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FOREWORD

Foreword
When writing the foreword to AHEAD’s Learning from
Home Covid-19 survey 2020 back in May of that year, I
would never have imagined that 17 months on I would
be writing the forward to a follow-up comparison
report, with the pandemic still very much a part of our
daily lives.
So much has changed in that period, and yet, there
is a sense emerging in some quarters of a desire amongst many to return to
‘normal’, whatever that means.
But if this Learning from Home report tells us anything, it’s that every student’s
‘normal’ is something different to the next, and the myth of the ‘average student’
is laid bare in the findings. For those working in higher education, there can be
an inclination to think of the needs, supports and desires of ‘target groups’ like
people with disabilities, as homogenous. The findings in this report are a clear
message that the community of students with disabilities in further and higher
education is immensely diverse in and of itself, highlighted by the huge variety
of both positive and negative experiences of pandemic learning, and divided
opinions about preferred modes of future learning.
The findings echo a fundamental truth which is borne out by the neuroscience
and learning sciences underpinning the Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
framework – “Learning is as unique to individuals as their fingerprints or
DNA.”, (Hall et al., 2012). More than ever, we need to take the learning from
this research and other Covid-19 learning research across the sector which
highlights this diversity of experiences and desires, and channel it to build a
better system with more accessibility, flexibility and choice built into its design.
In this way, we can ask students to bend a little less to fit the system, and start
ensuring the system can bend a little more to fit our students instead.
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In any case, it’s my belief that in the medium term at least, students simply
won’t allow a return to the status quo. Just like the expectations of workers
all across the country have shifted to expect more flexibility in how and where
they engage in work, student’s expectations have also shifted, and if we don’t
accommodate this shift, students will vote with their feet.
While reading the findings from the report which show that experiences and
opinions are very divided on many topics, it may be tempting to ask ‘but what
actually are these new expectations?’. I believe that the key takeaway is that
students expect to be able to engage with learning more on their own individual
terms. That they don’t speak with one voice, have one set of wants and needs.
That there is no such thing as an average learner which we can design our
programmes and systems around.
Now that they have seen that it is possible to accommodate different modes
of learning and assessment for different students, they are demanding a more
responsive system which embeds accessibility, flexibility and choice as standard,
one which respects students as key partners and elevates their voice and
experience in its design and development. These demands highlight the value of
UDL as an evidence-based framework which can help us to achieve these goals.
Many stakeholders across the further and higher education system have made
positive soundings in recent years about the importance of listening to the
student voice. This moment is a huge test for whether that represented genuine
intent or tokenism, because the students have spoken.
In some cases, there may be debate about what the students have collectively
said, but in other areas the picture is rather clearer. In no domains is this more
evident than in student’s desire for recorded lectures/classes to be retained
post pandemic, and for student desires for less focus on terminal exams and
more variety/choice in how they are assessed.
These messages are clear findings from this national research and a spate
of others undertaken with the general student population. Take the following
examples.
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The Irish Survey of Student Engagement Interim Results Bulletin, with data from
more than 40,000 higher education students, highlighted that in response to
the question, “what are the positive elements of the online/ blended learning
experience you want to keep when on-campus studies resume?”, one answer
appeared to dominate and that was students wanting to have recorded lectures
available to them, (HEA, 2021).
The ‘Your Education, Your Voice, Your Vision’ report from the Irish Universities
Association (IUA, 2021), with data from 14,000 poll responses from 17–24-yearolds in a variety of educational settings, highlighted that in response to the
question “In an ideal world what does your assessment look like?”, 81% said
‘mostly continuous or open book’, with just 19% preferring end of term exams.
Within this report, when asked what where their priorities for inclusion in
education in the coming years were, of ten priorities listed, students with
disabilities rated recording/captioning of lectures (88%) and more flexibility/
choice in assessment (78%) as their top two, rating them as higher priorities
than more tangible individual benefits such as increased student grants. The
qualitative comments highlight the grave consequences of not listening to this
voice and implementing these changes. Take this testimony featured in the
report for example:

“This section has reminded me of 1 thing I’ll miss from
having things be online. No memory alone based exams. In
1st year, I failed my psychology exams and scraped passes
in my criminology ones. Now in 2nd year, in both of my
subjects for my end of term assignments(criminology) and
exams(psychology), which was open book but still timed, I’ve
been top 5/10 of my entire year.”
So, knowing what we now from the growing evidence base, can we honestly look
ourselves in the eye and say we cannot record lectures, we cannot move away
from exams or offer our students assessment choices to ensure they have a fair
pathway to demonstrate their ability? It’s time for the further and higher education
sector to come together and respond to these clear student needs. My hope is that
this report will provide a valuable addition to the literature, and help make the
path forward a little clearer for policy makers, institutions and practitioners.
Dara Ryder, CEO, AHEAD
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Executive Summary
The HEA Performance Framework has set a target that the student body will
reflect Irish society, while the colloquially named “Hunt Report” has also set the
goal of broadening participation for traditionally unrepresented groups by 2030,
(Walsh & Loxley, 2015). For this to become a reality, students with disabilities
should comprise a greater proportion of the student population. This report
aims to support this process by listening to the current student experience, thus
allowing students with disabilities to be heard, and have their experiences of
remote learning amplified. These experiences need to directly inform the design of
tertiary education policy and practice, in order to make it a less challenging place
for students with disabilities.
This report examines a snapshot of the student narrative in April 2021, following a
year of pandemic teaching and learning, when learning from home had very much
become part of normative practice in further and higher education. 729 students
with disabilities chose to take part in the survey, which discusses and explores,
among other things, how students coped, accessibility, student supports, the
digital divide and the hopes for the future shared by this cohort.
The survey itself contained several identical questions to a similar 2020 research
report (AHEAD, 2020), to enable accurate one-year-on bench-marking, and
evidence-based inferences informed by our findings. The quality evidence
accumulated over two research projects enable us to move forward and make our
core recommendations with confidence.
The survey featured eighteen questions that included closed questions to gather
demographic data, Likert Scale questions (e.g. ‘on a scale of 1 - 5’) informed by
responses to statements, and a number of opportunities for respondents to add
comments in order to elicit some qualitative data to enrich our findings.
The report makes a contribution to the UN Sustainable Development Goals, in
particular Goal 4 “Quality Education”, Goal 10 “Reduced Inequality” and Goal 3
“Good Health and Well-Being” and makes a number of key recommendations for
both institutional and national policy and practice.
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Some of the key findings of the research included the following:

Coping
More students coping well one year on, but very sizeable cohort still not
coping well.
This year’s research illustrated an increasing percentage of students who ‘coped
well’ with learning from home in comparison to the previous year, with 11% (up
from 3%) and 30% (up from 22%) strongly agreeing or agreeing respectively, it
must be noted that a slightly larger cohort of 42% still reacted negatively (24%
“disagreed” and 18% “strongly disagreed”) to the statement. This represents
a notable decrease on last year’s combined figure of 52% (17% and 35%
respectively) who reacted negatively to the statement, with 16% neither agreeing
nor disagreeing. This trend of mixed responses and experiences is repeated
throughout much of the research and is considered a primary finding in itself,
demonstrating that a diverse student body cannot be treated in a uniform manner.
The level of ‘coping’, although a subjective adjective, is alarming nonetheless and
requires further monitoring and investigation.

Accessibility
Half find on-campus learning more accessible, but one third find learning from
home more accessible.
Accessibility is crucial to students with disabilities and was therefore something
we analysed in depth in the report. When asked about accessibility in general,
the following findings emerged: just over one half of respondents (52%) reported
that learning from home had had a detrimental impact on their experience of
accessibility (19% reported “a lot less accessible”, 33% “less accessible”). Yet, 33%
of respondents reported that learning from home was more accessible, (13% “a lot
more accessible” and 20% “more accessible”. 14% cited no change in their learning
experience regarding accessibility.
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Considering accessibility of online materials, participants were asked their
opinions on whether their teacher/lecture had considered accessibility in their
provision of remote learning materials. 47% of respondents “agreed” (34%) or
“strongly agreeing” (13%) with 28%— (19% and 9%) “disagreeing” or “strongly
disagreeing”.

The Digital Divide
Increase in AT use and sole laptop ownership, but more AT training needed to
maximise its effectiveness.
This research has highlighted the commendable progression that had been made
in somewhat addressing the digital divide. The percentage of students sharing
access to laptops and PCs for learning was decreased from 24% to 8%, with
sole ownership rising accordingly, while the use of Assistive Technology (AT)
increased from 26% to 40% of students, representing a 54% increase in usage.
While this is commended by AHEAD, some of our qualitative data demonstrated
that many of the students who were in receipt of AT had not been adequately
trained in their use. Therefore, these forms of AT were often not used to their
potential, or sometimes not at all. This report considered the home environment
(e.g., broadband connection) to be relevant to the digital divide and learning, we
explored several other tacit, often-neglected indicators such as the sensory
environment, broadband connection, privacy and comfort. Our data posits
that students were most likely to rate their sensory environment at home as
being below average, with many stating that the noise levels from home often
disrupted their learning. 27%, over one in four respondents, alluded to this
being problematic. Broadband/internet connection was rated as below average
by a marginally less, 25%. Comfort and privacy followed with 21% and 16% of
respondents rating these as below average respectively.
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Supports
Majority had good experiences with support services and implementation of
recommended supports, but significant minority had negative experiences and
cite long response times and needs assessment delays.
62% of respondents responded positively to the statement “the disability supports
my college/centre recommended have been fully applied”, a positive finding,
but there is still a significant cohort (19%) who reacted negatively, and who did
not have a positive experience engaging with supports. The qualitative data
highlighted that some students are not satisfied with their engagement with
support services and the implementation of supports, with many citing long
response times, delays in receiving a needs assessment and associated supports,
and negative experiences engaging with lecturers regarding the implementation
of recommended supports.
However, it should be noted that previous AHEAD research has demonstrated
that Support Services are severely under-resourced and under-staffed, (AHEAD,
2021a).

Students Hopes for the Future
Mixed preferences regarding modes of learning, but students want recorded
lectures, more choice in assessment, and more disability awareness training
for staff.
We asked respondents to rate 10 statements as low, medium or high priority
regarding what should be prioritised concerning national policy and practice. The
top three statements with the highest priority rating were:
88% of respondents referenced the statement “Ensure all classes/lectures are
recorded and captioned so students can watch them back later” as being high
priority. Considering that many of the outcomes of this report have been argued
to be ‘mixed’ with slight majority, followed by significant minorities, this data
or statistic is one which is unambiguous and is a clear example of the ‘student
voice’, which according to NStEP is a valued domain of student partnership, (USI
et al., 2018).
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78% of respondents posited that the provision of more choice for students in how
they are assessed (e.g. a choice between an exam or an assignment)” should be of
high priority for policy stakeholders.
77% of respondents highlighted the importance of “disability awareness and
accessibility training to all further and higher education staff” being high priority
as a precursor for greater accessibility and inclusion for students with disabilities.
Interestingly, these three statements were selected as higher priorities than
statements with more tangible individual benefits such as the provision of more
direct funding to students with disabilities.
With regard to their preferred mode of post-pandemic learning, one half (50%) of
respondents expressed a preference for a return to mostly on-campus learning,
39% reported a preference for blended learning, with 9% wishing to continue with
fully online, learning from home.

