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Foreword

Equity of access to higher education is at the core of the work of the Higher 

Education Authority. Successive National Access Plans have identified 

students with disabilities as a group that have been under-represented 

in higher education and have recommended interventions targeted at 

overcoming barriers and supporting students with disabilities to participate 

fully in higher education.

Progress has been made and there have been increases in participation by 

students with disabilities. The targets set in the last National Access Plan 

(2015 – 2021) have been exceeded. Nevertheless, students with disabilities 

continue to be under-represented in higher education and so it is essential to 

sustain and build on progress to date.

The ambition of the National Access Plan: A Strategic Action Plan for Equity 

of Access, Participation and Success in Higher Education 2022 – 2028 (NAP) 

continues to be concerned with access to higher education and sets new 

targets. However, its ambition extends to supporting a diverse student 

population, at all levels and across all programmes, to enter, participate 

in and complete higher education while also engaging in the range of 

opportunities available to them in inclusive, universally designed environments 

that support and foster student success and outcomes, and are responsive 

to the needs of students. The RAPP research project speaks to this ambition 

as well as the NAP’s student-centred goals of Inclusivity, Flexibility, Clarity, 

Coherence, Sustainability and an Evidence-Driven approach. Students with 

disabilities must be able to immerse themselves fully in the higher education 

experience and engage in any professional placement elements of their 

programmes.  
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The outcome of this research study is a critical tool for all those involved 

in the organisation and management of work placements. It equips higher 

education institutions and employers with the necessary information to 

provide quality work placements and to implement appropriate levels of 

support for students with disabilities.

I congratulate the RAPP research team - Barbara Waters, RAPP Project Lead 

and Dr Vivian Rath, RAPP Project Research Officer - AHEAD, DAWN and 

all those involved for their work in developing this report. The collaborative 

nature of the work and the openness with which professional bodies and 

higher education institutions engaged in the research is hugely positive. By 

working with students, professional bodies, and staff in higher education 

institutions, the research team provided a well-rounded discussion of the 

issues surrounding professional placements from the points of view of all 

stakeholders. The research demonstrated the importance of listening to the 

student voice - understanding the daily challenges faced by students with 

disabilities. The student voice must be the foundation upon which to build 

reasonable accommodations and to support every student’s academic and 

professional success. 

The report contains meaningful and practical recommendations that have 

the potential to enhance the work placement experience for students with 

disabilities and to support students with disabilities enter a variety of 

professions. The recommendations support the ambition of the National 

Access Plan for more diversity across all aspects of higher education while 

also supporting workplaces to become more inclusive and representative of 

the diversity of society.

Caitríona Ryan

Head of Access Policy, HEA

October, 2022
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In the National Access Plan 
everything is directed at 
delivering positive and inclusive 
outcomes for all students at 
every stage of their higher 
education journey. 

The student-centred goals are: 
 −Inclusivity
 −Flexibility
 −Clarity
 −Coherence
 −Sustainability 
 −An Evidence-Driven approach

- National Access Plan: A Strategic Action Plan for Equity 
of Access, Participation and Success in Higher Education 
2022 – 2028 (NAP)
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Acronyms and Abbreviations

ALL Access and Lifelong Learning 

APPEL Affiliation for Pharmacy Practice Experiential Learning. Organisation 
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LENS Learning Educational Needs Summary 

NDA National Disability Authority
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NMBI Nursing and Midwifery Board of Ireland

NOG Northern Officers Group

NUIG National University Ireland Galway

NUIM National University of Ireland, 
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UCC University College Cork
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USI Union of Students’ Ireland
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WHO World Health Organisation



Page 7

Glossary and Notes  
on Language

Ableism A network of beliefs, processes and practices that produces 

a particular kind of self and body (the corporeal standard) 

that is projected as the perfect, species-typical and therefore 

essential and fully human. Disability then is cast as a 

diminished state of being human. (Campbell, 2009)

Communities of 

Practice

‘Best understood in the context of teaching as ‘community 

property’, where we question, share and talk about our 

teaching, and particularly, about our students’ learning 

and its challenges and evidence, rather than a behavioural 

or technical one, and distinguish between teaching as 

remediation and teaching as investigation (Bass, 1999). Rather 

than conceive of teaching as ‘private property’ (Shulman, 1993; 

Shulman, 2004), we need to open the classroom door, let in 

the light and share our problems and reflections with others. 

There are no quick fixes, no short–term, technical solutions in 

the classroom; but there are communities of practice and of 

learning to which we can belong, in which we can critique and 

disseminate as we do in our research disciplines. We can share 

our stories and interrogate what surprises and puzzles us.’ 

(Butler & McCarthy, 2020)
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Equity OR Equality? Equality means each individual or group of people is given 

the same resources or opportunities. Equity recognises that 

each person has different circumstances and allocates the 

exact resources and opportunities needed to reach an equal 

outcome. Figure 1 below makes clear the different meanings 

of the terms.

To ensure a fair selection you all get the same test. 
You must all climb that tree.

Figure 1 
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Human Rights Model The Human Rights Model of disability is a rights-based 

approach and is rooted in the principles of the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(UNCRPD). The UNCRPD was ratified by Ireland in 2018. 

This sees disability as being created by an interaction of the 

person’s impairment with the environment. 

Impairment and 

Disability

A disabled person is a person with an impairment who 

experiences disability. Disability is the result of negative 

interactions that take place between a person with an 

impairment and their social environment. Impairment is thus 

part of a negative interaction, but it is not the cause of, nor 

does it justify, disability.

Impairment: an injury, illness, or congenital condition that 

causes or is likely to cause a loss or difference of physiological 

or psychological function.

Disability: the loss or limitation of opportunities to take part 

in society on an equal level with others due to social and 

environmental barriers. (Northern Officers Group (1999) in 

Centre for Disability Studies Archive, University of Leeds. )
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Language Whilst undertaking this research the team were aware of 

the importance of language and how people may choose 

to identify themselves. Some participants chose person-

first language and referred to themselves as ‘persons with 

disabilities’, others used ‘identity-first language’ and chose 

‘disabled person’. In respect to the participants and the 

readers the authors have chosen to alternate the use of 

‘disabled person’ and ‘persons with disabilities. Although it is 

appreciated that the UNCRPD uses ‘persons with disabilities’ 

and this permeates much of the policy and legislation, the 

authors are also acutely aware of the ever-growing use of 

‘disabled person’ within the disability rights movement in 

Ireland. A ‘disabled person’ is someone who is disabled by a 

world that is not equipped to allow them to participate and 

flourish. For more information on the language of disability go 

to the AHEAD Language of Disability.

LENS LENS Is a learning educational needs assessment report 

compiled by the disability service within a higher education 

institution listing the supports required by the student as part 

of the reasonable accommodation process. 

https://ahead.ie/ally-ship-language
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Medical Model The Medical Model of disability viewed disability as a defect 

within the person - people are seen to be disabled by their 

inherent deficits, illnesses or physical impairments i.e. the 

problem was seen to be located within the individual. It was 

viewed as something that needed to be fixed. Now, the social 

and/or human rights models are preferred by the disability 

rights movement.

PATH A dedicated fund, broken into various strands, committed to 

increasing participation by under-represented groups in higher 

education in Ireland. 

PLENS Similar to LENS, a PLENS is a placement learning educational 

needs assessment. Some HEIs use this description of the 

report advising the student of recommended placement 

supports on completion of the application for reasonable 

accommodation process.

Professional 

Placement

In this research a professional placement is a practice-

based placement forming part a professionally accredited 

programme within higher education.

Social Model Social Model of disability, was developed by disabled people to 

demonstrate that it is the environment, attitudes and culture 

that disables people by not taking their needs into account.
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Unconscious biases These are social stereotypes about certain groups of people 

that individuals form outside their conscious awareness 

and which affect their actions in a discriminatory manner. 

Unconscious bias can severely impact on our ability to create 

a diverse organisation, and knowing and understanding our 

unintended preferences can help us increase the potential for 

diversity. 

Universal Design for 

Learning (UDL)

UDL is a set of principles for curriculum development 

that give all individuals more equal opportunities to learn, 

including students with disabilities. UDL aims to improve the 

educational experience of all students by introducing more 

flexible methods of teaching, assessment and service provision 

to cater for the diversity of learners in our classrooms. 

For more information go to AHEAD’s Universal Design for 

Learning.

https://www.ahead.ie/udl
https://www.ahead.ie/udl
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Executive Summary

In recent years, AHEAD and the Disability Advisors Working Network (DAWN) 

have worked together on research and guidance on the inclusion of students 

with disabilities within higher and further education in Ireland. The direction 

of this work complements the national strategy of the Higher Education 

Authority (HEA) and the work of the National Forum for the Enhancement 

of Teaching and Learning in relation to student success and inclusion. 

AHEAD investigates the engagement of students with disabilities with 

higher education disability services and publishes annual updates detailing 

the numbers of students with disabilities registered with these services, and 

examining a range of areas including nature of disability, fields of study and 

assessment arrangements (AHEAD, 2020). This work led to the identification 

of areas of persistent under-representation, particularly in the fields of 

‘Health and Welfare’ and ‘Education’, and the need to focus on professional 

placements.

