
What will higher education look like in the future? 

By Ann Heelan, Director of AHEAD   

Numerous government policies, such as the SERC report and the Report on the 
Commission on Status of People with Disabilities, all state that mainstream edu-
cation is the most appropriate education provision for children with disabilities.  
As a result the participation of students with disabilities in all levels of education 
has improved dramatically and now accounts for 4% of the student population in 
higher education.  This engagement has resulted in a significant body of knowl-
edge emerging on how to be inclusive in a mainstream environment. 
 
So what is inclusive practice? According to definitions, it is learning environment 
that is barrier free for all learners.  According to Professor Pumprey, an expert on 
learning difficulties, inclusive education means re-examining the normal 
learning environments so that they do not exclude talented students who 
cannot learn the way we teach.  The challenge is to teach the way the stu-
dent can learn.   
 
Mainstream education has many barriers for students with disabilities, the main 
one being teaching practices inappropriate to their learning needs, so educators 
need to develop a much deeper understanding of the needs of different learners. 
Inclusive education inevitably means change to teaching and assessment prac-
tice and unfortunately we all resist change, we like things the way they are, we 
all live in our own comfort zones and like our own story of what we do.   
 
But times are changing and education is undergoing massive change anyway.  
We read about a Mayo school using iPads as a learning resource instead of 
books.  If 13 year olds in secondary school pupils are using iPads, you have to 
ask what will they expect of higher education?   Inevitably higher education is 
changing, teaching is becoming more flexible with greater use of technology, 
there is a broader population of students with a louder voice clamouring to be 
heard.  But, there is no guarantee that all the changes taking place will be inclu-
sive or that inclusive principles will be built into all change initiatives.    
  
Inclusive practice is undoubtedly challenging but Dr. Marion McCarthy, Head of 
Education in UCC and a member of the Board of AHEAD enthusiastically em-
braces this challenge as an investigation into the scholarship of teaching. She 
sees the challenge as an opportunity to have new conversations about learning 
across different functions in higher education.  These conversations can help to 
solve problems with new thinking and new approaches that will improve the 
learning experience of all students.  There is an opportunity now to piggy back 
on an emerging climate of change in higher education and to ensure that inclu-
sive values are embedded into all change initiatives for the benefit not only of 
students with disabilities, but all students.  
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AHEAD Membership By Linda Kelly  

AHEAD has a vibrant and engaged membership across the country that come to-
gether at regular intervals to discuss various issues. Our membership is drawn from 
many different professional areas from support staff in higher education institutes, 
both public and private, to academics, researchers, employers, advocates, activists 
and students.   

In May 2011, we reviewed and restructured our membership so that we could cater 
for the many different organisations and individuals working in the area. Below is a 
table outlining our new membership arrangements.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Colleges of Further Education are eligible for a 20% discount where the local VEC is 
also a member.  

 
Have a question about our 
new membership structure?  
Just email  
membership@ahead.ie   

How do YOU make change happen? By Dara Ryder 

The LINK Network, of which AHEAD is the co-ordinating partner, will host an international conference on 
Disability in Higher Education taking place in the University of Antwerp on July 5th & 6th 2011. The aim of 
the conference is to bring together experts, professionals and students from across Europe and beyond to 
share knowledge, best practice and experience. Speakers will range from students sharing their stories 
and ideas, to professionals presenting the latest innovations and research. Topics covered will include: 
 - Influencing Policy Making 
 - Promoting Student Involvement and Empowerment  
 - Embedding Best Practices in Inclusive Teaching and Learning  
 - Improving the Transition to Higher Education  
 - Improving the Transition to Work  
 - Access to the Professions  
 - Increasing Participation in International Mobility and Exchange Programmes 

How much is the conference fee? 
€100 for 2 day ticket/Free for full time Students (Students must still reserve a place using the online book-
ing system). 

How do I book a place? 
All registrations go through the online booking system. For more information visit www.thelinknetwork.eu 
and click on the ‘Book Now’ Button in the top right hand corner.  

Information for Members   

Full Membership Affiliate Membership 

Open to any education institutions 
in the higher education sector. 
This includes those funded by the 
HEA and private providers. 

Open to any education institutions 
outside of the higher education 
sector. This includes the Further 
Education sector and schools.* 

Fee: €1300 
  

Fee: €1000 

Associate Membership Subscription Service 

Open to any organisation whose 
core business is in the area of 
education, employment and/or 
disability. 

Open to individuals who have an 
interest in the area but who are 
not linked to any organisation. 
This service also covers student 
membership. 

Fee: €800 Individual membership: €100 



 
The Student Services Team at the Institute of Technology, Blanchardstown (ITB) 
works in close collaboration with The National Learning Network Learning & As-
sessment Services team, in fostering and promoting an inclusive third level edu-
cation environment.  
 
One of the ways in which the service does this is through the use of a unique and 
innovative online profiling tool, called the Do-IT Profiler, along with an online 
learning styles questionnaire. The profiler helps to identify a person’s strengths 
and weaknesses in relation to cognitive processing in areas such as attention 
and concentration, memory, and language and communication. The students at 
ITB receive instant individual feedback including study tips and functional strate-
gies to overcome any difficulties identified. The Profiling tool also serves as an 
indicator for students who may require further assessment in relation to areas of 
difficulty.  ITB students are also encouraged to investigate their learning style so 
that they can adapt the way they study/learn and thus learn more efficiently. 
 