Policy Implications/Recommendations
This report makes key contributions to enhance further and higher education for
students with disabilities, and as discussed, makes a modest contribution to the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. However, it has also provided
an avenue for students with disabilities to be heard, and this voice provides the
evidence base for our recommendations. The report makes several national and
institutional recommendations including:
• Recorded and captioned lectures/classes should be retained across all
departments and disciplines. Across this report and a range of national
research, students have expressed a clear desire for the retention of recorded
lectures/classes, with the flexibility it provides students in when they engage in
learning highlighted in the qualitative data, as well as the benefits for students
with disabilities in terms of reviewing at their own pace and utilising captions
for comprehension.
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• As colleges/centres devise contingency plans for any potential return to fully
remote learning due to any additional imposition of Covid restrictions, these
plans should not be solely focussed upon academic performance/practice,
but also consider mental health, well-being and the broader third FE/HE
experience. While it is impossible to predict the potential changes that may be
advanced by Covid, it is possible to be prepared for a return to learning from
home. Every effort should be made to facilitate an academic year that does not
place undue mental health difficulties on participating students, such as those
highlighted in the qualitative data that accompanies this research.
• Institutions should make a commitment to provide more variety and choice in
the modes of learning within their offerings, by implementing more fully online,
blended and hybrid learning programmes. Our research has revealed that
49% of survey participants would prefer online teaching/activities to remain
a part of future learning, (39% blended learning, 10% to remain exclusively at
home). This finding has been corroborated by a number of major Irish research
projects that were conducted during the pandemic. (HEA, 2021; IUA, 2021). If
this cultural shift is to become a reality, a strategic commitment must be made
by institutions, underpinned by resources, oversight and quality assurance.
• This research has demonstrated tangible and commendable progress in
addressing of the pre-pandemic digital divide, primarily as evidenced upon
greater laptop/PC access and an increase in the use of AT evidenced in this
report. However, qualitative comments in the research highlight the need
for more bespoke training for students in the use of AT to maximise their
effectiveness and provide better return on investment in these technologies.
• The findings in this report highlight the huge diversity of experience of students
with disabilities of online learning, as well as the significant diversity of views
and desires for how they wish to experience teaching and learning. Pandemic
teaching and learning has inadvertently highlighted the value of providing
more flexibility and choice in pedagogical practice to ensure we reach all
learners; all of which are central to a Universal Design of Learning (UDL)
approach. As an evidence-based framework of teaching that fosters inclusivity,
agency, flexibility and choice, a UDL approach will support quality and equity
as blended and hybrid learning becomes embedded the pedagogical landscape.
UDL is effective in both a high-tech and no-tech environment and this versatility
should be harnessed and become embedded in the teaching practices of all FE
and HE institutions regardless of remote learning.
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INTRODUCTION

Introduction
Aims and Objectives
The objective of this research project, “Learning from Home During Covid-19: A
Survey of Irish FET and HE Students with Disabilities”, is to explore the student
narrative of learning from home for students with disabilities during Covid-19.
Our aim is to better understand the experiences of Irish further (FE) and higher
education (HE) students with disabilities in their navigation of learning during
the Covid-19 pandemic, during the academic year 2020/21, and to explore their
priorities in terms of improving access and inclusion moving forward.
This report also aims to examine the many changes to the learning landscape
made in response to the pandemic and evaluate the desire of students to retain
some of these practices in the future. Early indicators from educational research
conducted during this period, suggest that some the imposed changes may indeed
become part of normative tertiary education practice going forward, (AHEAD,
2021; AHEAD, (forthcoming); HEA, 2021; (IUA, 2021).
This is AHEAD’s second research project informed by the student experience during
Covid-19. AHEAD’s (2020) initial survey exploring pandemic teaching and learning
was conducted during the initial stages of Covid-19, and so by asking some of the
same questions one year on, part of the purpose is to track changes to the remote
learning landscape over the period, and unpack the student experience.
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By initiating two separate studies from different time frames within the pandemic,
we have accumulated two data sets from which we can analyse an academic
period that was fraught with challenge and hardship for both students and
further/higher education providers alike. As will be discussed, many of the
barriers that students with disabilities previously encountered in FE and HE were
intensified, while Covid-19 also presented many new challenges and barriers. By
exploring snapshots of student narratives in the completed surveys, the primary
aims and objectives of this second round of research were:
• In comparison with last year, how did respondents cope with online teaching
and learning?
• How well were students able to structure their learning and motivate
themselves when learning from home?
• How did respondents rate their engagement with supports during the
pandemic?
• Did institutions (FE/HE) communicate effectively with students during Covid-19?
• Was there evidence to suggest that the digital divide, (including broadband,
home environment and other associated nuances) had undergone any
substantial change over time, as the challenges of Covid were responded to?
• What are students’ hopes for the future regarding national policy on inclusion
and the progression of their education?
This report can help us re-imagine the post pandemic learning environment and
help inform discursive change that is inclusive, accessible and flexible while
embracing student well-being, socialisation and institutional connection.
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About the ‘Learning from Home’ 2020 Research
Our initial research was conducted just as Ireland had just entered its first period
of national lockdown in March 2020, with all schools, colleges, FET programmes
and various businesses and services closing. The country entered a period
of great uncertainty and although hindsight offers numerous advantages, it is
unlikely that many expected at that stage that a second Learning from Home
Survey, a year later, would need to be embarked upon.
Following the distribution of our survey in April 2020, 601 FET/HE students
responded, enabling us to accumulate a rich data set from which we could
examine the different experiences of home learning for students with disabilities.
A number of other national studies were carried out during the academic year
that were informed by the difficulties and challenges students encountered
during Covid-19, however most explored the general student narrative, (HEA,
2021; Timonen, Jo Greene & Émon, 2021), and suggested that both students and
educational institutions adapted reasonably well to the abrupt transition to online,
digital learning from home. Although this maybe the case for some students,
AHEAD’s research, among others (Aston, Banks & and Shevlin, 2021; Courtenay &
Perera, 2020) put forward evidence that this was not the case for all students, in
particular those with disabilities and those with socio-economic difficulties, a wellestablished example of an intersectionality cohort, (ERSI, 2015).
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Key Findings from our 2020 Research
Our initial research helped us to better understand the experiences and narratives
of students with disabilities, advanced by Covid-19. Some of the key findings of the
research included the following:
Just over half of respondents felt that they were not coping well with learning
from home (35% “disagreed” or 17% “strongly disagreed”), while one quarter
of respondents either “agreed” (22%) or “strongly agreed” (3%) that they were
“coping well with learning from home”. 23% said they neither “agreed” nor
“disagreed” with the statement.
Respondents who had the highest percentage of negative reaction (disagree or
strongly disagree) to the statement ‘I am coping well with learning from home’
were those with a Mental Health Condition (67%), ADD/ADHD (62%) or a Specific
Learning Difficulty (58%).
42% of responding students said they “agreed” (39%) or “strongly agreed” (7%)
with the statement ‘My lecturers/teachers have considered accessibility in
the online learning materials they are providing me with’ while 27% said they
disagreed (20%) or strongly disagreed (7%) with the statement.
Just over one quarter of the respondents (26%) said that they used Assistive
Technologies (AT). Of the students who said they did use AT, 72% said they had no
difficulty accessing or using them in their home learning, while 28% said they had
experienced some issues in this regard.
The five biggest challenges or concerns reported by the respondents about taking
their upcoming assessments from home were ‘worries concerning new types of
assessment’ (53%), ‘distractions/other demands at home’ (49%), a ‘lack of clarity
around whether/how accommodations for exams/assessments will be provided’
(30%), the ‘reliability of my internet/internet shared with other members of
household’ (29%) and a ‘lack of clarity about how we will be assessed’ (28%).
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Contextualising the ‘Learning from Home’ 2021
Research
Considering our second round of research took place almost exactly one year
after our initial exploration of the learning from home narrative, several new
developments must be taken into account when interpreting the findings and
making comparison to the previous year. For example, after one year of societal
lockdown, many students may have become accustomed to online learning,
and there is also the likelihood that educational institutions had become more
proficient regarding online delivery, digital accessibility and associated methods
of student assessment. Laptop schemes, targeted funding and other national
responses to the Covid-19 crisis may also have helped students who were at a
disadvantage due to previously having shared access, or no access, to Laptops
or PCs.
It must also be taken into consideration that a large portion of students had very
little, if any, experience of on-campus tertiary education as a direct outcome of
Covid-19. It was not only first year 20/21 FE and HE students who had no prior
experience of tertiary education, the majority of second year students were
unable to complete a full academic year actually on an FE or HE campus/centre.
In conjunction with this, final year students in HE and FE (which tend to be shorter
courses), had the typical stress and pressure of attempting to complete a course
greatly amplified, due the prolonged restrictions and the change to online, remote
learning and assessment that was a feature of Covid learning.
One year on, students, and society in general had endured a life where restriction
and further lockdowns were commonplace, while some had experienced grief
due to death and illness suffered by loved ones, and financial and mental health
difficulties perpetuated by the pandemic, (Baloran, 2020; O’Connor et al., 2021).
This research attempts to offer a glimpse into the lives of students during the
pandemic, exploring these and the many more hardships and challenges in
what was, and continues to be an unprecedented era in our lifetime. A number
of students withdrew from education until post pandemic, (AHEAD, 2020), while
others attempted to continue their studies in spite of the difficulties, many of which
were accentuated due to disability, (NDA, 2021).
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This year’s report, alongside the findings of last year’s research, have enabled
us to better interpret and understand our findings. As such, we have compared
findings with last year’s research, to ask more explorative and nuanced
questions and monitor progression or regression. This has facilitated a more
in-depth analysis of both the positive and negative outcomes that emerged as
Covid-19 became a more prolonged challenge for students with disabilities and
educators alike.
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“
Time on screen and
sitting at computer has
impacted my physical
disability. Not being able
to ask as many questions
or interact with teachers
has made some parts of
learning difficult too.
”
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METHODOLOGY

Methodology
As with AHEAD’s previous Learning from Home research, the survey was
distributed directly to students with disabilities through AHEAD’s mailing list and
social networks and further disseminated by support staff in further and higher
education institutions, gathering a sample of 729 respondents.
The survey was conducted during the period Apr 14th - May 5th 2021 to enable
an accurate, one-year-on comparison with the previous year’s report, which was
conducted during a similar time period in 2020 (Apr 9th - 27th 2020). 729 students
with disabilities responded to the survey in 2021, a marked increase on last year’s
cohort of 601. Responses were received from students living in all 26 counties in
the Republic of Ireland, and like last year, there were naturally more respondents
from the larger urban towns and cities.
The survey contained several identical questions to last year, to enable accurate
one-year-on bench-marking, with eighteen questions that included closed
questions to gather demographic data, Likert Scale questions (e.g. ‘on a scale
of 1 - 5’) informed by response to statements, and a number of opportunities for
respondents to add comments in order to elicit some qualitative data to enrich our
findings.
The eighteen questions which featured in the survey included several subquestions, from which we were able to draw low inference, in-depth findings,
often by cross referencing the key variables of disability and programme type.
The following is a synopsis of our research sample from the perspective of
programme type.
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• 86% of the survey respondents were enrolled in a higher education (HE) course,
75% in an undergraduate programme and 11% in a postgraduate programme.
• 14% stated they were in a further education and training (FET)/other
programme (12% said FET programme, 2% said Other), however a number of
the ‘Other’ cohort actually listed FET programmes in the text field provided.
• This represented a 20 percentage point increase in the breakdown of
respondents who were enrolled in a higher education programme, with an
obvious corresponding decrease in students participating in FET programmes,
(see Figure 1.)