As the numbers of disabled students increase, this research was designed 

to identify the barriers they may face in entering these professional areas 

of work, and the challenges and solutions leading to success. Based on the 

data, AHEAD and DAWN identified the course programmes of Nursing 

and Midwifery, Health Professions and Teaching to review and research. 

In addition, the role of FET in offering alternative qualifying routes was 

included. Due to it being consistently cited as a key barrier in AHEAD and 

DAWN’s engagement with students, particular reference was given to the 

role of practice-based placements in these professions, which are part of an 

assessed programme leading to registration to practice.
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AHEAD and DAWN established the following objectives:

• Research and review current barriers to progression and examples of good 

practice to allow students with disabilities to achieve course competency 

standards in an appropriate manner on practice-based placements 

• Produce national guidance, including examples of good practice, to provide 

clarity and support on the application of reasonable accommodations in 

national competency-based courses.

This publication discusses the results of the research and the key themes 

emerging from it, and provides guidance about: 

• Understanding disability discrimination and fairness 

• Identifying how professional courses can deliver success for disabled 

students 

• Showing how equitable assessment of disabled students regarding 

competence standards can be assured by the provision of reasonable 

accommodations 

• Learning from good practice examples.
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The guidance supports professionals in a range of roles including senior 

managers with responsibility for diversity and inclusion, quality improvement 

or course development and delivery, deans of schools/faculties, course 

leaders, preceptors, placement co-ordinators in both Higher Education 

Institutions (HEIs) and placement locations, disability service staff and 

student union officers. 

The research and consultation process comprised three phases. Phase One 

featured research engaging with students with disabilities through focus 

groups, Phase Two featured research with staff and comprised of workshops 

looking at the three curriculum areas identified – Nursing and Midwifery; 

Health Professions; Teaching - and Further Education; Phase Three featured 

research through interviews with representatives from the professional bodies 

and other relevant organisations. 

The RAPP research results from Phase One, involving students with 

disabilities, found a majority of students reported a positive overall placement 

experience, it was also found that a majority faced barriers to the successful 

completion of their professional placement. Disabled students identified 

strong feelings of anxiety about placement arrangements. 

Only some students were aware of reasonable accommodations being in 

place in advance, and students felt that there was insufficient discussion 

of their support needs prior to and during placement. Some students were 

aware of the professional competence standards they would have to meet, 

and from discussion, the research identified evidence of confusion between 

course competency standards which are fixed and local administrative rules 

where reasonable accommodations could be made.
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When working with the staff workshop participants in Phase Two, participants 

welcomed the opportunity to share ideas about this area of their work. Their 

experience was that they found it challenging. The discussion was framed 

around the challenges they had identified and provided in advance of the 

workshop. 

Their main concerns were: 

• disclosure

• placement arrangements 

• awareness and knowledge of disability discrimination 

• culture

• mental health

• core competencies

• communications

• the student voice. 

The workshops discussed these challenges and shared steps some participants 

had taken to address them. They weren’t always clear about their role and the 

actions they could take to implement change. They looked forward to receiving 

the guidance and the opportunity this would bring to enable discussions within 

their Institution.

The responsibilities for inclusion and equality requirements related to disability 

at a national level were reviewed and discussed as part of Phase Three of the 

process with the relevant professional bodies and other organisations. The 

research team held discussions with the following professional bodies as part 

of this work: The Teaching Council, Nursing and Midwifery Board of Ireland 

(NMBI), Pharmaceutical Society Ireland (PSI) and CORU – regulating Health 

and Social Care Professions. In addition, discussions were held with Quality and 

Qualifications Ireland (QQI), and HEA PATH funded schemes on wider access 

into teaching.
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This guidance comprises 4 sections and 6 key themes together with a review of 

future work recommended within further education pathways through level 5 

and 6 programmes. 

The 6 Key themes explored are: 

Theme 1: Equality legislation

Theme 2: Disclosure

Theme 3: Placement challenges and good practice

Theme 4: Creating a culture of success and inclusion

Theme 5: Role of professional bodies and other statutory bodies

Theme 6: Mental health

This is followed by discussion of the Further Education and Training entry 

pathways to access professional courses which include practice placements.

Under each theme, the guidance discusses the findings and makes 

recommendations for actions for both HEIs and placement providers. There 

are also recommendations for professional bodies, highlighting issues related 

to diversity in the workforce, disability discrimination and equality and human 

rights duties for public sector bodies. 
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Theme 1: Equality legislation 

This theme describes the background to the legal duty to make reasonable 

accommodations, looks at the Employment Equality Acts 1998-2021; the 

Equal Status Acts 2000-2018; the Irish Human Rights and Equality Act 

2014 (section 42) which provides a Public Sector Equality and Human Rights 

Duty; and national policy under the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). It aims to assist institutions 

to understand how reasonable accommodations are key actions in avoiding 

disability discrimination and how disability discrimination impacts on 

student success in education, employment and life chances for students with 

disabilities.

Recommendations

• Continuing Professional Development (CPD) in equality and diversity, and, 

in particular, disability, should take place regularly at senior level, as well as 

within faculties and placement providers at the delivery level. In addition to 

formal training, CPD should be discussed at key reviews of course design 

and validation, course learning outcomes and preparation of print and 

digital materials for students, such as course handbooks.

• HEIs and placement providers should create a resource of successful 

examples of disability-related reasonable accommodations and share 

these within faculties/schools, with a view to developing best practice 

and improved understanding of equality and diversity responsibilities as a 

continual process. This must be a shared task, and not the sole responsibility 

of disability services. 
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• Professional bodies and other public bodies should review their strategic/

corporate plans in line with the Irish Human Rights and Equality 

Commission advice on Section 24 of the Irish Human Rights and Equality 

Act 2014 – Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty. This includes:

 – ensuring public information is accessible to all 

 – publications such as annual reports, web-based information and other 

communications open to the public should include policies and actions on 

equality, diversity and human rights. Such publications/policies should be 

easily navigable from website home pages and through search boxes. 

• Professional bodies and other public bodies should provide guidance to 

current and prospective students on where there is flexibility for reasonable 

accommodations to meet the professional standards, and highlight the 

legal duties of providers to arrange accommodations.

• Professional bodies and other public bodies, such as the HSE, should make 

available a Reasonable Accommodations Policy for disabled students and 

staff. If they do not have one, they should take steps to agree a policy.

• HEIs and placement providers should share evidence of pro-active measures 

to demonstrate how they are leading the way with regard to the Public 

Sector Duty, including how they are meeting the Web Accessibility Directive 

requirements. See Appendix 12.

https://www.ahead.ie/web-accessibility-directive
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Theme 2: Disclosure

This section identifies barriers to disclosing a disability and how to overcome 

them, and explores the principles of creating a safe space for disclosure. It 

provides an understanding of GDPR in relation to disability, and explores how 

embedding the student voice can create a more inclusive culture.

Recommendations

• HEIs implement a clear strategy to create a safe disclosure environment for 

students with disabilities, including:

 – clear messages regarding commitment to supporting success for disabled 

students in their chosen studies

 – multiple opportunities for students to disclose

 – clear information for the student on how their information will be used 

and who the information would be shared with 

 – procedures are in place outlining the actions staff should take when a 

student discloses.

• HEIs to take responsibility for sharing these strategies with placement 

providers with the intention of creating similar safe disclosure environments 

on placement. 

• HEIs and the placement providers each create a role with a named person, 

for example the disability liaison contact, so the pathway to disclosure is 

clear, as are the processes that follow disclosure.

• HEIs and placement provider staff should review processes which should 

already be in place for disabled students to sign-off data sharing under 

GDPR, and consult the HEI’s Data Protection Office for updates.
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Theme 3: Placement challenges and 
good practice

This section provides examples of how the challenges experienced by staff 

and students on placements can be reduced by a better understanding of 

disability equality, and highlights the purpose of reasonable accommodations. 

It explores solutions through placement planning, provides an understanding 

of the flexibility available for students in working towards standards, and gives 

examples of a range of accommodations which may be appropriate. It identifies 

recent experience on making adjustments to assessment and placements in 

response to COVID-19 restrictions, and their potential for assisting in developing 

reasonable accommodations.

Recommendations

Recommendations for HEIs

• All HEIs running professional courses should have published policies on 

placement arrangements, including a pre-placement planning process 

which identifies all the key players in selection of placements and provision 

of reasonable accommodations for disabled students. These should be 

communicated to all students in each year of the course and should be clearly 

stated in course handbooks.

• At senior level, HEI leaders, taking account of their legal duties and 

responsibilities with regard to disability discrimination, should consider how to 

ensure the work of the disability service receives equal status and recognition 

as with health and safety and occupational health matters, particularly when 

collaborating with placement providers on placement issues.
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• HEIs should ensure there is an exit qualification available to disabled 

students who may wish to have this option, or who, due to a combination of 

circumstances, may not achieve the compulsory learning outcomes.

Recommendations for HEIs and Placement Providers

• The nature of potential reasonable accommodations is very wide, but 

particular attention should be paid to reasonable accommodations 

requiring flexibility of attendance; use of technology on placement; location 

of placements, taking account of students’ assessed needs; and reasonable 

accommodations for academic assessment including professional practice 

exams. 