At Induction first year students are given the opportunity to participate in the 
online profiling tool and following on the students receive information on how they 
best process information (i.e. through the visual, auditory, or kinaesthetic chan-
nel) and on how other factors may aid learning (e.g., the time of day, background 
noise etc). Furthermore, students can avail of one-to-one support to reinforce the 
application of knowledge about their individual learning styles to the chosen 
course of study. A comprehensive and individually tailored intervention is avail-
able to support students who present to the service following the profiling. 
 
Students can receive study skills, organisational skills and exam and assignment 
preparation tips. The teaching staff at ITB also receive information on the profile 
of their different class groups (e.g. what percentage of the group are visual, audi-
tory or kinaesthetic learners, and what percentage have difficulties in specific ar-
eas of cognitive processing).  
 
A research project entitled the SIF Learning Styles report compiled by Geraldine 
Gray, ITB lecturer, and Dawn Duffin, Head of Learning and Assessment Ser-
vices, NLN, presents findings on this profiling initiative of ITB students between 
the academic years of 2007-2009. During this time, 1163 students were profiled.  
In addition, 33 ITB staff members including academic and support staff received 
training to raise their awareness of specific learning difficulties and learning 
styles and in relation to delivery of course material in order to cater for a diverse 
student population.  

What’s your learning style?  

By Cynthia O Hea, Student Services Officer at ITB  

Spotlight on Initiatives  

“ITB students 
are also  
encouraged to 
investigate 
their learning 
style so that 
they can adapt 
the way they 
study/learn and 
thus learn 
more effi-
ciently.” 



GET AHEAD was delighted to partner with Microsoft Ireland to hold a very successful event on May 18th in 
Microsoft’s offices in Sandyford Industrial Estate. The idea for this unique event came together after sev-
eral conversations between ourselves and the accessibility & diversity teams in Microsoft, some of whom 
we’d worked together with in the past.  We were inspired by the most popular aspects of our successful 
Get Ready for Work programme – namely the interaction of managers and graduates with disabilities in a 
mock interview format. When the team in Microsoft learnt of this, they knew it was something they could 
work with and offered to host a session in their campus.  We started planning and soon I knew we had 
something special. Microsoft took on all the organising, providing a venue, food, and most importantly, 
managers! 
 
The intention was to give students and graduates with disabilities an opportunity to become familiar with 
the business environment of a large & successful multinational organisation and more importantly a 
chance to engage with people who work in that environment and who hire into that environment! Those 
who attended got to hear the Managing Director Cathriona Hallahan of Microsoft Ireland talk about the im-
portance they place on diversity and accessibility and to listen to a detailed presentation by HR staff on 
competency based questions. This was all about the language used by hiring staff and what they expect 
and look for in candidates. This approach is not just Microsoft but is common to many other large compa-
nies.  
 
Finally each student was paired with a manager from Microsoft who did a mock interview, based around 
four key competencies -  confidence,   impact & influence, cross-group collaboration and  interper-
sonal awareness - which Microsoft regularly use. Feedback on that interview was given to the candidate. 
Their CVs were also assessed and some useful suggestions on how to improve them. 
 
Students with disabilities travelled from across the country to avail of the opportunity to meet with Micro-
soft staff and learn more about the environment. Unfortunately we only had 30 places and they were 
quickly snapped up. Interest in the event was so strong that we will look seriously at holding another simi-
lar event in the future.  For now, we can rest assured that everyone involved in this event took some new 
learning away with them.  

With the economic downturn ringing in everyone’s ears and the news headlines revealing more job cut 
and loss of employment its no wonder students are in high competition for the few jobs that remain. It’s 
nerve racking enough for students to find jobs when the employer is looking for someone with years of  
experience and for the most part students leave university with excellent degrees and knowledge  but very 
little experience working with others in a company environment. 
 
For me, being a student with a disability I find it even more difficult to see opportunities available when I 
graduate. It’s a worrying ordeal!! I have been studying engineering for the past three years and I have one 
year left. This summer we had to try finding an engineering placement in a company to give us a taste of 
what it’s like to be in the working world. Unfortunately after sending out over 60 emails and receiving only 
4 back, reality struck and the worrying fear of not getting a job when I finished my four tough years in col-
lege hit home.  
 
When I received the email from AHEAD entitled “HEADS UP WORKSHOP – Prepare for employment” the 
words sparkled in my eyes finally a chance to get great advice on standing out with my CV and in inter-
views. Each student had one to one time with a Microsoft manager. I received excellent feedback about 
my CV and how to present myself better. I also gained confidence as he was very impressed with my past 
employment and also my sporting activities. I now feel more assured with my whole interview performance 
and I thank AHEAD greatly for this. 