2%
Higher Education
Undergraduate Programme

11%

Further Education and Training Programme
(e.g. PLC, Community Education,
Apprenticeship, Youth Reach, VTOS)

12%

Higher Education
Postgraduate Programme
Other

75%

Figure 1: Breakdown of Respondents by Course or Programme Type
As with the previous year’s research, students from all categories of disability
were represented in the responses, with the highest percentage of students in
the Specific Learning Difficulty (32%), Mental Health Condition (31%) and Autistic
Spectrum Disorder (18%) categories. The breakdown of respondents by disability
category was similar to last year’s report, but demonstrated some notable
increases/decreases in certain categories, for example respondents reporting
a Mental Health Condition increased from 22% to 31% of the sample. The three
disability categories represented with the lowest percentage of students were the
Blind and Visually Impaired and Speech and Communication Disorder categories
(both 3%) and respondents who identified as “Other”, with 5%, (See Figure 2).
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0%
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15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Specific Learning Difficulty (e.g. Dyslexia, Dyscalculia)
Mental Health Condition
Autistic Spectrum Disorder (including Asperger’s Syndrome)
Physical Disability
Significant Ongoing Illness
Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD)/
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)
DCD - Dyspraxia
Neurological Conditions (e.g. Epilepsy)
Deaf / Hard of Hearing
Other (please specify)
Speech & Language Communication Disorder
Blind / Vision Impaired

Figure 2. Breakdown of Respondents by Disability (Some more than one)
Although, the fundamental, underpinning research question of both surveys
was an exploration of how students with disabilities negotiated the imposed
transition to remote learning there is also a myriad of other relevant findings that
can be drawn from this study. AHEAD’s other annual research which analyses
participation rates of students with disabilities in Higher Education is currently
under review for the academic year 2020/21. The preliminary data suggests that
a number of higher education institutions (HEIs) are considering retaining many
of the practices that were introduced during the pandemic, (AHEAD forthcoming).
Therefore, as advocates for students and graduates with disabilities, this research
also aims to inform policy design and implementation for post pandemic teaching
and learning by exploring the future priorities of students with disabilities.
The report will follow a similar format and structure as our 2020 study to advance
easy access to comparison for readers.
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“
More students coping
well one year on, but
very sizeable cohort
still not coping well.
”
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KEY FINDINGS

Key Findings
and Analysis
Coping with Learning from Home
The survey question predicated upon “coping with learning from home” is the
first in the survey to seek opinions and explore student experience, following six
closed questions that elicit demographical data. “Coping” can be subjective, often
informed by a nexus of academic performance and emotional well-being. Braxton
(2006) also highlights that of the eight domains that epitomise a “successful
student experience”, the development of academic competence is considered
to be a key factor, (HEA, 2019, p. 1). As such, although coping is subjective, it is
likely informed by a level of competence and the student’s perspective of their
performance.
Students have demonstrated an array of innovative ‘coping mechanisms’ in
order to negotiate the barriers advanced by Covid-19 combined with education,
(Baloran, 2020; Timonen et al., 2021), while the current, limited literature emerging
also elucidates many adverse outcomes as students struggle to navigate such
abrupt unprecedented change, (O’Connor et al., 2021). When taken as a standalone, general finding, the research evidence suggests a significant increase in
those who responded positively (i.e. either “agreed” or “strongly agreed”) to the
statement “I am coping well with learning from home”, when compared with last
year’s research, (AHEAD, 2020). Last year the percentage of participants who
responded positively to the same statement was just 25%, in comparison with 41%
this year.
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30%

24%

Strongly Disagree

16%
Figure 3. Breakdown of reaction to the statement
‘I am coping well with learning from home’
Although this positive trend alludes to an increasing percentage of students who
‘coped well’ with learning from home in comparison to the previous year, with 11%
(up from 3%) and 30% (up from 22%) strongly agreeing or agreeing respectively,
it must be noted that a slightly larger cohort of 42% reacted negatively (24%
“disagreed” and 18% “strongly disagreed”) to the statement. This represents
a notable decrease on last year’s combined figure of 52% (17% and 35%
respectively) who reacted negatively to the statement, with 16% neither agreeing
nor disagreeing. This trend of mixed responses and experiences is repeated
throughout much of the research. To further explore the nuances of ‘coping well’,
we cross-referenced the responses, enabling a more in-depth analysis. There is
a myriad of variables, including disability category and programme type that can
assist with this inquiry.
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Notable Comments from Students with Disabilities on
How They Are Coping:
Notable comments in the guise of qualitative data from respondents will be
included throughout this report. It is important to contextualise these comments
for the reader. ‘Notable comments’ were not mandatory for respondents and
not all comments are included in the research, primarily due to the structure
and design of the report (i.e. it was simply not possible to include all comments).
However, every effort has been made to choose a representative sample or a
general overview of the comments. As a section of the research that was optional,
it could be argued that a respondent might be inclined to write a comment about
a research theme of which they have a strong opinion, or about a topic that had
a profound impact on them while learning from home. As such, the comments
section enabled the respondent to write in detail about a section of the research
that was especially relevant to them. Furthermore, the authors have made every
effort to include the broad range of both negative and positive responses that
delineate the narratives of students.

“As a mother of two young children one with autism and my
own disability, I really struggled with learning from home and
finding time and a balance especially while trying to homeschooling my children and having nowhere to go to be alone to
learn or study beside really late at night when I’m exhausted
and putting myself in risk of a relapse or flare.”
“Ultimately there are some perks of learning at home especially
for hard of hearing, because most of it is through audio-visual
lectures which is a good thing because now, I can finally hear
the lecturers speaking at a higher volume. However, the
microphone that they use is sometimes terrible because of little
clarity and pretty echoey”.
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“Time on screen and sitting at computer has impacted my
physical disability. Not being able to ask as many questions
or interact with teachers has made some parts of learning
difficult too.”
“Learning from home has worked really well for me in so
many ways. Not having to travel to college on the days I feel
the worst physically has meant I have missed far less classes
than last year. From that perspective online learning has made
things so much better for me, the things I did struggle with was
home-schooling and sometimes lack of motivation from feeling
trapped in the same space all day.”
“I cannot function as a student at home and online classes do
not work for me at all.”
“I struggle with being in crowds and going outdoors in general
so have enjoyed working from home.”
“It is just impossible for me; however hard I try.”
“This has been the worst year of my entire education. I lost
an entire semester of labs and classes. It feels as though
I’ve retained none of the information given to me and the
communication between students and lecturers has been
frustrating at best and non-existent at worst.”
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“
I struggle with
being in crowds and
going outdoors in
general so have enjoyed
working from home.
”

“
It is just
impossible for
me; however
hard I try.
”
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The comments section for this section included an extensive variety of comments,
perhaps arising from the fact that coping can mean a range of different things
to different students. In the case of disability, coping can describe the difficulties
and challenges amplified by Covid, or some of the benefits of learning from
home for some students with disabilities, as opposed to the general student
narrative of Covid teaching and learning. Notwithstanding this, these comments
provide a backdrop for much of the research. Covid resulted in a mixed range
of experiences for students with disabilities. It has magnified the complexities of
disability and equity of learning. Existent barriers have been accentuated and the
shortcomings of many of the traditional accommodations and responses have
been highlighted. Interestingly, the qualitative data exhibits this wide range of
experiences, with some respondents stipulating that learning from home was
“impossible”, while others reported that home learning “worked really well”.
This was common throughout the research, a mixture of perspectives perhaps
informed by the diversity of disability and personal experience.
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Student Coping – Breakdown by Programme Type
The research now seeks to continue to unpack the narrow “coping well” question
through cross referencing, to examine how students from different programme
types coped with online learning. We have already discussed the percentage
increase of respondents who were enrolled in undergraduate and postgraduate
HE programmes and decrease in those enrolled in FET/other programmes. When
we analysed how students coped from the perspective of differing programme
types, a more nuanced finding emerged, suggesting that students from different
programme types found the transition to digital learning more or less arduous
than others.
Higher Education Postgraduate Programme

30%

21%

49%

Further Education and Training Programme
(e.g. PLC, Community Education, Apprenticeship, Youth Reach, VTOS)

35%

20%

45%

Higher Education Undergraduate Programme

46%
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Negative reaction (disagree or strongly disagree)
Neutral reaction (neither agree or disagree)
Positive reaction (agree or strongly agree)

Figure 4. Student Coping - by programme type
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The analysis of the data by programme type demonstrates that HE postgraduate
students with disabilities, at 49%, were most likely to react positively (“agree”
or “strongly agree”) that they were coping well with learning from home, with
21% responding neutrally (neither agreeing or disagreeing) and 30% reacting
negatively (disagreeing or strongly disagreeing). This year’s study also explicates
that of all FET students who participated, 45% “agreed” or strongly “agreed” that
they were coping well with learning from home, with 20% responding neutrally
and 35% responding negatively. However, a substantial 46% of HE undergraduate
participants responded negatively to the statement, with 39% agreeing or strongly
agreeing that they were coping well with learning from home.
This reveals a notable change from last year’s study where FET students were the
cohort most likely to respond that they were coping well with online learning, (37%
“agreed” or strongly “agreed” with the same statement in 2020). Last year’s survey
also posited that only 18% of HE undergraduate and 20% of HE postgraduate
students with disabilities “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that they were ‘coping
well’ with learning from home, highlighting a significantly improved positive
reaction to the statement this year, now at 49% and 39% respectively. In the 2020
research, HE undergraduate students (59%) and postgraduate students (53%)
were significantly more likely to “disagree” or “strongly disagree” that they were
coping well with learning from home than students in FET programmes (39%) but
the differences between the three categories have narrowed significantly (46%,
30% & 35% respectively in 2021).
Therefore, this year’s data-sets arguably reinforces the claims cited in early
pandemic literature that Irish students had demonstrated adaptability, flexibility
and resilience during the academic years affected by Covid, (Timonen et al., 2021).
Furthermore, there is also a possibility that one year on, students had become
more acceptant of their circumstances, and competent with home learning, while
national funding streams and commitments may also have enabled more students
to better cope with remote learning. As has been discussed, and will also be a
recurrent theme throughout the research, there is a caveat to these positive
findings that arises from the highly mixed response of participants.
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Although overall (See Figure 3) a higher percentage of respondents now
allude to coping better with their academic circumstances, there is still a very
large percentage who state they are not coping well, particularly in the HE
undergraduate student cohort, with a worrying 46% responding negatively.
Therefore, the research suggests that while there is a potential propensity to
interpret the findings positively, when they are unpacked, there are still large
numbers of students finding some aspects of learning from home challenging.
These statistics cannot and should not be ignored, as they represent a substantial
percentage of vulnerable students struggling to navigate digitalisation and remote
learning. Further research, quality assurance, and supports with continued
funding and oversight are essential if learning from home is to become part of the
post pandemic pedagogical landscape.
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Student Coping – Breakdown by Disability Category
When using disability category as a lens for examining the coping question, the
data illustrates that students with a Mental Health Condition had the highest
percentage of negative responses (strongly disagreed or disagreed) at 51%,
followed by Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD)/Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD) at 49%, and Neurological Condition or a Speech and Language
Communication Disorder, with both categories at 48%.
Blind/Vision Impaired (57%), Significant Ongoing Illness (49%) and Deaf/Hard
of Hearing (48%) were the three disability categories that elicited the highest
percentage of positive responses to the statement vis-à-vis ‘coping well’ with
remote learning.

33

Mental Health Condition

Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD)/ Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)

Neurological Conditions (e.g. Epilepsy)
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Figure 5. Student coping by disability category
Last year’s research was somewhat different with the highest percentage of
negative reactions (“disagree” or “strongly disagree”) to the statement ‘I am
coping well with learning from home’ being elicited from the Mental Health
Condition (67%), ADD/ADHD (62%) and Specific Learning Difficulty (58%) categories.
The three categories with the highest percentage of positive reactions in 2020
were Physical Disability (42%), Autistic Spectrum Disorder (37%) and Deaf/Hard of
Hearing (36%).
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“
Learning from home has worked
really well for me in so many ways.
Not having to travel to college on the days
I feel the worst physically has meant
I have missed far less classes than last year.
From that perspective online learning has
made things so much better for me,
the things I did struggle with was
home-schooling and sometimes lack
of motivation from feeling trapped
in the same space all day.