• Following a range of evaluations by professional bodies and QQI of the use 

online assessments and other flexibilities during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

it is recommended that all courses and placements should be reviewed to 

examine the opportunities for greater flexibility in developing reasonable 

accommodations, for example, in online and hybrid assessments which may 

be used to reasonably accommodate some individuals.

• Academic staff and disability services in HEIs, together with placement 

providers, should consider a more collaborative and rigorous process on 

developing pre-planning processes and documentation, to ensure placement 

reasonable accommodations are fully identified and implemented in a 

timely manner. Students with disabilities should be able to access the 

documentation easily at any time before and during their placement, and 

have shared ownership of the agreed reasonable accommodations. 

• Placement providers should enter into discussions with HEIs on policy and 

practice on current and future provision of Assistive Technology and its 

use as part of the reasonable accommodations available on professional 

placements, in order to prevent disability discrimination.
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• HEIs together with placement providers and professional bodies should 

consider the benefits of developing a Community of Practice mentoring 

programme for disabled students on placement such as described in the 

example from UCC on Early Years and Childhood studies.

Recommendations relating to working with students with complex 
and multiple disabilities

In order to support students with complex and multiple disabilities, it is 

necessary to take a different approach. Students and staff recommended 

that this should include:

• regular individual discussions between academic staff and disability 

advisers with each disabled student to identify their individual needs, taking 

into consideration that disabled students are not a homogenous group 

and those with complex and multiple disabilities may have intersecting 

needs that require a multi-dimensional, adaptable solution. These should be 

regularly timetabled and documented.

• an opportunity, through the pre-planning documentation, for students 

to report greater levels of detail about how the combination of multiple 

disability affects them.
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Theme 4: Creating a culture of success 
and inclusion 

This section presents insights from the research on the impact of culture 

within HEIs and placement providers on student success. Opportunities for 

improvement are explored and examples of changes in organisational culture 

that have contributed to a more inclusive placement environment are identified.

Recommendations

• Senior management should undertake a top-down, bottom-up cultural 

review to investigate if the culture within the academic department and 

placement location aligns with the vision, mission and values of the HEI and 

placement provider and are reflective of human rights in wider society. 

• The HEI should demonstrate a culture of rights, empathy, awareness and 

student success through embedding them in their policies, practice and 

procedures. 

• HEIs and placement providers should maintain a conscious emphasis on 

Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) within the education and placement 

environment.  

• HEIs should review how student feedback is gathered, used and prioritise 

listening to the student voice in decision-making and leadership across the 

whole institutional community and placement environment. 

• HEIs and placement providers should encourage and support disabled staff 

and students to be prepared to act as role models and advocates for change 

in professional placements, acknowledging intersectionality and difference.
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Theme 5: Role of professional bodies 
and other statutory bodies

This section covers the responses of professional bodies and other 

organisations to the challenges of equality and diversity with regard to 

professional placement and identifies particular issues related to disabled 

staff and disabled students in HEIs and placement providers. 

Recommendations common to all the professional bodies 
interviewed within RAPP project

Professional bodies should:

• develop mechanisms for sharing their responses under the Equalities Acts 

with HEIs and placement providers with regard to students with disabilities 

who are both studying for the professions and undertaking professional 

placements. Both the Equal Status Act and the Employment Equality Act 

apply. Theme 1 on Equality Legislation provides more information and 

further recommendations on policies and procedures.  

• review their procedures and communications to reflect clearly their duties 

and responsibilities under Section 42 of the Public Sector Equality and 

Human Rights Duty 2014, following the Irish Human Rights and Equality 

Commission guidelines. Professional bodies must include communications 

relevant for disabled staff and potential and current students with 

disabilities and examples of how a competence standard may be met 

through flexible arrangements with regard to disabled students. 
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• engage with HEIs and placement providers on the greater potential for 

flexibility for appropriate reasonable accommodations on placement using 

the experience available under COVID-19 provisions as a guide.

Recommendations for the Nursing and Midwifery and 
Health Professions, together with HEIs

• Professional bodies, HEIs and placement providers in relation to Nursing 

and Midwifery and the Health Professions, should strengthen their working 

relationships to include more consistent interpretation of the professional 

standards in Ireland in order to clarify: 

 − that reasonable accommodations are available in all general working 

practices which are part of the student experience but are not 

professional standards 

 − that requirements under professional standards for students with regard 

to, for example, safe handling of patient data, apply to all students. 

Therefore students with disabilities should not be singled out  when 

agreeing reasonable accommodations, including assistive technology, in 

the workplace. To do  so could lead to disability discrimination.
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Recommendations for The Teaching Council

The Teaching Council should:

• demonstrate the steps being taken to ensure equal access to the teaching 

profession and eliminate discrimination, and to meet the Public Sector 

Equality and Human Rights Duty (2014) following the IHREC guidelines 

through:

 − publishing their equality and diversity policy, and direct attention to it on 

their website in relation to disabled people wishing to join the profession

 − detailing their plans for the implementation, monitoring and reporting 

on the equality and diversity policy and making it the responsibility of a 

named senior member of staff. 

• implement the recommendations of the School Placement Innovation 

Report (2021), with specific reference to how greater flexibility can assist in 

providing reasonable accommodations for disabled student teachers. 

• publish a timetable for national procedures on arranging school placements 

including a reference to the needs of diverse student teachers. 

• publish guidance for HEIs and school placement providers on how the 

policy on Céim: Standards for Initial Teacher Education (October 2020) 

should be interpreted to acknowledge responsibilities to student teachers 

with disabilities, referring to the conceptual framework in the programme 

standards, and how this is reflected in the specific learning outcomes.
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Theme 6: Mental Health

This section discusses how to provide support for staff and students in the 

area of mental health. This is particularly relevant before and during practice-

based placement. It also explores placement anxiety, supports resilience, and 

the need to raise awareness of specialist services among staff.

Recommendations

• Senior managers in HEIs should develop a whole campus and placement 

strategy, including placement location and travel arrangements, which 

promotes well-being and acknowledges mental health needs. 

• When encouraging student disclosure, HEIs and placement providers should 

be aware of the need to understand there is a link between offering a 

non-judgmental safe place for students to disclose and how this offer is 

communicated to students with unseen disabilities, who may not consider 

themselves as eligible for support. 

• HEIs should review arrangements for in-house support workers and 

counselling for students with mental health difficulties through the student 

support services, and develop links with a range of specialist support 

organisations. 

• HEIs and placement providers should develop mental health awareness 

training for academic and placement provider staff working with students 

across the placement environment. This training should include a focus on 

stigma reduction. 
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• HEIs should take steps to promote good mental health and well-being 

coping strategies as part of pre-placement induction for all students and 

staff. 

• HEIs should develop and publicise comprehensive information and support 

services for all students engaging in practice placements, especially 

including out-of-hours services. 

• HEIs, placement providers and professional bodies should work towards 

creating a coordinated multi-agency approach to promote positive student 

mental health during all practice-based professional placements.
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Further Education and Training (FET)

This section discusses the challenges and opportunities in FET level 5 and 6 

programmes on the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ), which can 

offer pathways into higher education programmes in nursing and midwifery, 

health professions and teaching. Some programmes, for example nursing 

and early childhood care and education, are well embedded within further 

education at level 5/6. The initiative to introduce more diversity in teaching is 

new and HEA have funded a range of PATH programmes for small numbers 

of students from diverse backgrounds. HEIs offering teacher education have 

received funding to work with FE providers and ETBs to pilot access for under- 

represented groups, including disabled people. to consider entering teaching. 

The programmes include taster days, bursaries and piloting access through 

NFQ level 6 access courses. 

Key issues arising included the lack of availability of staff training on disability 

equality, work placement policies including pre-placement assessment and 

negotiation with the placement provider of reasonable accommodations, 

and the perceived challenges of providing high quality reasonable 

accommodations in short courses in FET.  
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FET Recommendations

• Within FET it would increase opportunities for more diverse students, 

including disabled students, if the sector:

 − publicised pathways to the professions within guidance at second level 

and adult education 

 − developed targeted student information packages on alternative routes 

to the professions distributed through FET colleges and ETBs

 − made information available in a range of formats. 

• In implementing its latest strategy ETBI and its partners should ensure 

that actions to promote inclusion include concrete arrangements such as 

measurable targets for people with disabilities so that they can continue 

their education with appropriate support at all levels of the NFQ. 

• FET should respond to the need for further research into the barriers to 

success for people with disabilities in further education, including:

 − disability equality training and mentoring provision for staff, and provision 

of reasonable accommodations across the learning offer

 − securing work placements and educating employers

 − providing clarity on support funding and the lack of flexibility to repeat 

work placements, if needed, on one-year level 5 vocational courses.
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Concluding remarks

The research project has demonstrated the need for all those involved 

in teaching and learning and supporting disabled students to better 

understand the impact disability discrimination has on the life chances of 

disabled students, both when studying and when moving into employment. 

