ill” and do not go 

beyond that. This demonstrates a lack of understanding of disability and chronic mental 

illness.  

 

 
 

Recommendations  

 

At the NUS Disability and Accessibility Conference students were asked about what 

improvements can be made to campus counselling and disability services. Improvements include 

the following:  

 

1) Information should be readily available to people attending counselling about their rights 

around changing counsellors and reporting negative interactions with the counsellor both 
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anonymously and not. Counsellors should be trained and licensed and universities should 

try to provide a range of counsellors experienced with a range of psychological conditions 

and backgrounds including: 

● Lived experience of disability or illness;  

● Culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds; 

● Queer or gender diverse backgrounds;  

● Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander backgrounds; 

● Training for psychological conditions that goes beyond depression and anxiety.  

There should be easier reporting mechanisms for students, such as online feedback forms 

based on counselling sessions.  

2) Universities need to have a minimum standard of counselling and disability staff available, 

which is tied to the student population at each specific university. Students reported the 

need to increase counselling and disability staff available across all universities surveyed 

at the conference. Students reported that the biggest issue in experiencing long wait times 

for services was the lack of staff available, so this would assist in addressing this issue in 

particular. 

3) Counselling and disability staff should be hired on a full-time basis, rather than on a casual 

basis. This will assist students in being able to attend sessions with the same counsellor 

each time, rather than having to start from scratch at each appointment.  

4) Counselling and disability services should implement online booking systems across all 

universities. In some cases such as at the University of South Australia this has helped to 

reduce wait times for appointments and streamlined the process.  

5) Universities need to better inform students with disabilities about their rights and the 

necessary evidence they are required to provide prior to disability service appointments. 

This would reduce ‘back-and-forth’ appointments.  

6) Universities need to recognise their duty-of-care in providing adequate mental health 

support for students. Counselling and disability services need to be more proactively 

promoted on campus for students to access, however, this must be met with increased 

resourcing and staffing of services. Universities need to hire dedicated and ongoing 

psychological support staff and remove caps on counselling services.  

7) Universities need to adequately train staff such as tutors and lecturers in administering 

DAPs and understanding academic policy for this area. There is too much inconsistency 

between individual teaching staff, faculties, and university campuses.  

8) Academic and provision of services policy and guiding procedures needs to be made more 

student-friendly and accessible. For example, not using unnecessary jargon, providing all 

documentation in an easy-to-find manner and relaxation of timelines. Policy and 

procedures must stress the duty-of-care that universities must take and remove the 

conditions that allow students to be stigmatised as “rorting the system”.   

9) Universities need to ensure that all teaching materials are accessible for students with 

disability and implement universal design, rather than having them in on-request 

accommodation or special consideration services. This includes: 

● Universal lecture recordings and notes/powerpoints available;  

● Closed captioning for lectures; 

● AUSLAN interpreters; 
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● English language interpreters; 

● Braille options; 

● Large-text options;  

● Screen reader access;  

● The removal of attendance requirements; 

● Universal web design for online materials; 

● Audio loops available for lectures and tutorials; 

● Class layouts being more accessible; 

● Reducing the use of group discussions in groups that are larger than 25, as this 

can be overstimulating and loud when used excessively; 

● Adequate warnings before videos being played and keeping microphone volumes 

at a reasonable level; 

● Accessible seating.  

10) The National Union of Students Disabilities Department endorses Vision Australia’s report 

“Online, But Off Track”, in aiming to make online university services more accessible for 

students who are blind or vision impaired. 

 

Conclusion 

The findings and recommendations of this submission are based directly from student feedback 

of students attending the 2018 National Union of Students Disability and Accessibility Conference. 

Overall, students reported that university campus counselling and disability services are under-

funded, under-resourced, under-staffed, under-promoted and are inaccessible for a vast majority 

of students. At a time when students have reported high levels of poor mental health and are 

experiencing chronic illness and disability, this is not good enough. Universities need to undertake 

their duty of care seriously and implement holistic and well-resourced services for their students.   