”
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Figure 6. Change in Reaction to ‘Coping Well’
By Disability (% point breakdown) 2020/21
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+30%

+40%

The reduction of negative responses (when compared to last year’s research)
that was prevalent across all respondents regarding ‘coping well’ (see Figure 3)
is welcome and is further unpacked in Figure 6, demonstrating many significant
changes when ‘coping well’ is analysed by disability category. It is interesting to
note that students in the Blind/Vison Impaired (+37%) and Significant Ongoing
Illness (+33%) cohorts, two of the top three categories that reported the highest
negative responses to the ‘coping well’ statement in our 2020 research, registered
the two highest changes in positive reactions in this current research, with
Specific Learning Difficulty (+21%) making up the three categories with the highest
percentage point change in positive reactions. Also, Physical Disability, the
category with the highest percentage of positive reactions in last year’s (2020)
research, was just outside the top three categories of negative reaction and
elicited the lowest percentage point change in positive reactions at just 5%.
Only students in three categories had a larger increase in negative response than
positive response one year on to the ‘coping well’ question – DCD – Dyspraxia,
Speech and Language Communication Disorder and Physical Disability.
To risk labouring on a point, once again, our exploration of coping, (with 41%
alluding to coping well and 42% reporting not coping well), illustrates the mixed
responses that were prevalent throughout, highlighting that uniform teaching
practices are not sufficient to propagate an equal learning environment that
benefits all students. As such, flexible teaching practices that engender autonomy
and agency will allow students to learn in ways that suit their preferences and
circumstances, enabling students to better cope with their studies.
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Accessibility
Accessibility is essential to digital, remote learning and can help determine
the student experience of learning from home, helping to facilitate students
with disabilities with more agency, autonomy and choice. This section of the
research will encapsulate student’s perspectives of accessibility during the
pandemic. Following an initial analysis of the general accessibility of respondents
learning from home experiences, the subsequent section examines the ease of
access to online teaching materials provided by lecturers/teachers. Finally, and
particularly relevant to learning from home, the research seeks to ascertain the
student experience of engaging with technology while learning from home; from
laptops/PC ownership to the use of assistive technology (AT). The importance of
accessibility is accentuated when one considers the intersection of disability and
home learning. The student narrative of accessibility is again further examined by
cross referencing key variables to describe the different student experiences of
engagement and accessibility through comparative analysis with last year’s (2020)
data sets.
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Experience of Accessibility
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Figure 7. Do you think online learning has informed
a more accessible experience?
As can be seen in Figure 7 above, just over one half of respondents (52%) reported
that learning from home had had a detrimental impact on their experience of
accessibility (19% reported “a lot less accessible”, 33% “less accessible”). Also,
33% of respondents reported that learning from home was more accessible, (13%
“a lot more accessible” and 20% “more accessible”. 14% cited no change in their
learning experience regarding accessibility.
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Experience of Accessibility by Disability Category
When analysed by disability category, Speech and Language Communication
Disorder (61%), Specific Learning Difficulty (57%) and DCD - Dyspraxia (56%) were
the three disability cohorts with the highest percentage of negative reactions (i.e.
they found online learning to be less or a lot less accessible).
The three categories most likely to respond positively, that is reporting that they
found online learning to be more or a lot more accessible, were the Significant
Ongoing Illness (50%), Physical Disability (39%) and Speech and Language
Disorder (39%) categories.
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Figure 8. Has online learning been more or less
accessible? - by disability category

41

90%

100%

Accessibility of Online Materials
To further unpack accessibility experienced by respondents while learning from
home, we asked students to report and rate their experience of engaging with
online teaching materials. Last year’s data indicated that 42% of respondents
“agreed” (39%) or “strongly agreed” (7%) with the statement ‘My lecturers/teachers
have considered accessibility in the online learning materials they are providing me
with’, while 27% either “disagreed” (20%) or “strongly disagreed” (7%).
0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

9%
19%
25%
34%
13%

Strongly disagree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Figure 9. Breakdown of reactions to statement ‘My lecturers/
teachers have considered accessibility in the online
learning materials they are providing me with’
Minor change is exhibited this year, with 47% of respondents now “agreeing” (34%)
or “strongly agreeing” (13%) with the same statement, and 28%— (19% and 9%)
“disagreeing” or “strongly disagreeing”.
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Accessibility of Online Materials
– Breakdown by Programme Type
In order to enable a more nuanced analysis, the responses were cross referenced
by programme type (Figure 10). Relating to HE undergraduate students, 43% (up
from 42% in 2020) elicited a positive response (“agreed” or “strongly agreed”),
28% (down from 30%) reacted neutrally (neither “agreed” nor “disagreed”) and
30% (up from 28%) reacted negatively (“strongly disagreed” and “disagreed”). HE
postgraduate students reacted in a relatively similar manner with the same trio
representing 52% positive (up from 37% in 2020), 18% neutral and 29% negative
(down from 43% in 2020) responses respectively.
However, much like last year, students on FET programmes were significantly
more likely to react positively to the statement; with 71% responding in this
manner. This is a significant increase in the rate of positive reaction of FET
students to this statement, up from 52% in 2020. 14% of FET students neither
“agreed” nor “disagreed” and 15% responded negatively (down from 19% in 2020).
As such, our research again situates FET programme students as those most
likely to find their online teaching experience to be enhanced by their lecturer’s
use of accessible digital material and more likely to have experienced increased
levels of accessibility of learning materials between 2020 and 2021. Students in
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HE undergraduate programmes were least likely to experience increased levels of
accessibility of learning materials year-on-year.
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Figure 10. Accessibility and learning from home - by programme type
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Accessibility of Online Materials – Breakdown by
Disability Category
An analysis of the data broken down by disability type illustrates that the students
who have the highest percentage of negative reaction (“disagree” or “strongly
disagree”) to the statement ‘My lecturers/teachers have considered accessibility in
the online learning materials they are providing me with’ are students in the ADD/
ADHD (45%), Deaf/Hard of Hearing (37%) and Mental Health categories (36%). The
students that have the highest percentage of positive reaction (agree and strongly
agree) to the same statement are in the categories of Neurological Conditions
(57%), Blind/Vision Impaired (48%) and Specific Learning Difficulty (47%).
When compared with last year’s data set, there is variance in the order of the
three highest negative and positive percentage categories. The three categories
with the highest percentage of negative reaction last year were Significant
Ongoing Illness (42%), Blind/Vision Impaired (33%) and Autistic Spectrum Disorder
(32%). The three categories with the highest percentage of positive reaction to the
statement were Physical Disability (73%), Speech and Language Disorder (59%)
and Neurological Conditions (53%).
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Figure 11. ‘My lecturers/teachers have considered accessibility in the online
learning materials they are providing me with’ - by disability category

46

Notable Comments from Students with Disabilities on
Accessibility and Learning from Home:
“The design of assessments, all written work. I am so worried
because I have 4 essays due from last semester and 10 or so
pieces from this semester. I really wish we could have done
more interactive assessments and this would have been taken
into account. I emailed the departments letting them know
through feedback, but they had already decided that written
work was the way to go. ……….. absolute overload of work.
This has made education less accessible to many like me who
struggle in general.”
“Some lecturers have been better than others, allowing us to
view (recorded) zoom lecturers after the live one has helped
study. Most don’t do this, some even hide sections of notes to
encourage good live class attendance but this adds another
hurdle when trying to study and makes things even more
difficult than they already are. Lecture student communication
has been mixed in average it could be better, more support/
guidance is needed.”
“The law department in my university has made a very good
effort to accommodate students. Some lecturers have amended
their module assessments to better suit study from home
while others have not. It would be ideal if lecturers could be
consistent with this approach i.e. all lecturers amend modules
in a uniform manner.”
“My experiences have varied wildly between different lecturers.
Some have been quite supportive, others not at all.”
“If there were more tutors and coordinated supportive teams
they took a caring role in education, communication would be
easier and more progress would be made in education”.
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“My college have been amazing.”
“I feel a combination of the lectures that I can go back and play
again (not a speedy note taker) because they are videos that
have been such a massive improvement for my learning, I
think I don’t know what I would do without them. I also believe
that everything about home learning is so much better for me
because I have a great set up and I am easily distracted by
people.”

As with many of the research findings, we again see a broad range of learning
from home perspectives, demonstrating that the difficulties and challenges that
were often observed by some, were not always experienced by others. It is for this
reason that we have cross referenced many independent variables to give a more
in-depth analysis of the learning from home narrative, and in doing so, strived
to identify avenues or vehicles for improving the practice of online teaching, if
the advantages of this teaching and learning mode are to be retained in any way
post-pandemic. According to other research from the sector, there is a myriad of
pedagogical advantages for students that were highlighted by the pandemic (HEA,
2021), and it would be remiss of stakeholders and prominent actors regarding
policy implementation and design to not explore how some of these practices can
be employed to foster a more inclusive, accessible and quality assured culture of
practice in further and higher education. However, the qualitative data from the
comments section also indicates that some students with disabilities encountered
an excess of obstacles and challenges learning from home. It is imperative that
these inequalities are responded to in some way if learning from home is to have
any role in post-pandemic further and higher education. The qualitative data
demonstrates the need for more choice and flexibility in both FE and HE to meet
the needs of a diverse learner base.
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“
My experiences
have varied wildly
between different
lecturers. Some have
been quite supportive,
others not at all
”
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Assistive Technologies and The Digital Divide
A lack of access to, or understanding of Assistive Technologies (AT), and the digital
divide, are existent barriers that were arguably amplified by pandemic learning.
This section of the report focusses on the use of AT in learning from home. While
the use of AT was clearly beneficial for many students with disabilities to engage
with their studies in pre-pandemic learning, remote teaching and learning
magnified the necessity of their use for some students. This year’s research
highlighted an increase from 26% to 40% (a 54% increase, or 14 percentage point
increase) of respondents who used AT in their learning, a significant and welcome
rise. This research also illustrates a significant rise in sole ownership of laptops
and PCs (discussed later in the report), however, notwithstanding this, there are
some caveats to what is unequivocally notable progression in addressing the
digital divide. Furthermore, the divide is nuanced, and should not be predicated
solely on laptop ownership and AT use. As such, although funding streams and
national commitments are to be commended, competent and prescient research
must delve deeper and explore the more tacit indicators of a markedly reduced,
yet still tangible digital divide.
The welcome increase in students employing AT was also accompanied by a
decrease in those who found their use to be problematic while learning from home.
Our initial 2020 research indicated that 28% of students who used AT ‘experienced
some issues’, however despite the afore-mentioned increase in students using AT,
just 16% of students now encountered difficulties in the same manner.
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Notable Comments from Students with Disabilities on
Assistive Technology Use:
“The read & write software can be a bit confusing at times
but I have found info sessions ran by the Access Office very
helpful. Sometimes my settings on it also don’t save or reset
themselves which can be frustrating.”
“I have the voice of all the read and write, it’s kind of hard to
navigate but I am working on it.”
“Laptop crashing from Grammarly and Teams… over loaded.”
“The live scribe pen, haven’t a clue how to use it.”
“Don’t have (a) Cpen and (it) is very hard for me to complete
timed exams on line due to the speed in which I have to type
now instead of writing on paper”.
“I don’t know how to work them (AT) and spend too much time
trying to find the right settings. I end up turning it off. Also, a
lot of the papers I have to read are pdf and software didn’t read
this.”
“The Grammarly has messed up sometimes and I have had to
completely redo my exam essays.”
“I don’t have internet at home so I have to use my laptop from
my phones hotspot which can be slow.”
“Bad internet and using livescribe u cannot hear it as well
through teams as u can directly in class.”
“(AT is) not working or partially working. In particular, articles
that read all unnecessary info such as footnotes or URL where
the file was downloaded from”.
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“
I don’t know how
to work them (AT) and
spend too much time trying
to find the right settings. I
end up turning it off. Also, a
lot of the papers I have to
read are pdf and software
didn’t read this.
“
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“Just getting to find out how things work or to install them are
a night mare as I am not good on my own, even screen sharing
getting showed how to do stuff is hard, well I couldn’t screen
share or use blackboard it took me few weeks to get the hang
of that but I am learning, but finding it really tough thinking of
dropping out every week.”
“haven’t fully learnt how to use them, live scribe not helpful in
this environment.”