The concepts of fairness, equity and equality are important when making 

decisions on reasonable accommodations in all areas of study. This research 

shows the need to be more explicit about responsibilities towards disabled 

students and staff when planning awareness training and continuing 

professional development (CPD). This relates to developing, delivering and 

reviewing courses leading to professional registration and which include a 

practice placement. The work of QQI supporting the importance of HEIs and 

PSRBs working together adds impetus to the active inclusion of equality and 

diversity matters in quality improvement.

The opportunities this research has given AHEAD and DAWN to hear 

about the experiences of students with disabilities and staff working on 

courses leading to entry to the professions of nursing and midwifery, health 

and teaching, has been inspiring. The chance to explore the potential for 

reasonable accommodations to enable disabled people to achieve the 

qualifications to practise in the professions, and thus enhance their life 

chances and the talent pool in the professions, has been a privilege.

The possibilities offered by moving towards an inclusive learning environment 

will support changing institutional and workplace culture and attitudes and 

enable these recommendations for students with disabilities to be actioned 

more effectively within the wider Universal Design for Learning (UDL) strategy. 
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The learning from the changes to assessment and placement procedures 

required by the COVID-19 pandemic for all students on courses leading 

to professional registration has created a new landscape for doing 

things differently, and this supports widening the options for reasonable 

accommodations on practice-based placements for disabled students on 

professionally-accredited programmes.

It is possible also to build on this work for more research, particularly across 

the further education sector, in the areas of careers guidance for students 

with disabilities when considering level 5 and 6 preparatory courses in 

further education and in schools when reviewing options for applications 

to higher education. The recommendations on understanding disability 

discrimination and the opportunities for reasonable accommodations and 

advice on disclosure are equally relevant here. This guidance aims to offer an 

opportunity to reflect on current practice and build on it to secure  successful 

placements for people with disabilities within the professions.

AHEAD trusts that the work we have undertaken will be useful to 

practitioners both in institutions and placement settings. We hope too, that 

the research will increase understanding and awareness when working with 

students with disabilities, especially in presenting a greater insight into their 

lived experience of professional placements. The guidance should assist in 

bringing policies and practice at all levels up to date and in line with equality 

and diversity responsibilities. We hope it will contribute to a significant 

increase in the participation of disabled students on professional courses and, 

more widely, in tertiary education. In order to achieve this aim, staff working 

with disabled students in both the institution and in the placement setting 

need the commitment, support and involvement of senior managers.
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Section 1
Introduction
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Introduction

Background to this Guidance

AHEAD and the Disability Advisors Working Network (DAWN) identified 

issues arising for students with disabilities on professionally accredited 

programmes featuring practice-based placements. Particular concerns were 

that appropriate reasonable accommodations (defined as legal requirements 

under a range of equality legislation in Ireland) were not always provided 

on the practice-based professional placement element. National and 

international research has shown that disabled students face a range of 

barriers on professional practice-based placements (Meeks et al., 2018; Nolan 

et al., 2015).

Successfully completing these practice-based placements by demonstrating 

professional competency against the national standards, set by the relevant 

professional body, is an essential part of graduating to professional 

employment. With appropriate reasonable accommodations, this opens 

up life chances for disabled people to practise in a profession. A lack of 

understanding by HEIs and placement providers of the need to provide 

appropriate reasonable accommodations to support students to meet 

national competence standards can be a barrier to students with disabilities 

accessing and completing these programmes. Previous literature in Ireland 

shows that entry into teaching (Keane et al., 2018) and health professions 

may be a particular issue for disabled students. When students enter a 

professional placement environment, there may be concerns regarding, risks 

to student/patient safety, raised in relation to reasonable accommodations. 
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This has been explored in the Irish context, for example,

...many of the education and examination supports used, 
such as readers, scribes or assistive technology are not easily 
transferred to the context of healthcare and the potential 
implications to support in clinical practice is often viewed by 
educators and clinical mentors with trepidation or prejudice’ 
(Gee,2012; Howlin et al., 2014) In Halligan et al. (2021). 

However, recent emphasis on moving towards a universal design for learning 

environment, together with advances in technology and communication 

provide new opportunities to support and assess disabled students in meeting 

course learning outcomes which meet the professional standards set by the 

relevant national professional body.

A failure to provide appropriate reasonable accommodations on placement 

can have a long-term impact with the potential to jeopardise students’ future 

employment ambitions and opportunities. 

Ireland has one of the lowest employment rates of disabled 
people in the EU, at just 32.3%. This is significantly lower than 
the EU average of 50.8%. 
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Ireland
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disabled people
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Students with disabilities 
are under-represented 
on courses in the fields 
of Health, Welfare and 
Education
- AHEAD 2021a
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People with disabilities in Europe are twice as likely to live in poverty 

(European Disability Forum, 2020) than those without a disability, a 

statistic replicated here in Ireland (Banks et al., 2018). Engagement in higher 

education is seen to be a major precondition for accessing employment, and 

correspondingly, to social inclusion (Ebersold, 2012). 

In examining the student participation data, AHEAD found that students 

with disabilities were underrepresented on courses in the fields of ‘Health and 

Welfare’ and ‘Education’. While 17.1% of the total student population study 

in the field of ‘Health and Welfare, just 14.9% of students with disabilities 

undertake higher education programmes in this field. In ‘Education’, 5.4% of 

students with disabilities were on programmes, compared with 7.0% of the 

total student population (Ahead, 2021a).

The rationale for undertaking this research is based on ever increasing data 

showing that, despite a historic under-representation, there is an increasing 

number of students with disabilities engaging in professional placements 

(Nolan et al., 2015). Stakeholder evidence suggests that these students face a 

range of barriers including access to appropriate reasonable accommodations 

whilst on these placements, potentially impacting upon student success and 

future outcomes. This resulted in the research undertaken for this report.
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The aim and objectives of this research

The over-arching aim of this research was to learn about the lived experiences 

of disabled students who were undertaking or had completed professional 

placements, and to understand the perspectives and experiences of the 

professional staff who support or work alongside students in both the higher 

education institutions and the placement location. 

AHEAD and DAWN therefore established the following research objectives:

• Research and review barriers and examples of good practice to allow 

students with disabilities to achieve course competency standards in an 

appropriate manner 

• Produce national guidance, including examples of good practice, to provide 

clarity and support on the application of reasonable accommodations in 

national competency-based courses.



Page 42

The purpose of this guidance

The purpose of this guidance is to enable practitioners to identify how access 

to professional courses can be improved, how equitable assessment allows 

students to demonstrate attainment of competence standards through the 

provision of reasonable accommodations, and how to share examples of 

good practice.

The guidance aims to do this through:

• Highlighting key issues experienced by students with disabilities 

participating in professional courses 

• Dispelling common myths about disability and reasonable accommodations 

• Describing the legal obligations of HEIs and placement providers 

• Identifying competence standards which are non-negotiable, and separate 

them from course regulations which are more flexible and adaptable 

• Exploring what is ’reasonable’ in the provision of accommodations and 

providing appropriate guidance  

• Recommending creative approaches to supporting students to meet 

competence standards while maintaining quality 

• Providing examples of best practice in the provision of reasonable 

accommodations in professional courses.

This guidance comprises four sections and explores 6 key themes together 

with a review of potential within further education pathways at NFQ 5 and 6.
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Who is the guidance for? 

In writing the guidance, AHEAD and DAWN have sought to provide 

recommendations aimed at different levels of the HEI and placement 

provider, reflecting duties and responsibilities, and opportunities for the 

introduction of organisational change. There is guidance for senior managers 

with responsibility for embedding diversity and inclusion, as well as quality 

improvement; for senior managers with responsibility for course development 

and delivery; Deans of Schools, Course Leaders, Preceptors, Placement Co-

ordinators, Disability Services, in HEIs together with Students’ Union Officers. 

The main aim of the national legal framework is to promote equality by 

outlawing discrimination within education and employment. HEIs are 

ultimately responsible for the quality of arrangements for placements and 

assessment of competence for all students, including disabled students, on 

professionally accredited courses. Placement providers are governed by the 

same equality and diversity duties to ensure disability discrimination does 

not take place under the Equality Acts, Human Rights and Equality Act, and 

UNCRPD including provision of reasonable accommodations on practice-based 

placements. Placement providers therefore share responsibility for provision of 

appropriate reasonable accommodations, in co-operation with HEIs. 
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The responsibilities for staff training and placement planning with regard to 

students with disabilities are also shared by HEIs and placement providers. 

Institutions have a range of legal and professional course responsibilities, 

and keeping abreast of these by embedding them in strategic plans, internal 

policies and annual delivery plans will assist staff in feeling confident in the 

decisions they make. 

Senior leaders have a range of tools they can use. For example, teaching and 

learning committees involved in developments in UDL can assist in creating 

more accessible environments for all students. Quality Assurance Managers 

can build on the UNCRPD standards, UN Sustainability Goals, and equality 

legal frameworks within ongoing Quality Assurance processes. 

At a national level, those with policy and strategic duties and responsibilities 

in this area include the Higher Education Authority (HEA), Health Service 

Executive (HSE), Department of Education, and the Department of Further 

and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science (DFHERIS).