Heads UP! By Niamh Hayes, GET AHEAD Project Coordinator 

View from the ground @ Heads UP! By Ailish Brennan 

Spotlight on AHEAD  



The call to develop and design a programme on the topic of ‘Resilience’ 
came from the floor of the Conference on ‘Mental Wellbeing in the Work-
place – Mind your Own Business’ organised by AHEAD in 2010.   Partici-
pants at this conference expressed their concern over the prevalence of 
stress and mental ill health incidences presenting in both our study and work 
environments today.   A prevailing consensus emerged from the Conference 
that academic staff and employers alike are finding it difficult to manage the 
demands that this trend is placing on them in their roles.   A sense of awk-
wardness and feeling at times ill equipped to cope was echoed.   Recognis-
ing that the demands for a more inclusive society bring with it its own set of 
opportunities and challenges, AHEAD since the conference, explored the 
idea of developing a customised resilience syllabus and training that would 
support designated officers and managers alike to rise to these challenges 
of building a workplace more reflective of the wider society.   AHEAD turned 
to Loren Duffy, a consultant psychologist who specialises in corporate de-
velopment and culture, to take the concept and turn it into a reality.   
 
By the term ‘Resilience’ AHEAD is referring to the ability to cope with 
change.   Resilience is recognised as a good coping strategy and a develop-
mental skill for dealing with change.   Mindful of the abundance of organisa-
tional policy available, AHEAD set out to design a Resilience model that 
would offer practical and useful tools that could be put into play in real life 
situations.    Therefore the sole purpose of this learning tool is to assist or-
ganisations build their capacity when confronted with workplace adjust-
ments.    The training aims to build and cultivate resilience by providing 
frameworks and tools that will help to develop staff capabilities to tackle is-
sues independently and with confidence.   
 
The Resilience Programme, now complete, was rolled out for the first time 
to members of the AHEAD WAM Employer Network over a 2 day period on 
MAY 4th, and MAY 17th 2011.  This Network is made up of representatives 
from a variety of leading Irish employers operating in the public and private 
sectors.   Abbot Ireland, CG Power Systems, The Civil Service, ESB, FÁS, 
Fedex, IBM and Irish Life & Permanent were among the organisations who 
participated in the training.   

Resilience – From Coping to Development  

Practical Guidelines for Organisational Managers & Mentors 

By Pauline Ryder, WAM Project Coordinator  

What participants said:  
 
“Everyone will get something out of it, both in their personal life and work life.” 
 
“We all work with people – understanding ourselves better, being more resilient and ena-
bling the same for them is good for all of us and the organisation.” 
 
‘As change is a feature in everyday organisation – now more than ever it is time to start 
‘banking’ energy and building resilience to deal with, and adapt to change’.  



East Hall,  
UCD, 
Carysfort Avenue,  
Blackrock, 
Co Dublin 

Phone: 01 716 4396 
 
Web:  
www.ahead.ie  

Contact Us! 

Share a happy thought!  
 
Log on to 

www.o2thinkbig.ie 
and share a happy thought! 
For every thought shared, 
O2 will donate €1 to Head-
strong to support youth 
mental health.  
 
On twitter? Tweet 

@O2IRLThinkBig 
#happythoughts 
 
Share the happiness! 

News in Review  

Upcoming Events 

Taken from our series of ‘Week in Review’ posts on the Get AHEAD blog (see link on the 
left), here are some of the stories that got us thinking in the office during the month of 
May!  

Delivering the Strategy for Higher Education http://bit.ly/mIgkMm  

Address by Minister for Education & Skills, Mr Ruairí Quinn, T.D. At the Royal Irish Acad-
emy on the 30th May 2011 

Disability is not a bar to learning http://bit.ly/annheelanprofile   

Profile Piece on Ann Heelan, Director of AHEAD in the Irish Times on May 3rd, 2011 

Our daughter has a right to education, like every other child http://bit.ly/is24rt  

Journalist Brendan O Connor writes in reply to Ruairí Quinn’s announcement that there 
will be a cap on new applications for Special Needs Assistants (SNAs) 

Ferdinand Von Prondzynski on the Points System http://bit.ly/mOEcHd  

“The points system fails students and the country, so replace it with a lottery” 

The Others by Laura Maye http://bit.ly/mkqVMA   

A video animation aimed at raising awareness about the lives of people with disabilities 

Get Connected!  
 
Find us on Facebook: 
Facebook.com/
getaheadforum  
 
Follow us on Twitter: twit-
ter.com/get_ahead 
 
Read the blog:  
Getahead-
blog.wordpress.com  

The Student Voice  

Over the past number of months, AHEAD has conducted research into the student 
experience of students with disabilities. We’re currently putting the final touches to 
this report which will be launched during the summer. Make sure to check our web-
site for an invitation!  
 

Inclusive Teaching & Learning Seminars 

AHEAD will be travelling to UL on the 22nd of June  to provide training to academic 
staff in Inclusive Teaching & Learning Practices.  
 

How do YOU make change happen?  

The annual Link Conference will take place on the 5th & 6th of July in the University 
of Antwerp, Belgium. Go to www.thelinknetwork.eu to book your place!  

A full plan of events for 2011/2012 will be in our Autumn Newsletter.   