Although, the increase in students using AT and the concomitant reduction in
those who find their use problematic is welcomed by AHEAD, 16% still represents
a significant cohort of students who are experiencing difficulties and are at a
substantial disadvantage as they attempt to navigate learning from home. The
propensity to interpret data favourably due to genuine progression can often
result in accentuated disadvantage for the minority, in this case the 16% still
experiencing issues. The qualitative data, in which this is especially made manifest,
magnifies the need for funding and monitoring to continue the progression in
decreasing the digital divide gap, to prevent exclusion for those who continue to
encounter difficulty in remote teaching and learning. It is these nuances that locate
the digital divide beyond the traditional, tangible indicators (laptop/PC ownership
etc.) from which inferences are often drawn. As such, this research magnifies
the importance of reducing this divide in order to create a pedagogical landscape
that is all inclusive, facilitating learning that is more accessible for all students,
including those with disabilities.
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Assistive Technology Use
– Breakdown by Disability Type
Further exploration of the use of AT is now enabled by cross referencing
responses by disability type. The three categories of students who are most
likely to be using AT are the Blind/Vision Impaired (76%), Specific Learning
Difficulty (65%) and DCD - Dyspraxia (56%) categories. As discussed briefly, this
research illustrates a 54% increase in the rate of AT use in respondents when
compared to last year’s figures, with concomitant percentage increases across all
disability types. However, the order of the top three categories of student which
report AT use follows a similar, but not identical trend. Last year’s 2020 research
established that the three categories that reported the most use of ATs were
Blind/Vision Impaired (67%), Specific Learning Difficulty (33%) and Deaf/Hard of
Hearing (33%).
This year, the categories of disability that reported the least use of AT were
Significant Ongoing Illness (28%), Neurological Condition (31%) and Mental Health
Condition (38%). For comparison, the categories of disability with the lowest
reported AT use in last year’s research were Autistic Spectrum Disorder (5%),
Significant Ongoing Illness (12%) and Neurological Conditions (15%).

54

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90% 100%

Significant Ongoing Illness

Neurological Conditions (e.g. Epilepsy)

Mental Health Condition

Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD)
/ Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)

Deaf / Hard of Hearing

Speech & Language
Communication Disorder

Autistic Spectrum Disorder
(including Asperger’s Syndrome)

Physical Disability

DCD - Dyspraxia

Specific Learning Difficulty
(e.g. Dyslexia, Dyscalculia)

Blind / Vision Impaired

Yes

No

Figure 12. Assistive Technology use - breakdown by disability type
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Home Setup and Technology
This section continues the analysis of the digital divide by exploring student access
and ownership of PCs or laptops. The data illustrates that 87% of respondents
have their own PC or laptop to engage with learning on, 8% share a laptop or PC,
2% have no access, while a further 3% answered ‘other’. Many of the responses
from the “other” category illustrated the efficacy of college loan schemes, (see
statements below for this cohort). Again, this section unpacks these statistics by
using programme type and disability category for cross reference.1
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2%
No access

Own laptop/PC
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Figure 13. Laptop and PC access

1 The online format of the research may have manipulated this dataset, due to the possible exclusion of those with no PC/Laptop access
from participating in the research.
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3%
Other
(please specify)

In terms of laptop/PC ownership and accessibility, last year’s figure of 98%
of students having laptop/PC access has remained constant. However, those
who have shared access to a PC/laptop has been reduced from 24% to 8% of
respondents. The provision of laptops/PCs was specifically targeted by national
and institutional funding streams as remote learning became the new reality
in further and higher education due to the exacerbation of the pandemic. The
financial assistance, which included loan schemes, the introduction of the
Mitigating Educational Disadvantage Fund and the doubling of the Student
Assistance Fund, combined to help ease the financial burden on some students
as the use of PC/laptops and software became a necessity for engagement with
classes and access to digital learning tools.
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Notable Quotations from ‘Other’ Cohort:
“I was given a laptop by the college”.
“College provided me one with supports on for learning
difficulty”
“I am using a laptop on loan from the College”.
“I currently have a laptop from (my University) for the duration
of my study”.
“I have to borrow money from my mother due to lack of funds”.

In order to advance a more in-depth exploration of those with access to a PC/
Laptop, this cohort was further broken down by programme type. While all
demonstrated a high percentage of students with sole access to Laptops or PCs
and percentage point increase in comparison with 2020 figures, Higher Education
undergraduate students were most likely to own their own laptop or PC (90%,
up from 79% in 2020). Students in FET programmes, at 83% (up from 59%) were
least likely to have sole ownership/access, but made the largest increase in sole
ownership/access from the previous year. 86% (down from 87%) of postgraduate
respondents reported sole ownership of a laptop or PC.
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Figure 14. Laptop/PC Access - Breakdown by programme type
This section now unpacks some of the more latent elements that can epitomise
the digital divide. Covid-19 has been synonymous with challenge and adversity
in almost all aspects of Irish education, yet there are some students who whose
navigation of learning from home was underpinned by far more demanding
environments and narratives than others. Timonen, Greene and Émon (2021)
explored Irish students’ experiences of pandemic learning, reporting that many
students recounted “positive experiences of their life in ‘lockdown homes’ with
supportive families”, (2021, p.1). However, this research reframes this narrative
for some, with many of our cohort advancing a number of ‘concealed’ or less
obvious challenges with their remote learning ‘space’ and internet connectivity,
while others reporting distractions at home that often served to inhibit their
ability to engage with their studies. A full analysis of the move to remote learning
necessitates an inquiry into privacy, internet connection, comfort and the
distractions in learning from home that are crucial factors in the quality of the
learning from home environment.
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Figure 15. Student rating of home learning environment
(Sensory environment, internet connection, comfort and privacy)

Respondents were asked to rate their home environment using the key factors of
broadband internet connection, sensory environment, comfort and privacy, using
a grading scheme demarcated by poor, below average, average, above average
and excellent. For greater ease of interpretation, this is reduced to below average,
average and above average in Figure 15. To this end, the data posits that students
were most likely to rate their sensory environment at home as being below
average, with many stating that the noise levels from home often precluded or
restricted cogent study. 27%, over one in four respondents, alluded to this being
problematic or below average. Broadband/internet connection was rated as below
average by a marginally less, 25%. Comfort and privacy followed with 21% and
16% of respondents rating these as below average respectively.
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When the impact of distractions from home is also taken into account (60% of all
respondents said that distractions at home impacted upon their learning from
home), the broad range of differing experiences and perspectives of remote
learning further emerge, magnifying many prevalent and latent themes that are
often under-explored. To advance equity of learning for diverse groups, including
students with disabilities and others that are potentially socio-economically
deprived, this research amplifies the need to encapsulate these nuances in any
exploration of the learning from home narrative and any further funding streams
that are to be developed to ensure equity of the learning from home experience.
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“
It is easier for me
personally to work at
my own desk, as “I am
photosensitive due to my
epilepsy. I am able to regulate
my light exposure and use the
correct light bulbs at the right
frequency. This is often a
big problem on campus.
”
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Notable Comments from Students with Disabilities on
their Home Setup and Technology:
“I often have to study while my children are watching TV”.
“I have to do all my work in my Bedroom, no room for table or
chair. Using bed as both. Others work from home having a huge
demand on the broadband”.
“Living in the attic gives me space in a busy & noisy house but
the internet connection is very bad sometimes forcing me to
work in the kitchen which is busy”.
“Generally, until About 4 or 5 o clock, I am able to study and
attend lectures with no problem however when the rest of the
family arrives home, they are distracting me by simply talking
to one another.”
“It is easier for me personally to work at my own desk, as I
am photosensitive due to my epilepsy. I am able to regulate
my light exposure and use the correct light bulbs at the right
frequency. This is often a big problem on campus.”
“It’s incredibly tuff to be on classes when I have lots of work
to be doing in the house and that everyone else is also on the
internet so it makes being on lectures a lot harder than needed.
I enjoy doing online as it is easier to get stuff done in a more
comfortable environment.”
“I am at home with 6 adult siblings plus my parents, so there
can be noise/space pressure.”
“I rent a tiny room as its all I can afford there is no desk, had
to buy a little fold up table, to do my work. there is no Internet
connection in house so am living off online hot-spot which is
very poor standard.”
“Rural Ireland has poor Wi-Fi”.
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“I have a dedicated office and have set it up to be a pleasing
work environment.”

This broad range of qualitative excerpts embody the still existent but reduced
digital/home environment divide. As per Timonen, Greene & Émon (2021), there is
empirical evidence of students having a positive home learning environment with
sole PC ownership and other facilities that enable students to study effectively.
Yet, this research highlights a significant cohort of students who do not enjoy
these benefits, with many of their challenges being articulated in the comments.
The nuances of the digital divide, beyond simple PC/laptop ownership, and the
importance of some of the more concealed indicators (lack of a comfortable home
study space, broadband coverage and home distractions), which are highlighted in
the qualitative comments, broaden the scope of the divide.
As a point of departure, the next section of the research is informed by other
challenges that respondents encountered learning from home. These include
communication with institutions, the use of supports and retaining motivation
and structure.
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Challenges Experienced When Learning from Home:
Learning and Supports
This section now explores the primary challenges encountered by respondents
when learning from home. For students with disabilities, Covid 19 has presented
some unique difficulties, while in the process, magnified some of those that were
already widespread for many students.
Sustaining motivation and structure were two aspects of off-campus learning
explored by this research, with both also explored in our initial Learning from
Home research. When respondents were asked if they were able to structure
their day while learning from home this year, 53% responded negatively (either
“disagree” or strongly disagree). 17% responded neutrally (neither “agreed” or
disagreed), while less than one third, 31% responded in a positive manner, that
is they “agreed” or strongly “agreed”. Last year’s research illustrated that 64%
of students with disabilities cited ‘lack of structure to my day and motivation to
learn’ as their biggest challenge learning from home. Despite the format of both
questions being different, it can be established that motivation and structure are
still problematic for many students. However, although the majority of students
with disabilities still struggle with structure, there is a reasonably significant
reduction of over ten percentage points in this cohort when one considers last
year’s question. This is likely a result of the normalisation of online learning
and students growing accustomed to and competent with remote learning. The
possibility of increased effort by Higher and Further Education Institutions in
developing more accessible and manageable pedagogical approaches must also
be taken into account.
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Negative response (disagree or strongly disagree)
Neutral (neither agree nor disagree)
Positive response (agree or strongly agree)

31%
53%
17%

Figure 16. Student learning structure
As discussed, last year’s 2020 research suggested that many respondents found
it challenging to maintain a level of motivation and structure in their studies with
the new learning practices that informed remote education. This research again
demonstrates that both were still problematic for many of our cohort.