Professional bodies are responsible for continuous reviewing of the standards, 

recognising their important duties to the public but also developing fair 

professional practices under the Employment Equality Acts, the Equal 

Status Acts, and the Irish Human Rights and Equality Act and UNCRPD 

requirements. They should specify clearly that appropriate reasonable 

accommodations should be made for disabled students in their achievement 

of the learning outcomes. Professional bodies should issue guidance to 

support this. 
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Section 2
Research 
Methodology
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Research Methodology

The aim of the research was to address the following 
questions: 

1. What are the experiences of disabled students 
engaging in practice-based professional placements?  
 

2. What are disabled students’ experiences of reasonable 
accommodations whilst undertaking practice-based 
professional placements? 
 

3. How could disabled students be supported to engage 
better in practice- based professional placements? 
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The Research in Numbers

30
HE Staff

20
HE Students

18
FET Staff 3

FET Students

28
HE, FET & Other 

Institutions

8
Professional 

bodies and other 
organisations

15
Interviews

10
Focus Groups & 

Workshops

Figure 2: The Research in Numbers
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How the research was undertaken

The research team comprised a Project Lead and Project Research Officer to 

undertake consultation with the relevant stakeholders and produce a project 

report with an overview of the barriers, and solution-focused guidance and 

recommendations. 

Stakeholder involvement in all aspects of the research was deemed extremely 

important by the research team. Such engagement offers the opportunity 

to hear a diversity of voices and differing perspectives beyond the research 

team, with the aim of improving the research quality (Ray & Miller, 2017). 

A steering group of 14 people was established to oversee the project. The 

steering group included representatives from different stakeholders. The list 

of members can be found at the beginning of this Guidance.

The Steering Group met four times during the project to oversee progress, 

provide guidance and input on the project, and receive reports on the 

research. They also provided extensive commentary and feedback on the final 

draft of the guidance. 

Ethical Considerations 

Prior to engaging in the research, the nature of the enquiry and voluntary 

participation was detailed in writing to participants. All participants were 

emailed a participant information pack. The pack included background 

information about the research, the potential topics that would be discussed, 

and a consent form. For the research, students were provided with a 

pseudonym in order to help preserve their anonymity.
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COVID-19 Pandemic 

The majority of the research data collection was undertaken from June to 

December 2021 during the COVID-19 Pandemic. This necessitated the data 

collection process taking place online. Disabled students reported advantages 

to participating in the research online including not having to find accessible 

public transport, not having to expend as much energy to engage with the 

research, and being able to participate from an environment that supported 

their needs such as in their own home. Staff participants were already 

familiar with remote teaching, working and meetings. This method of data 

collection was unlikely to influence negatively the Information provided.
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Project Design 

A three-phase qualitative design was developed for this research, see Figure 3.

• Focus Groups & interviews in 
Phase 1 informed Phase 2

• Listened to the lived experience 
of students

• Identified barriers & enablers 

• Interviews with professional 
bodies

• Review of professional body 
and national literature relating 
to professional placement, 
equality legislation.  

• Discussion on barriers and enablers 

• Solution focused workshops

• Shared examples of practice

• Identified solutions & guidelines 

PHASE 1
Student Voice - 

HE & FE 

PHASE 2
Staff & Placement 

Stakeholder 
Consultation 
Workshops  

Professional Body 
Consultation and 

Report Completion

PHASE 3

Figure 3: Three phase research design
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Phase One – Student Voice Focus Groups 

The aim of Phase One was to learn about the lived experiences of current 

students with disabilities and recent graduates (up to 5 years) when 

undertaking a professional placement as part of their higher education (HE) 

course. 

During the period July to September 2021 seven focus groups and three 

interviews took place online following a call-out to students via AHEAD’s 

Willing Able Mentoring (WAM) project database, social media, DAWN/

disability services, USI and Steering Group members. The participation target 

for this aspect of the project was 12 participants. In total 20 participated in 

the interviews and focus groups. Students with disabilities from a range of 

higher education institutions, and age groups, took part in the research.

For the purposes of student recruitment, the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities description of disability was used. 

(UNCRPD, 2006, Article 1).



Page 52

Students disclosed a range of disabilities including: 

• Attention Deficit

• Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

• Autistic Spectrum

• Blind/Vision Impairment

• Deaf/Hard-of-Hearing

• Mental Health

• Neurological

• Physical and Mobility

• Significant Ongoing Illness

• Specific Learning Difference 

• Stammer (Speech and Language Communications)

A number of participants disclosed multiple disabilities. Some participants 

did not identify as disabled but did choose to disclose their disability for the 

purposes of the research. 

HE student participation FET student participation

Male Female Male Female 

2 18 0 3*

Table 1:  Student participation

*The number of FET students engaged in the research was affected by the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the timing of the research data collection.

Before beginning the focus group, students responded to a four-item 

online questionnaire. The aim of this was to act as an icebreaker, putting 

the students at ease whilst also gathering some information on their 

understanding of the topic. The focus groups and interviews were scheduled 

for 50 to 90 minutes, and all took place over Zoom. 
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Following this questionnaire, students participated in the focus group in which 

key issues discussed included: 

• their understanding of reasonable accommodations on professional   

placement

• their awareness of the entitlement to reasonable accommodations

• their experience of receiving reasonable accommodations 

• examples of what successful and unsuccessful support was provided whilst  

on placement. 

Students were offered a choice in how to participate: an interview, focus 

group or to submit a written account of their experiences. Although the 

majority participated in focus groups, some students chose to be interviewed 

individually. Closed captioning was used during the interviews and Irish Sign 

Language (ISL) was offered to all participants. Participants were also offered 

the opportunity to take a break if required. All students were provided with a 

pseudonym before taking part. 
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Phase Two– Staff Consultation Workshops with HEIs and 
placement providers, and staff in FET 

Following an invitation to participate circulated to HEIs, the research 

team made contact with 30 HEI staff who had expressed an interest in 

participating. Eleven HEIs were represented from all across the country. 

During the period November to December 2021 three online, solution-

focused workshops were held with staff working with disabled students 

undertaking professional placements in Nursing and Midwifery, Teaching, 

and Health professions. An additional workshop took place with staff in 

further education. The design of Phase Two of the research was adapted 

from a methodology utilised in research, ‘Assessing work-integrated learning: 

developing solutions to the challenges of authenticity and consistency’ 

(O’Neill, 2022). A list of institutions which participated in Phase Two can be 

found in Appendix 18.

In Phase Two and in advance of the consultation, participants were emailed 

three short questions: 

1. What is your role and how do you work with disabled students?  

2. What are the main challenges, (minimum of 3), you faced when supporting 

disabled students on placement?  

3. What examples of good practice of supporting disabled students in 

practice- based professional placements can you provide? 
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In three of the four workshops a short presentation was given by a 

practitioner with expertise in the area. These presentations were used 

to prompt discussion and present the context within that profession, 

developments taking place, challenges faced, and potential future directions.

The workshops were divided into two parts: 

Part 1 focused on the challenges, which had been identified through the 

registration questions, and considered the student input from Phase One of 

the research. 

Part 2 focused on the solutions, and who should be involved in bringing 

about the change. Through this methodology the team arrived at a level of 

consensus on how best to move forward.

All workshop participants received an AHEAD UDL Digital Badge for their 

participation. 

Phase Three - Consultation interviews and reports 

Interviews were conducted with professional bodies in the fields of nursing 

and midwifery (NMBI), health professions (CORU and PSI) and teaching (The 

Teaching Council) and recent reports were reviewed. The reach of equality 

legislation as it applies to student professional placements was explored. 

The team also reviewed recent reports by other national organisations 

including Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) and Irish Human Rights and 

Equality Commission (IHREC). 
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Thematic Analysis

The data from the student interviews / focus groups along with the data from 

the consultation workshops was transcribed. Transcripts were analysed using 

a thematic approach (Braun & Clarke, 2012). This six-step process allowed the 

researchers to identify common trends across the data whilst maintaining the 

richness of the data.

A number of themes emerged, including disclosure, creating a culture of 

success, equality legislation, placement challenges, and mental health. These 

core themes are explored in this guidance together with examples (see 

figure 4) of best practice and case studies. In some sections of the following 

guidance, research participants are quoted directly to add richness and 

context to the advice provided.

Definition of Terms 

To ensure consistency of interpretation of report data, it is important to 

have an understanding of terminology used for evidence gathered (Rose 

et al, 2015). The table below, adapted from (Daly et al,2016) demonstrates 

how data from interviews and focus group analysis have been quantified 

throughout this report to discuss research findings. The terms few, some, half, 

majority, almost all and all are used consistently to describe evidence derived 

from the data. 

Definition of Terms used in Guidance

A Few Some Half A Majority Almost All All

Up to… 
20%

40% 50% 60% 80% 100%

Table 2: Definition of terms
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Culture

Disclosure

Placement 
Arrangements

Mental Health

Staff 
Awareness and 

Knowledge

Core 
Competencies 

vs 
Administrative 

Regulations

The Student 
Voice

Communications

Figure 4: Themes emerging from the consultation phases 

Summary of key research findings

The following summary of the key research findings were arrived at after a 

thematic analysis of the rich qualitative data from the students, professionals 

and professional bodies. 
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The Student Voice

• A majority of students were found to have faced barriers to completion of 

their placement. Experiences which were perceived as negative included 

apparent lack of knowledge amongst staff around including students with 

disabilities, and the equality duties of the providers. 