Negative response (disagree or strongly disagree)
Neutral (neither agree nor disagree)

27%
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Positive response (agree or strongly agree)
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Figure 17. I am feeling motivated in my studies.
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59% of students responded negatively to the statement “I am feeling motivated in
my studies” (either “disagreed” or “strongly disagreed”). 14% neither “agreed” or
“disagreed” with the statement, while 27% responded positively (either “agreed” of
“strongly agreed”).
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Using Supports
94% of research respondents stated that they were registered for supports with
their HEI or FET programme provider. This section of the research now examines
the experiences of engaging with supports from home. Support services are
vital for students with disabilities and many of these crucial service providers
allude to being under-resourced, under-staffed and under increased pressure,
claims that are substantiated by empirical evidence and research, (AHEAD 2020;
Forthcoming). The efficacy of these services is crucial if learning from home
in the future is to become a more manageable, quality alternative for students
with disabilities. 62% of respondents responded positively to the statement “the
disability supports my college/centre recommended have been fully applied”
is reasonably positive, but again the overarching theme of mixed opinions/
experiences evident in much of this research is again palpable. There is still a
significant 38% (19% reacted negatively and 19% neutral) of respondents who did
not react positively. Strategic commitments, national goal and targets, regarding
resources for this important and often vital service in both further and higher
education is paramount to enable support services to continue with the important
work they undertake.
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Notable Comments from Students Regarding
Registering for Supports:
“I have tried to make contact and register with the support
services but I have had no response. They seem to be working
from home and have a telephone message service but do not
seem to respond to this”.
“It took them 3 months of me constantly emailing them to finally
get an answer & meeting with my disability support officer.”
“Yes, I registered. However, they were very slow in responding
to my needs and required disability accommodations.”
“I have told a few lecturers who have asked me to speak. My
disability impacts my speech and online learning has made
it harder to communicate because they don’t initially see my
disability like they would in a classroom, which has given me a
lot of anxiety.”
“Once accepted onto the course I emailed them with
documentation of my illness (Borderline Personality Disorder).
However, it took them over half the semester to get back in
touch with me and couldn’t offer me any supports as the class
was online.”
“I have informed the college and I do feel I obtained some
extra benefits for example extra exam time. I also feel it
was worth informing the college about my DCD & Epilepsy
because often with disabilities like this people have to explain
everything twice. Informing the college made lecturers more
understanding and patient. With my disabilities this was
needed because everything takes me more time and I have an
inability to multi task.”
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“
Yes, I registered.
However, they were
very slow in responding
to my needs and
required disability
accommodations.
”

70

“I registered before I even started uni & although I was a
mature student, I had supports transferred through the dept.
of education on my access course. I also linked in with student
supports. I was told I’m just one student out of 140 people and
normally they go with the majority, not the minority. I’ve had
to constantly battle to ensure supports are given to the point
where I was forced to threaten legal action for how I’m being
discriminated against.”

Registering with services and receiving supports arrived at through a Needs
Assessment process is a legal right for students with disabilities, from which
accommodations and further supports that are required for the student are
discussed and put in place as part of the student’s cross discipline study plan.
While AHEAD’s research with higher education support services (AHEAD,
2021a, forthcoming) suggest that Needs Assessments were carried out with
little disruption online, the qualitative data that is cited here, challenges the
quantitative data which posits a reasonably positive experience for students
with disabilities engaging with supports. When one considers the pre-discussed
data which expounds that support services are under resourced (Ibid.), it is not
surprising that not all students are in receipt of the highest level of attainable
support or equal support. A key factor is likely the 220% increase in the number
of students with disabilities registering with support services in HE in the last
decade, without a corresponding increase in the number of support service
employees, (AHEAD, 2021a). Supports are crucial to all students with disabilities
and have obvious implications re well-being, academic achievement and retention,
(Darmody et al., 2020).
The findings in this research have a propensity to follow a small majority/
significant minority trend, and to again risk labouring a point, it is likely that it is
respondents who have experienced particularly negative or positive experiences
who have taken the time to add the optional qualitative data (notable comments).
The importance of the qualitative data regarding supports for students with
disabilities, combined with a significant minority of negative experience, unpacks
some of these more negative experience, advancing the need for meaningful
recognition of the support service facility as one that is under-resourced (as
discussed), overburdened and therefore struggling to offer the level of guidance
and service provision that members of the service itself see as fit for purpose,
(AHEAD, 2021a, forthcoming).
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With the current academic year likely to require the high level and standard of
support that would be provided if the services were adequately resourced, this
is a particularly important finding that requires the prioritising of a clear national
commitment to funding, quality assurance and strategic targets to ensure
support services are enabled to provide quality support. The number of support
staff should be increased with the larger numbers of students with disabilities
attending, with and a dedicated Disability Officer role established in FET colleges.
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Experience of Supports
To further capture the student narrative of using supports, respondents were
asked to rate four specific statements regarding their experiences of accessibility
and engagement with support services for the duration of the pandemic. The
statements concerned Needs Assessment Report recommendations, assessments
and support staff contact.
“The disability supports my college/centre recommended have been fully applied”

19%

19%

62%

"It has been easy to contact the support staff in my college/centre for support while learning from home"

20%

18%

62%

"All of my recommended exam/assessment supports have been applied by my lecturers/teachers”

24%

17%

60%

"Each of my teachers/lecturers have applied my recommended supports in a similar way”
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Figure 18. Student’s experience of how their supports
were applied while learning from home
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Respondents were first asked to rate the following statement: “the disability
supports my college/centre recommended have been fully applied”. 19%
responded negatively (“disagreed” or “strongly disagreed”), 19% reported a
neutral response (neither “agreed” nor “disagreed”), with 62% responding
positively (“agreed” or “strongly agreed”). Next, respondents were asked whether
“It has been easy to contact the support staff in my college/centre for support
while learning from home”. 20% responded negatively, 18% reported a neutral
response and 62% responded positively to the statement. The penultimate
statement, “All of my recommended exam/assessment supports have been
applied by my lecturers/teachers” prompted the following responses: 24%
responded negatively, 17% neutrally and 60% positively to the statement. Finally,
respondents were asked if: “Each of my teachers/lecturers have applied my
recommended supports in a similar way”. 33% responded negatively, 22%
neutrally and 45% reported a positive response. The trend of responses over the
four statements was relatively consistent, in particular the first three from Figure
18, and much like other key research questions, the empirical evidence indicates
that while a majority of participating students reacted positively, the percentage of
those who reacted negatively is significant enough to warrant concern, oversight
and possible institutional action.
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“
Communication to
the lecturers about
the support was not
always there.
”
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Notable Comments from Students with Disabilities
regarding Supports and Recommendations:
“I have been unable to register with DSS. I cannot access
any supports as would be recommended in my psychological
report.”
“The staff in the college have been tremendous and have help
me hugely that I am great full for.”
“Couldn’t use disability supports because I learn by showing
and by others. lecturers didn’t change anything about learning
and assessments from last semester, which is a failure on
their part, there are so many students apart from those with
dyslexia who have struggled through this and it has not
benefitted learning at all because students are so stressed,
how can you remember anything when you are feeling low,
down, isolated and uncomfortable and are struggling with
workload”.
“Completely dismissive of my needs”.
“There have been no allowances for extra time in most of the
assessments and many (admittedly not all) of our lecturers
ignored any grievances brought to them or even gotten
defensive and refused to hear it”.
“Communication to the lecturers about the support was not
always there.”
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“My lecturers haven’t yet acknowledged that they’re aware of
my exam accommodations ahead of our upcoming assessments,
and I’m worried that although they’re on the system/my
timetable, they won’t be applied, but I hope to ask them about
it soon and make sure I get the extra time I need etc. In some
areas, I need fewer supports while learning from home (e.g.
while learning in-person I need the ability to record lectures,
but that hasn’t been an issue)”.
“Earlier in the second semester, I tried to reach out for
additional help because I was finding it very difficult to continue
with college. In my email to my disability support advisor I
asked for help, and stated (and I quote) that “I am not coping”
with college. It took two weeks and a follow-up email before
I received a reply. Every instance of communication with the
disability support service has taken at least a week and a
follow-up email before a response is given.”
“I have tried to make contact and register with the support
services but I have had no response. They seem to be working
from home and have a telephone message service but do not
seem to respond to this.”

It is interesting to note here, as it is throughout the research, that the qualitative
comments paint a vastly different picture to the largely positive quantitative data.
It also highlights a point that permeates much of this research.
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Although much of the data portrays a positive response to Covid-19, the
percentage of students who found the transition to remote learning challenging
is still high under many research themes. It is arguably students who have had
particularly negative experiences who are inclined to take the time to fill in the
optional part of the survey that constitutes “Notable Comments”. It is these
students who are eager to have their voices heard and it is important that they
are heard. Simply reporting statistics under narrow headings, for example “the
majority of students found their experience with support services to be positive”,
can further exclude vulnerable students and this research aims to give all
students a voice and explore the narratives of these students. It also suggests
that students from different FE and HE institutions had very different experiences
regarding their engagements with supports throughout Covid, advancing the logic
that some institutions were better prepared or responded well to the transition
perpetuated by the pandemic.
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Communication
This section explores respondent’s experiences of teacher/lecturer communication
while learning from home. 28% of students responded negatively (“disagreed” or
“strongly disagreed”) to the statement “My lecturers/teachers have communicated
well with me while learning from home”. 19% responded neutrally, that is they
neither “agreed” or disagreed, while 52% responded positively (“agreed” or
“strongly agreed”). A similar question from last year’s research asked respondents
if communication was one of the more challenging features of learning from home.
26% of respondents “agreed” with this statement. Also pertinent to communication,
although not necessarily supports, last year’s research found that 59% of
respondents either “agreed” or “strongly agreed” (17%) with the statement ‘I have
received clear information from my college/centre with regard to how my course/
programme will be assessed remotely’. 23% “disagreed” (17%) or “strongly
disagreed” (6%) with the statement while 18% neither “agreed” nor “disagreed”.
Therefore, the empirical evidence demonstrates that student’s experiences of
communication while learning from home have been rated consistently for the
duration of the pandemic as positive by a slight majority of respondents and
negative for a significant minority.
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Figure 19. My lecturers/teachers have communicated
well with me while learning from home.
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60%

Notable Student Comments Re-Communication with
their Institution during the Pandemic:
“They take weeks to reply to emails if they even do reply.”
“I don’t know if there even is a solution to be honest but
there seems to be little leeway for emails being missed for
assignments due to mental health issues during the pandemic.”
“At times communication has been poor or very delayed”.
“For new students with disabilities who are not aware of how
their college works it is very difficult and overwhelming as it’s
harder to communicate to their lectures for help.”
“Some online classes were just a mess to join them and keeping
up to date with the planning was near impossible. Things were
really teacher dependant.”
“While some lecturers will answer questions and emails, others
will ignore you completely or only answer one out of five
questions etc.”
“The lecturer is concerned about teaching the class and has no
time to take my personal inabilities into concerns”.
“(My University) have been amazing.”
“I have been ignored by lecturers when asking for feedback. It
took two months for one to get back with feedback. Many do
not help take into account that I’m dyslexic and often need
more time or guidance with large chunks of reading rather
they pawn me off (to) the DSS who are also highly incompetent,
(they) have told me just last year to drop out because I was
stressed and they couldn’t provide me with sufficient help.”
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“
I don’t know if
there even is a solution
to be honest but there
seems to be little leeway
for emails being missed
for assignments due to
mental health issues
during the pandemic.
”

“
(My University)
have been
amazing.
”
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In general, the quantitative data demonstrates reasonably good level of
communication and clarity from lecturers and teachers. However, some of the
qualitative responses challenge this rationale and considering a relatively high
percentage of vulnerable students, 28% of the cohort, still allude to experiencing
poor communication while learning from home, these comments (above) raise
further questions about communication between institutions, lecturers and
students. For remote learning to become part of normative teaching and learning
practice, all students require clear and consistent communication at all times.
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Looking Ahead to the Future
Post Pandemic Learning - Hopes and Concerns
This section explores the concerns and hopes of survey respondents regarding
post-pandemic learning. One half (50%) of respondents expressed a preference
for a return to mostly on-campus learning, classes and activities. 39% reported a
preference for blended learning, with 9% wishing to continue with the off-campus,
fully remote mode of learning that has become synonymous with the pandemic
experience of FE/HE. Therefore, almost half, 48% of students with disabilities,
reported a preference for remote learning activities to play some role in future
learning, either in the guise of full remote or blended learning. 1% of respondents
answered ‘other’ to this question.
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Figure 20. Personal preferences for future learning in FE/HE
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60%

For a more in-depth analysis of respondent’s post-pandemic concerns,
preferences and fears, this section analyses preferences by programme type and
disability. 61% of FET students stated that they would prefer to return to mostly
on-campus teaching and learning practice, with 9% favouring a continuation of
solely online teaching and 30% reporting a preference for blended learning. Half
of HE undergraduate students reported a desire to return to mostly on-campus
learning, 9% wanted to remain learning mostly remotely, and 41% of this cohort
reported that they would prefer a blended approach in the future. Finally, 44% of
HE post-graduate students reported that they would like to return to on-campus,
15% stated that remaining mostly remote would be their preference and 41%
responding that their preference for future learning would be a blended approach
with a mix of in-person and remote activities.
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Figure 21. Future Personal preference - by programme type
When this is further explored using a dichotomy of on/off campus, over half
(56%) of HE postgraduate students with disabilities reported a preference for
some remote learning activities in the guise of blended or exclusively off-campus
learning. Exactly half of HE undergraduate respondents (50%) and 39% of FET
students with disabilities reported a preference for home learning to play some
role in their academic future.
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Figure 22. Future personal preference - by disability category
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The three categories of disability with the highest percentage of respondents
who favoured a return to on-campus education were: DCD - Dyspraxia at 58%,
Neurological Conditions at 57% and Specific Learning Difficulties at 53%. The
three categories that reported the highest percentage preference for blended
learning were: Significant Ongoing Illness (50%), Physical Disability (49%), and
Blind/Visually Impaired (45%). Much like the majority of the preceding statistics
in this research, these findings suggest that although a significant percentage of
respondents articulated that they would favour a return to on-campus learning,
the percentage of those who allude to a preference for blended learning is
substantial enough to warrant further analysis by stakeholders, policy makers
and institutions. As such, a diverse student body necessitates a broad range
of teaching and learning modes and practices to foster inclusivity and equity of
learning and assessment.
For a more succinct interpretation of the on/off campus dichotomy by disability,
68% of respondents with a Significant Ongoing Illness, 59% of those with a Physical
Disability and 55% of students who stated that they were Blind/Visually Impaired
cited a preference for digital, remote learning to play some role in their continuing
education, (i.e. either blended learning or continued learning from home).
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88% of respondents rated the
statement “Ensure all classes/
lectures are recorded and captioned
so students can watch them back
later” as being high priority.

88%

78% of respondents stated that “(to)
Provide more choice for students in
how they are assessed (e.g. a choice
between an exam or an assignment)”
should be a high priority for policy
stakeholders.

78%

77% alluded to the importance of
“disability awareness and accessibility
training to all further and higher
education staff” being a high
priority as a precursor for greater
accessibility and inclusion for students
with disabilities.

77%
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Notable Comments from Respondents Regarding
Future Learning:
“I would love if we could have pre-recorded lectures with
in-person Q&As with online options for this. I have found it
interesting that when I watch live lectures and then go back
to watch them back, I realise I have missed tonnes at the live
session. I really appreciated the Q&As and these are the only
parts that need to be live.”
“There should be an option for both people who wish to stay at
home or go to campus. Especially with commuting or classes
that can be done online.”
“If I could wish for any kind of set up, it would be to attend
on campus when I feel well and learn from home when I
don’t. Or even once or twice a week going to campus. I think
overall distance learning is much better for me, the only
thing I struggled with is after a period of time it gets mentally
challenging to be in the same small space at home all the time
and feels isolating and claustrophobic and starts to make it
harder to stay motivated”.
“While I would like to be able to interact with my peers, my
illness causes chronic fatigue and weakness and I need a
lot of extra rest as well as having to attend a lot of medical
appointments, so blended learning/recorded lectures would be
way better for me.”
“Learning entirely remotely has been a great challenge and
continues to be. It is very hard to stay motivated and it’s very
difficult being away from campus.”
“The option to learn from home on days when I may be
struggling would be an enormous comfort”.
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“A mix ensures I can have a real college experience like
everyone else, but I won’t have to miss out on education if I’m
having an episode/ have an appointment”.
“Due to the nature of my hearing disability lecturers who use
pre-recorded videos benefit me greatly as I find it difficult to
take down vital information from slides or a screen and to
absorb verbal additions or instructions. Being able to pause,
slow down or use subtitles is greatly beneficial and I would
greatly enjoy that to continue. Lecturers that do not record
make it difficult to gather all the information and many talk too
fast for it to register with me doing live q and a for example.”
“Being on-campus is frankly a horrifying prospect for me as
someone with Asperger’s Syndrome, and I hope very much that
I can continue learning online for as long as possible, if not for
the entirety of my time in college.”
The majority of notable comments do support blended learning, which again
is not fully consistent with the quantitative data, where a slight minority (39%)
expressed a preference for blended learning. As expected, many of the quotes
that reported a preference for blended learning, also mentioned their disability,
illustrating that many students’ hopes for the future regarding learning at least
partly from home are influenced by their disability. It is the choice that appeals
to many, the flexibility to decide, with learning from home being an option. Our
research maintains that increased choice of learning mode would positively impact
on well-being, mental health and therefore academic performance, arguably
making education more equal through the agency to make decisions that suit the
individual’s circumstances.
Future Priorities for Inclusion and Increased Access for Students with Disabilities:
There has been much discussion in the sector regarding the role of remote and
bended learning in the future further education landscape, (HEA, 2021; IUA, 2021).
To this end, this section now attempts to capture the perspectives of students
with disabilities regarding what should be prioritised in any future national policy
frameworks or guidelines.
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The final survey question asked respondents to rate ten statements from one
to five on a scale of priority, (i.e. what should be high priority, medium priority
and what should be low priority), with a view to engendering greater access and
inclusion for students with disabilities through national policy.
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“Provide more choice for students in whether they
attend on campus or engage in online learning”

61%

24%

15%

24%

15%

"Ensure that student union activities are accessible
and available to students with disabilities”

61%

"Ensure that study abroad programmes are accessible to students
with disabilities and provide support for them to participate"

67%

21%

12%

"Provide better access to assistive technologies for learning
and training for students on how to use them"

68%

25%

7%

"Ensure teachers/lecturers use a variety of learning materials (e.g. videos,
podcasts, posters) rather than rely mostly on textbooks"

69%

20%

11%

"Provide more funding to students with disabilities to support
their added living costs while engaging in learning”

74%

18%

8%

"Provide more support for students with disabilities to engage in postgraduate studies"

76%

19%

5%

18%

5%

"Provide disability awareness and accessibility training
to all further and higher education staff"

77%
"Provide more choice for students in how they are assessed
(e.g. a choice between an exam or an assignment)?"

78%

12%

9%

"Ensure all classes/lectures are recorded and captioned so students
can watch them back later"

88%
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

8% 4%
50%

60%

70%

80%

High priority
Medium priority
Low priority

Figure 23. Future priorities in national policy
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90%