• Students identified strong feelings of anxiety about placement 

arrangements before and whilst on placement, and difficulties accessing 

mental health supports out of hours whilst on placement. 

• A majority of students had a concerns about disclosing their disability, and 

in some professions there was evidence of a culture of non-disclosure due to 

worries about impacting upon career progression. Fears around disclosure 

were heightened by a belief that staff were unaware of their responsibilities 

to confidentiality. 

• Some students were aware of reasonable accommodations being in place 

in advance of their placement. A few students felt placement arrangements 

had been made without reference to, or discussion of, their needs 

assessment, and need for appropriate reasonable accommodations. 

• The majority of students reported a positive placement experience. They 

valued a supportive placement environment open to discussion and 

provision of reasonable accommodations. They appreciated staff with a 

high level of disability awareness, and HEIs and placement providers with 

inclusive practices supported by clear structures. 
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• Some students were aware of the competence standards prior to 

placement. It was evident that there was a lack of clarity on the 

administrative rules regarding placement and the actual core competencies 

required by the professional body, resulting in student confusion.  

Staff Consultation Workshops with HEIs, placement providers 
and FET staff 

• It was clear from the research that there was a need among staff involved 

in placement locations and in HEIs for greater disability awareness; of 

reasonable accommodation provision; and an increased understanding of 

the obligations of placement providers under the equality legislation and 

human rights duties. 

• There was evidence that there was the potential for judgements, and 

decisions, to be based on wrong assumptions about a student’s ability to 

participate in a working environment within the profession, and their future 

career progression. 

• Staff reported challenges implementing reasonable accommodations 

within busy professional environments, and ensuring that the reasonable 

accommodations were recognised in the assessment process. They reported 

that this was compounded by the short nature of placements and regular 

turnover of students. 

• The majority of staff considered assistive technology an important resource 

and reported that a lack of a clear policy on the use of AT in the placement 

environment created stress and anxiety for students. 
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• The decision by some students not to disclose their disability created 

significant challenges for staff when supporting students in the placement 

environment. It was felt that these difficulties could be overcome by 

creating a more welcoming and inclusive environment for disclosure, and by 

implementing a universal design approach.

• Student mental health was considered a major concern for staff. They 

reported very high levels of anxiety among students. There was a consensus 

that clear policies, information and access to support on placements was 

critical. 

• Whilst it was widely acknowledged that working through the COVID-19 

pandemic posed major challenges. There was broad agreement that the 

changes made during the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a more inclusive 

teaching practices and had created a more empathetic environment 

towards disability within education and work. 

• Student feedback was deemed essential to good decision making. There 

was general agreement that limited arrangements existed for gathering 

student feedback during and post placement. It was agreed that 

establishing a structure to channel student feedback would enable HEIs to 

identify what was working well and what was not working. 

• Professional bodies were identified as playing an important role and the 

majority believed that they should have an active role in developing and 

promoting new policies. Staff considered it essential to establish strong 

working relationships at senior level between HEIs, placement providers, 

professional bodies and state bodies to ensure delivery of equality and 

diversity duties, human rights and quality improvement, and to ensure 

professional bodies have specific placement policies for disabled students. 
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Feedback from professional bodies and other national 
organisations

Generally, when the professional bodies were approached, it appears that 

when they make reference to their equality and human rights duties (under 

the Equality Acts and Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty 2014) 

this is in relation to their duties to the public but these duties apply equally 

to their responsibilities to students entering the professions and their 

relationship with staff currently in the professions. 

Some professional bodies are aware that HEI and placement staff are not 

confident in applying reasonable accommodations that, in the view of the 

professional body, would be acceptable ways of demonstrating competence 

to the required standard. 

Some of the professional bodies are currently reviewing their guidance in 

relation to equality duties to make this clearer. 

Following the COVID-19 pandemic CORU, The Teaching Council and NMBI 

provided advice on adjustments to assessment on placement with regard to 

alternative methods of demonstrating achievement of competence standards 

for all students. Both The Teaching Council and CORU have now published 

reflective reports. In reviewing these reports, the research team found that 

many of the solutions regarding changes in assessing learning outcomes 

under COVID-19 would be equally useful in understanding how appropriate 

reasonable accommodations for disabled students might be made in the 

future.

Following the completion of the research phase, the following Guidance is 

provided under six key themes and FET.
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Section 3
Guidance
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Guidance - Key Themes Explored 

The research identified a number of areas where academic staff and 

placement staff, together with students, would welcome a clearer 

understanding of the policies and practice in relation to disabled students 

undertaking practice-based professional placements. The workshop 

participants shared good practice in relation to reasonable accommodations 

and also discussed scenarios where they were unsure about how reasonable 

accommodations were part of a legal duty when this did not sit comfortably 

with their usual placement arrangements for all students. The students 

with disabilities focus group shared their experiences on placement, and 

discussed how they were sometimes made uncomfortable or anxious about 

the placement arrangements and if they were listened to in relation to the 

reasonable accommodations.

Six key themes were identified. Although there are many types of 

impairment, it was decided to include ‘Mental Health’ as a theme of its 

own, as it rated highly amongst other concerns of both staff and students. 

Scenario cases are interspersed throughout these themes to help ground 

them in real-world situations.

Each theme, where appropriate, concludes with an example of best practice, 

or a student or staff testimonial. These examples and testimonials have 

been chosen to provide an insight into how change can be brought about. 

The contributors, from institutions all across the country, reflect on why 

they made the change, the barriers to change and how the new policies and 

practices implemented have resulted in positive outcomes. In some cases, a 

pseudonym is used to protect the anonymity of the contributor.

In addition to the six key themes, there is a review of work with students with 

disabilities in FET at levels 5 and 6 (QQI),
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The purpose of reasonable 
accommodations is 
to provide a student 
with a disability with 
an equal opportunity 
to succeed, where 
otherwise there would 
be an individual barrier 
to success. The question 
of unfairness is not a 
relevant consideration.
- AHEAD, 2022
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Theme 1: Equality legislation

This section describes the background to the legal duty to make reasonable 

accommodations, looks at the Employment Equality Acts 1998-2015; the 

Equal Status Acts 2000-2018; the Irish Human Rights and Equality Act 2014 

(Section 42) which provides a Public Sector Equality and Human Rights 

Duty; and national policy under the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). It aims to assist institutions 

to understand how reasonable accommodations are key actions to avoid 

disability discrimination and how disability discrimination impacts on 

student success in education, employment and life chances for students with 

disabilities.

Theme 2: Disclosure
 
This section identifies the barriers to disclosing a disability and how to 

overcome them, the principles of creating a safe space for disclosure, an 

understanding of GDPR in relation to disability, and explores how embedding 

the student voice can create a more inclusive culture.

Theme 3: Placement challenges and good practice 

This section provides examples of how the challenges experienced by staff 

and students on placements can be reduced by a better understanding of 

disability equality and the purpose of reasonable accommodations. It explores 

solutions through placement planning, an understanding of the flexibility 

available for students in working towards standards and examples of the 

range of accommodations which may be appropriate.
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Theme 4: Creating a culture of success 

This section presents insights from the research on the impact of institutional 

and placement culture on student success. The section explores opportunities 

for improvement and identifies examples of changes to organisational culture 

that have contributed to a more inclusive placement environment.

Theme 5: Role of professional bodies

This section covers the responses of professional bodies and other 

organisations to the challenges of equality and diversity with regard to 

professional placements.

Theme 6: Mental health 

This section makes suggestions on how to provide support for staff and 

students, before and during placements, explores placement anxiety, supports 

and resilience, and raises awareness of expert services.

Further Education and Training (FET)

This section discusses the challenges in FET level 5 and 6 transition courses, 

staff training and work placement policies and the limitations of providing 

quality reasonable accommodations in short courses in FET. 
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Theme 1: Equality 
Legislation

A range of actions have been taken both nationally and internationally aimed 

at promoting inclusion of people with disabilities in all walks of life through 

outlawing disability discrimination and creating equal access via reasonable 

accommodations. This section aims to assist institutions to understand their 

duties to provide reasonable accommodations as a key action in avoiding 

disability discrimination, and how disability discrimination impacts on 

student success in education, employment and life chances for students with 

disabilities. 
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Relevant Acts and Duties

In relation to students with disabilities on professionally accredited courses, 

the relevant Acts include:

Employment 

Equality Acts  

1998 – 2021 (EEA)

Protect disabled people from discrimination seeking 

work, in work and in training, and places duties on 

employers and providers of training including work 

placements, whether paid or unpaid, as part of a course 

of study, to make reasonable accommodations

Equal Status Acts 

2000-2018 (ESA) 

Prohibit discrimination on nine grounds, including 

disability discrimination, in the provision of goods 

and services, living accommodation and education 

including higher education. The Acts require provision 

of reasonable accommodations where, without these 

it would be impossible or unduly difficult to proceed or 

progress.