100%

In order to facilitate ease and interpretation of the findings, the five potential
ratings were reduced to three; low priority (combining 1 and 2), medium priority
(3) and high priority (combining 4 and 5). Using this scheme, the following can be
deduced from the data (Figure 23):
Highest Priority:
• 88% of respondents rated the statement “Ensure all classes/lectures are
recorded and captioned so students can watch them back later” as being high
priority with a further 8% stipulating this was medium priority. Only 4% cited
the statement as low priority. This finding for a desire for recorded classes/
lectures has been reciprocated across a range of national studies the pandemic,
(HEA, 2021; IUA, 2021; Doyle 2021). It is also worth noting that this ‘highest
priority’ was ten percentage points clear of what was considered the second
highest priority, illustrating that it is an accommodation that all students,
including those represented in this report, would like to see retained in the
future learning. Considering that many of the outcomes of this report have
been argued to be ‘mixed’ with slight majority, followed by significant minorities,
this finding is one which is unambiguous and is a clear example of the ‘student
voice’, which according to NStEP, is a valued domain of student partnership.
• Desires for more choice in assessment were highlighted in the statistics
advanced by the statement “(to) Provide more choice for students in how
they are assessed (e.g. a choice between an exam or an assignment)”. 78% of
respondents stated that this should be a high priority for policy stakeholders,
with 12% citing this to be of medium priority and 9% low priority.
• 77% alluded to the importance of “disability awareness and accessibility
training to all further and higher education staff” being a high priority as a
precursor for greater accessibility and inclusion for students with disabilities.
18% and 5% reported this to be medium and low priority respectively.
Lowest Priority:
• The statements “Provide more choice for students in whether they attend
on campus or engage with online learning” and (to) “Ensure student union
activities are accessible and available to students with disabilities” both elicited
the least “high priority” rating from students with 61% stating these were “high
priority”, 24% medium and 15% “low priority”.
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• To “Ensure that study abroad programmes are accessible to students with
disabilities and provide support for them to participate” prompted 67% of
respondents to state this was “high priority”, with 21% and 12% citing “medium”
and “low priority” respectively.
Despite the top three high priority statements being concerned with the dynamics
of teaching and learning practice, the qualitative data (notable comments)
associated with this question propagates a more nuanced view of the barriers
experienced by students with disabilities. Finance, disability awareness and
accessibility are heavily referenced in the comments section. It should be noted
that disability awareness training for all staff, as discussed, prompted the second
lowest percentage of low priority rating at 5%, with the remainder citing high (77%)
and medium priority (18%). This issue is also borne out of the qualitative data.
Financial Barriers:
The “notable student comments” make several references to finance and the
increased cost of living with a disability, with many highlighting the broad range
of barriers that can inhibit academic progression. Although many are not direct
corollaries of the pandemic, they are important barriers often referenced in the
qualitative comments in this section of the research.
92% of survey respondents referenced additional funding to encompass the
added cost of engaging with learning for students with disabilities as high (74%)
or medium (18%) priority for policy makers to consider, with 8% referring to
additional funding as low priority. The qualitative comments (below) further
reinforce the financial challenges of education for students with disabilities.
The digital divide and the home environment evaluation could also be argued to be
somewhat dependent on socio-economics, in particular the previously discussed
laptop ownership and home environment. As such, the propensity of poverty and
disability to intersect and perpetuate disadvantage could possibly be accentuated
by learning from home for some students. This data advances further empirical
evidence that highlights the importance of continued funding streams for students
with disabilities and those with socio economic disadvantage post-pandemic.
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Notable Comments from Students with Disabilities
Regarding Future Policy Priorities:
“Disabled students may need further support with financial
barriers to support. Depending on disability type and individual
circumstances, students may also be claiming state benefits.
Additionally, careers advice needs to be inclusive as well as
further opportunities for relevant placements suitable for those
with disabilities. Those in receipt of benefits may not be able
to afford placements that cost extra (e.g. my course offers a
voluntary unpaid 6 or 12-month placement, which costs approx.
£500 and is not covered by student finance - such placements
are very valuable for those looking to study at doctoral level).”
“Recognise that disabled students often have intersections
of exclusion. I have children so the lack of childcare made it
very difficult for me to access education. Equally I am in a cohabiting relationship so have no financial supports whatsoever.
For someone like me I have to get approval from my partner to
be able to spend his income on education for me. This can lead
to denial of support or financial abuse. I have no way to better
myself so that if my relationship ends, I can support myself and
my children. Disability allowance was removed from me when I
began co-habiting. I still have all the high costs of disability but
no independent means to change my circumstances. Disability
Allowance should not be means tested of it is, the allowable
income cut offs should be expanded and medical cards
retained.”
“Actually, this section has reminded me of 1 thing I’ll miss
from having things be online. No memory alone based exams.
In 1st year, I failed my psychology exams and scraped passes
in my criminology ones. Now in 2nd year, in both of my
subjects for my end of term assignments(criminology) and
exams(psychology), which was open book but still timed, I’ve
been top 5/10 of my entire year.”
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“Strongly believe educational staff need to be trained about
the needs of people with disabilities, I have found several
times that they just couldn’t comprehend or acknowledge the
difficulties and need for supports that students with mental
health and specific learning disabilities experience.”
“Provide more support for students with disabilities to take
up short internships (paid) without losing their Disability
Allowance or medical card. Especially those with physical
disabilities who are excluded already in society from part time
work due to accessibility issues.”
“The 5th point; ensuring all lectures are recorded. This THIS
please!!!! The amount of extra emotional and physical harm I’ve
put myself through forcing myself to get to class because I was
already behind and the only person missing out was me. I don’t
want anyone else to go through this. I don’t want anyone else to
be let down and not have the opportunity to study because of a
health issue keeping them from classes. It’s not right.”
The final notable comments section is predicated on hopes for the future and
student’s perspectives of future national policy regarding inclusion in education.
It is noteworthy that many have highlighted the importance of different ways of
engaging with and understanding learning, and various modes of demonstrating
learning through assessment, all of which are promoted by a Universal Design of
Learning approach. Although the majority of other notable comments fall outside
of the learning from home narrative; discussing finance, disability allowance and
medical cards, they do tell the story of the contemporary Irish student with a
disability negotiating life as an FE or HE student.
The qualitative data also references employability, which is an obvious
embodiment of student success. When students become aware of the financial
realities that are necessary to become employable (e.g. cost of placements), it is
not surprising that respondents discussed this in this section of the research, as
other sections explore the experience of learning from home more directly. This
question was also an avenue to discuss the financial barriers that students with
disabilities must navigate. Again, Covid-19 is seen to magnify one of the more
traditional and long-standing barriers to education for this cohort of students.
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Interestingly, one of the respondents cited (it was mentioned several times in
the full data set) the disconnect between lecturers and students with disabilities
regarding implementation of supports and accommodations. Yet, the findings
that arose from the quantitative data concerning supports referenced earlier in
the research, suggest that positive experiences were more prevalent. 60% of
respondents reacted positively (either “agreed” or “strongly agreed”) that “all of
my recommended exam/assessment supports have been applied by my lecturer/
teacher”, while 45% responded in a similar manner to the statement “all of my
lecturers/teachers have applied my recommended supports in a similar way”.
Once more we see the value of the qualitative data in enabling the voices of the
significant minorities to be heard. This is important as many of the research
questions have significant minorities, in this case 24% and 33% respectively
reported negative responses to both statements. To this end, one in three
respondents reported a poor experience of the application of supports by their
lecturers and teachers. Among the many high percentage “minorities” that
emerge from the research, one in three students with disabilities who report substandard application of accommodations, supports and further recommendations
is a finding that requires institutional or national action.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendations

The recommendations cited in this report are based on the analysis of the data
and further supported and supplemented by a variety of AHEAD projects and
practices that have been undertaken during the pandemic. These include our
continuous engagement with the AHEAD/USI Students with Disabilities Advisory
Group, regular engagement with key stakeholders and actors from within the
sector and AHEAD’s annual survey on the participation rates of students with
disabilities in higher education, (AHEAD 2021, forthcoming).
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Recommendations for Colleges/Centres
• Recorded and captioned lectures/classes should be retained across all
departments and disciplines. Across this report and a range of national
research, students have expressed a clear desire for the retention of recorded
lectures/classes where appropriate, with the flexibility it provides students in
when they engage in learning highlighted in the qualitative data, as well as the
benefits for students with disabilities in terms of reviewing at their own pace
and utilising captions for comprehension.
• With the return to in-person learning in 2021, all HEIs and FET colleges/centres
must take into account the large numbers of students with disabilities arriving
on campus for the first time (new and returning), and the resulting increased
levels of needs assessment and support which will need to be implemented
by already overstretched Disability Support staff. This will require increased
resources to ensure a quality experience is provided to students with
disabilities.
• As colleges/centres devise contingency plans for any potential return to fully
remote learning due to any additional imposition of Covid restrictions, these
plans should not be solely focussed upon academic performance/practice, but
also consider mental health, well-being and the broader FE/HE experience.
While it is impossible to predict the potential changes that may be advanced by
Covid, it is possible to be prepared for a return to learning from home. Every
effort should be made to facilitate an academic year that does not place undue
mental health difficulties on participating students, such as those highlighted in
the qualitative data that accompanies this research.
• Institutions should make a commitment to provide more variety and choice in
the modes of learning within their offerings, by implementing more fully online,
blended and hybrid learning programmes. Our research has revealed that
49% of survey participants would prefer on-line teaching/activities to remain
a part of future learning, (39% blended learning, 10% to remain exclusively at
home). This finding has been corroborated by a number of major Irish research
projects that were conducted during the pandemic. (HEA, 2021; IUA, 2021). If
this cultural shift is to become a reality, a strategic commitment must be made
by institutions, underpinned by resources, oversight and quality assurance.
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• This research has demonstrated tangible and commendable progress in
addressing of the pre-pandemic digital divide, primarily as evidenced upon
greater personal laptop/PC access and an increase in the use of AT evidenced
in this report. However, qualitative comments in the research highlight the
need for more bespoke training for students in the use of AT to maximise their
effectiveness and provide better return on investment in these technologies.
• All student-facing staff should be trained with reference to disability awareness
and digital accessibility, and for staff tasked with actually implementing
reasonable accommodations (e.g. teaching staff), guidance and training on how
to implement relevant accommodations should be provided to ensure quality
in the process. This training/upskilling should incorporate accessibility and
clarity of instruction, enabling greater engagement and communication with all
students, and a greater understanding of their needs by all staff. This is vital to
ensure equity of learning for students with disabilities, and is a clear desire of
students with disabilities voiced in this research.
• Choice of assessment should be promoted by all HEIs and FET providers
to advance equality for a diverse range of learners, many of whom are
disadvantaged by more traditionally dominant pre-pandemic modes of
assessment, as highlighted in the qualitative findings. Additionally, all
accommodations for assessments and how they will be applied should be
clearly communicated to both students with disabilities and teaching staff, with
subsequent oversight applied on their implementation. This will encourage
greater consistency and quality in how accommodations are applied by
lecturers/teachers, crucial to reducing the stress that is manifest in much
of the qualitative data in this report. The findings also demonstrate the clear
need for greater inter-departmental communication to prevent ‘assessment
bunching’, a source of distress for many students.
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• The findings in this report highlight the huge diversity of experience of students
with disabilities of online learning, as well as the significant diversity of views
and desires for how they wish to experience teaching and learning. Pandemic
teaching and learning has inadvertently highlighted the value of providing more
flexibility and choice in pedagogical practice to ensure we reach all learners; all
of which are central to a Universal Design of Learning (UDL) approach. As an
evidence-based framework of teaching that fosters inclusivity, agency, flexibility
and choice, a UDL approach will support quality and equity as blended and
hybrid learning becomes embedded in the pedagogical landscape. UDL is
effective in both a high-tech and no-tech environment and this versatility
should be harnessed and become embedded in the teaching practices of all FE
and HE institutions regardless of remote learning. Ahead have published two
guidance documents for implementing Universal Design of Learning in Irish
Further Education (AHEAD, 2021b) and Best Practice Guidelines on institutional
implementation in higher education (AHEAD, 2017). Institutions should
encourage staff to undertake the AHEAD/UCD UDL Digital Badge to cater for
the diverse student body that is now normative in FE and HE.
• To mitigate against isolation of students within any form of off-campus learning
(either blended or in the case of re-imposed pandemic restrictions, fully online),
HEIs and FET providers should examine potential avenues for socialisation.
This could be achieved by introducing a mentor or ‘Buddy’ system, with
strategic, targeted funding to support on-line student union activities that are
accessible to all students. The value of mentoring for students with disabilities
in particular is well established, (Rice et al., 2015).
• Every effort should be made to enable students who withdrew from higher
or further education due to academic or personal challenges resulting from
the pandemic to return to education. Clear opportunities to repeat or re-sit
modules should be granted to all students in this position. The threat to wellbeing, mental health and added stress precipitated by pandemic learning is
captured in many of the notable comments sections in this research. This
needs to be taken into account to enable any students who struggled in what
was an unprecedented time to return to education, with institutional flexibility
required in minimising barriers to re-engagement.
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National Recommendations:
• A national approach to supporting provision of captioned, recorded lectures/
classes where appropriate, as a key measure to support inclusive learning,
should be promoted and championed by state bodies. While many of the
findings in the report highlighted diverse experiences and differing desires of
students, one unambiguous finding echoed across both the quantitative and
qualitative data in the report, and in other national research, was the desire for
recorded lectures/classes to remain in place.
• Strategic, targeted funding to increase the number of disability support staff in
higher education should be prioritised, along with the introduction of dedicated
disability officers in FET colleges/centres. AHEAD’s research demonstrates
that there has been a 45% increase in the number of students with a disability
per support staff member in higher education in the last 8 years, (AHEAD
2021). This report highlights mixed student experiences of engagement with
overstretched support services during the pandemic, with long response
times and delays with the Needs Assessment process referenced in qualitative
comments. It is particularly vital that disability services and FET colleges have
the resources to deal with the increased needs assessments and additional
supports required in 2021 due to having two years of students new to onsite
learning returning to campus simultaneously.
• The increases to the Student Assistance Fund, and introduction of the Mitigating
Educational Disadvantage Fund and the Government Laptop Scheme were
effective measures which should be retained permanently to reduce barriers
to engagement with online and on-campus learning. A commitment to the
provision of laptops for all students as a basic need for modern learning should
be consistently supported.
• The Government Laptop Scheme should be supplemented by financial
assistance for those who need it to cover the cost of broadband provision, and
the expense of maintaining a suitable home environment for learning (e.g. desk,
lighting, chair etc.), particularly for students engaging with predominantly
online and blended learning.
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• This research highlights the large percentage of students with disabilities who
were not coping well with pandemic learning, and it follows that it is possible
that larger numbers of students with disabilities than is typical deferred or
dropped out. Flexibility and ease of re-engagement should be offered to these
students if they decide to return in the coming years through a waiver of repeat
fees (regardless of whether the official deferral process was completed) and a
simplified application process for the re-instatement of the SUSI grant.
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“
The option to
learn from home on
days when I may be
struggling would be an
enormous comfort
”
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