Irish Human Rights 

and Equality Act 

2014 - (Section 42)

Places a Public Sector Equality Duty to have regard to 

the need to eliminate discrimination; promote equality of 

opportunity and treatment of its staff and the persons 

to whom it provides services; and protect the human 

rights of its members, staff and the persons to whom it 

provides services.
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United Nations 

Convention of the 

Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities 

(UNCRPD)

Ireland has ratified the CRPD and must be guided by 

the principles contained within the Convention. These 

include very strong obligations in respect of reasonable 

accommodation which are relevant to both the 

education and employment context.

Disability Act,  

2005

Is relevant in the context of accessibility - public bodies 

must have an accessibility officer and a complaints 

procedure with regard to accessibility.

Employment Equality Acts 1998-2021

The EEA requires appropriate measures to provide reasonable 

accommodations for people with disabilities in relation to:

• access, participation and training in employment

• vocational training and work experience

• includes public and private sector employers

• includes vocational training bodies

Appropriate measures may include for example: offering flexible working 

times; adjusting attendance hours, re-assigning tasks and substituting 

equivalent duties; allowing assistive technology to be used by a disabled 

student.
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Equal Status Acts 2000 – 2018

The ESA places requirements on educational institutions not to discriminate 

and provide disabled students with reasonable accommodations. Policies and 

procedures must not discriminate in relation to:

• admissions

• access to courses and facilities

• other benefits, terms or conditions, for example placements,

• removal of a student from a course

In relation to teaching, nursing and midwifery and health professions, services 

provided by the State are covered.
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Definitions of Disability

The Employment Equality Acts (EEA) and the Equal Status Acts 
(ESA) provide definitions of disability which are broadly similar. 
The following definition applies to the EEA.

Defining Disability under the Employment Equality Acts

• the total or partial absence of a person’s bodily or mental 
functions, including the absence of a part of a person’s body  

• the presence in the body of organisms causing, or likely to cause, 
chronic disease or illness  

• the malfunction, malformation or disfigurement of a part of a 
person’s body  

• a condition or malfunction which results in a person learning 
differently from a person without the condition or malfunction 

• a condition, illness or disease which affects a person’s thought 
processes, perception of reality, emotions or judgment or which 
results in disturbed behaviour.

This definition includes a disability which previously existed, but 
no longer exists, or which may exist in the future. This means that 
the law prohibits discrimination against persons with a history of 
a disability or may face future additional challenges.
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Discrimination can be direct or indirect or discrimination by association.  

Direct discrimination is defined as the treatment of a person in a less 

favourable way than another person who is in a comparable situation because 

they differ on any of the nine grounds including disability.  

Indirect discrimination happens where an apparently neutral provision, 

criterion or practice which appears unproblematic at first sight, puts a person 

differing under any of the nine grounds, including disability, at a particular 

disadvantage compared with another person.  

Discrimination by association occurs when a person who associates with 

another person is treated less favourably because that other person differs 

under any of the nine Equality Acts grounds, including disability.

In a situation where a prospective or current student with a disability has 

disclosed this to the HEI or placement provider, it is important that policies 

and procedures are in place and communicated to all staff to ensure the 

provision of necessary support. HEIs, placement providers and professional 

bodies are putting themselves at reputational and financial risk if they fail 

to follow the legal requirements and do not have policies and procedures in 

place. The time and work it would take for a range of staff to be involved 

in defending an action for disability discrimination, where it is up to the 

institution, placement provider or professional body to demonstrate that 

discrimination did not take place, would be substantial. It is therefore not in 

the interests of students with disabilities or institutions to create unnecessary 

problems, and, where there are issues, to solve them as quickly as possible 

through discussion and well-informed advisors.

In the last year, IHREC reports that the top public concerns 
related to the ESA (46%) and the EEA (34%) focused on 
disability discrimination (IHREC, 2022). 
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The Irish Human Rights and Equality Act 2014

The Act provides a Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty. This legal 

framework is supported by Ireland’s ratification of the UN Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) in 2018.

In addition to the Employment Equality Acts 1998-2021 and the Equal Status 

Acts 2000-2018, public bodies including education institutions, regulators and 

public sector placement providers are covered by the Public Sector Equality 

and Human Rights Duty under the Irish Human Rights and Equality Act 

2014 (Section 42). This requires public bodies to promote equality, prevent 

discrimination and protect the human rights of their employees, customers, 

service users, and everyone affected by their policies and plans. In effect, this 

imposes a positive legal duty to act. Actions required are to: 

• set out in a manner that is accessible to the public in its strategic plan 

(howsoever described) an assessment of the human rights and equality 

issues it believes to be relevant to the functions and purpose of the body 

and the policies, plans and actions in place or proposed to be put in place to 

address those issues, and 

• report in a manner that is accessible to the public on developments and 

achievements in that regard in its annual report (howsoever described).
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United Nations Convention of the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (UNCRPD) 

Following Ireland’s ratification of the UNCRPD in 2018 there is an expectation 

that a human rights perspective will be taken towards all matters relating to 

disability. The UNCRPD offers a framework from which States can develop 

their policies relating to disability and it uses a more wide-ranging explanation 

of disability. The UNCRPD does not define disability but provides guidance 

as to what is considered a disability, that guidance imposes no threshold of 

severity, but does impose a time component. It describes disability as: 

‘... long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory 
impairments which in interaction with various barriers may 
hinder their full and effective participation in society on an 
equal basis with others’ (United Nations, 2006, Article 1).

In order to combat the risk of systemic poverty and unemployment of people 

with disabilities, Ireland must meet its commitments in relation to the 

implementation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities. This includes ensuring that legislation which includes 

reasonable accommodations is a provision within law to ensure disability 

discrimination does not occur. This is regarded as a positive legal duty where, 

without adjustments or facilities, the person would not be able to access the 

service on an equal basis.

The state must provide equity of access to further and higher education 

and enable all students to have the opportunity to attain high levels of 

educational qualification. Article 24 of the CRPD emphasises the state’s 

obligation to ensure that people with disabilities have an equal right to access 

tertiary education (United Nations, 2006).
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This is in line with the UN Sustainable Development Goals. For example, 

Goal 4: ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education and promoting 

lifelong learning opportunities for all - includes the Higher Education 

Sustainability Initiative; and 

Goal 10: reducing inequality within and among countries - includes promoting 

inclusion and eliminating discriminatory laws, policies and practices (United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goals, 2015).

Findings from HEIs, placement providers and professional 
bodies responses with regard to their duties and 
responsibilities under the Equalities Acts and the Public 
Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty

The research revealed a very mixed response to questions about 

responsibilities under the Equality Acts and the Public Sector Equality and 

Human Rights Duty requirements in relation to reasonable accommodations 

on practice-based professional placements. There were areas of high 

awareness and excellent practice. Nevertheless, staff found it could be 

highly complex, and there were areas where staff were aware they had 

responsibilities but they had received little or no training on how to action 

those responsibilities. On placements some students experienced a culture 

of judgmental attitudes to disability as to why they should be training for 

professional practice, and found that in the training and work environment, 

the boundaries around disability discrimination were misunderstood. 
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When disabled students are on final practice placements where they are 

part of the workforce, but are still registered students with the HEI, all the 

legal requirements in both of the Equality Acts apply, with the Employment 

Equality Acts 1998-2015 having wider duties and so it is imperative that 

reasonable accommodations are in place at all points in the journey to 

professional registration.

Professional bodies will have embedded the Public Sector Equality Duty 

in their strategic plans and equality and diversity policies. However, in this 

research, the team found the information available to potential students with 

disabilities, and to the public in general through, for example, websites was 

not readily available or accessible through web searches. If mentioned at all, it 

was in relation to professional duties to the public without mention of duties 

to those joining the professions. It is our view that guidance for disabled 

people seeking information on careers was not provided in the depth that 

the Duty requires. It is recommended that professional bodies should make 

available a Reasonable Accommodations Policy for disabled students and 

staff. If they do not have one, they should take steps to agree a policy. 

Appendix 10 provides a list of resources that may be useful in helping to 

understand the legislation and how to implement it. Appendix 12 gives more 

information on the EU Web Accessibility Directive. The Directive provides for 

improved access to websites and public services mobile apps for people with 

disabilities.

IHREC, in their recent Strategy Statement 2022-24, identify 
the Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty as one of 
its key five strategic priority areas: ‘Encouraging reporting 
on and enforcing the compliance of public bodies with their 
statutory duty’ (IHREC, 2021, p.3).
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What are reasonable accommodations and how should 
they work?

The UNCRPD identifies reasonable accommodation as meaning: 
‘necessary and appropriate modifications and adjustments not 
imposing a disproportionate or undue burden, where needed in a 
particular case, to ensure persons with disabilities the enjoyment 
or exercise on an equal basis with others of all human rights and 
fundamental freedoms’ (United Nations, 2006, Article 2).

In employment and training an employer is required to take appropriate 

measures to enable a person to complete tasks successfully by mitigating the 

impact an impairment would otherwise have in work or study. The Supreme 

Court has clarified that reasonable accommodations under the EEA include 

the re-distribution of duties. Employers must consider how the duties of a job 

can be adjusted to provide reasonable accommodations, sometimes called 

appropriate measures. Placement providers will want to take account of this 

on practice placements, along with the Supreme Court recommendation that 

it would be wise to consult with the student when considering reasonable 

accommodations. Additionally, the Supreme Court engaged with the EU 

Framework Employment Directive and the CRPD in ruling on national law 

(Quinlivan & O’Mahoney 2019).

In practice the requirement to make reasonable accommodations comes into 

play when a person with a disability requests an accommodation, regardless 

of where in the organisation this declaration takes place. Staff in HEIs and 

placement providers should be aware of procedures to follow when a student 

declares a disability and requests an accommodation and how to assess and 

provide appropriate accommodations.
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Reasonable Accommodations and Professional Standards

Professional bodies are responsible for setting the standards that every 

student must meet to be eligible to join. These standards are set and are not 

subject to reasonable accommodations but the work of professional bodies 

is covered by the Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty and they 

must adhere to this duty in the manner in which the standards are set and 

how they communicate potential flexibility in demonstrating competence. 

HEIs and placement providers must ensure that the processes of assessment 

whereby the student demonstrates competence to the standard, are not 

discriminatory, demonstrate flexibility, and that appropriate reasonable 

accommodations have been provided. 

The purpose of the reasonable accommodation is to mitigate barriers the 

person might otherwise experience in successfully completing tasks, training 

and employment. The reasonable accommodation must therefore achieve 

this mitigation. This requires discussion and evaluation between the service 

provider and the student, whether it is the HEI or placement provider, 

taking account of national standards set by a professional body or national 

overarching providers such as the HSE. Reasonable accommodations are 

unique to each person with a disability. For example, two students with a 

visual impairment may need very different reasonable accommodations. 

Reasonable accommodations are a tool for non-discrimination. They do 

not confer an advantage or additional benefit for a disabled person. Where 

accommodations are identified they must be implemented. This means that 

where a course has inaccessible activities a reasonable alternative must be 

found. During the research some confusion was found amongst staff about 

whether reasonable accommodations constituted ‘unfairness’ to other 

students. This is a common misconception. 
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The purpose of reasonable accommodations is to provide a student with a 

disability with an equal opportunity to succeed, where otherwise there would 

be an individual barrier to success. The question of unfairness is not a relevant 

consideration. 

For clarification, the following areas are examples of misunderstandings 

commonly raised during the research:

• Geographical location of placements - staff expressed concern about 

prioritising placements for students with disabilities within popular or 

competitive placements. To ensure that disability discrimination is avoided, 

it is necessary to examine the range of placements available that can 

provide the necessary individual reasonable accommodations the student 

needs, and the student placement should be selected on this basis. 

• Alternative final exam arrangements e.g., OSCE (Objective Structured 

Clinical Examination), was an area where students were expected to fit in 

with exam arrangements. Whilst final written exams in HEIs have a range 

of reasonable accommodations regularly available, final exams which 

include simulated tests such as the OCSE or performance of real time 

procedures were sometimes not included in the provision of reasonable 

accommodations. It is important to understand that all methods of 

assessment to meet a professional standard are subject to reasonable 

accommodations and other considerations, for example, administrative 

arrangements such as physical room arrangements, or dates and 

timetables should not be included when determining the provision of 

reasonable accommodations.
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Assistive Technology and data protection in relation to 
reasonable accommodations

Our research identified several issues of concern and confusion around the use 

of assistive technology on placements, where access to patient information 

or information on children would be necessary. Not all placement providers 

were familiar with using technology-based data systems and were very 

cautious. However, the team received clear confirmation from professional 

bodies that once accepted on course all students are subject to the broad 

professional duties of confidentiality. Therefore, students with disabilities, in 

their professional practice, would be responsible for ensuring confidentiality 

with regard to any patient data stored through technology-based reasonable 

accommodations was maintained. For example, students using a recording 

device to collect patient data, would be responsible for ensuring such data 

was deleted after the information had been transferred to patient records. 

Technology used within more paper-based environments could be designed to 

fit with patient records, for example by using printed labels from a portable 

or local printer to add data to patient charts etc. Again, the student has a 

professional responsibility for deleting it from the device. This is discussed 

further in Theme Three, Placement challenges and good practice.

Impact on study and future employment

Some reasonable accommodations are relevant only to certain parts of a 

course of study. However, many will be carried forward with the student into 

work, following successful graduation and registration. The breadth of the 

series of Equality and Human Rights Acts can be seen to make this transition 

easier, although depending on the nature of the work, further review and 

adjustment to reasonable accommodations may be needed.
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Theme 1 Recommendations:

• Continuing Professional Development (CPD) in equality and diversity, and, 

in particular, disability, should take place regularly at senior level, as well as 

within faculties and placement providers at the delivery level. In addition to 

formal training, CPD should be discussed at key reviews of course design 

and validation, course learning outcomes and preparation of print and 

digital materials for students, such as course handbooks. 

• HEIs and placement providers should create a resource of successful 

examples of disability-related reasonable accommodations and share 

these within faculties/schools, with a view to developing best practice 

and improved understanding of equality and diversity responsibilities as a 

continual process. This must be a shared task and not the sole responsibility 

of disability services. 

• Professional bodies and other public bodies should review their strategic/

corporate plans in line with the Irish Human Rights and Equality 

Commission advice on Section 24 of the Irish Human Rights and Equality 

Act 2014 – Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty. This includes:

 − ensuring public information is accessible to all

 − publications such as annual reports, web-based information and other 

communications open to the public should include policies and actions 

on equality, diversity and human rights in all published material. Such 

publications/policies should be easily navigable from website home pages 

and through search boxes.  

• Professional bodies and other public bodies should provide guidance to all 

current and prospective students on where there is flexibility for reasonable 

accommodations to meet professional standards, and highlight the legal 

duties of providers to arrange accommodations.
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• Professional bodies and other public bodies, such as HSE, should make 

available a Reasonable Accommodations Policy for disabled students and 

staff. If they do not have one, they should take steps to agree a policy.  

• HEIs and placement providers should share evidence of pro-active measures 

to demonstrate how they are leading the way with regard to the Public 

Sector Equality Duty, including how they are meeting the Web Accessibility 

Directive requirements - see Appendix 12.

https://www.ahead.ie/web-accessibility-directive
https://www.ahead.ie/web-accessibility-directive
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Theme 2: Disclosure

In an educational setting, the term ‘Disclosure’ is used to refer to a student 

telling someone about their disability, for example in the college or the 

placement environment (Halligan & Howlin, 2016) This is a particular issue for 

students whose disability is not immediately visible. 

Although disclosing may sound simple, many students in this research 

reported that they were, afraid, apprehensive and nervous, and found it a 

very difficult decision. Students felt disclosing put them in a very ‘vulnerable’ 

position. They described feeling like they were a ‘burden’ and were being 

‘judged’. It is clear from the research that disclosing a disability is a very 

sensitive and personal choice. 



Page 86

Students spoke of many other reasons why they did not want to disclose 

including: 

• Past experiences of negative attitudes and fears of discrimination left 

students ‘afraid’. 

• They were ‘apprehensive’ about who their disclosure information would be 

shared with, and what would be done with the information. 

• Some junior students had been advised by senior students that disclosure 

could negatively affect their career progression. 

• Previously they had not required supports in college and they were not 

aware that they might require supports on placement or understand what 

supports may be available in the placement environment.  

• They felt that they might be judged as incapable of undertaking the 

placement and that it could impact upon their successful completion of the 

core competencies. 

• They believed that they should not have to disclose, that ‘labelling leads to 

preconceived notions of ability’, and that the placement environment should 

be inclusive to all.  

• They were ‘fed-up of having to constantly re-disclose to staff who were not 

disability aware’. 

• Students with mental health difficulties and those in the medical 

professions reported that they were less likely to disclose due to concerns 

about the culture seeing disability as a weakness: 
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I was afraid of being seen as incompetent [....] it was almost 
a fear of not belonging. In the end, I felt I did have to disclose 
it because it was interfering with the assessment of my 
placement. (Laura)

Many students who did disclose spoke of being concerned about being ‘seen 

as a problem’, and so they chose to ‘water down’ the impact of their disability, 

or to have a pre-prepared narrative which minimised the support they 

required. This downplaying of the impact of a disability and the associated 

environmental barriers may have an influence on placement success. 

It was clear from both staff and students that there was a lack of 

understanding among students of the demands of placement and this 

affected their decision to disclose. With students often not realising they 

may need different types of accommodations whilst on placement, there 

were some incidents where a crisis triggered disclosure of a disability whilst 

students were on placement.

Although Ursula was registered with her disability service, she was unaware 

of the demands of placement and hadn’t requested any reasonable 

accommodations. She described how stressful her placement experience was 

without these accommodations.

I was diagnosed with dyslexia but I didn’t know what forms of 
reasonable accommodations would be available [on placement 
so I hadn’t requested them] it was a very stressful placement, 
and I nearly failed the placement [….] I didn’t realise how 
demanding the actual placement setting could be. (Ursula). 
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On the other hand, Saoirse was aware of the available reasonable 

accommodations but felt it was impossible to know what she would need 

until she had worked in the placement setting first.

I wasn’t really prepared at all [for placement], you’re not going 
to know what difficulties you have until you actually go in 
there sitting in front of a classroom (Saoirse)

Many students did not identify being disabled as their primary identity. 

This resonates with previous research which shows that students may have 

multiple intersecting identities (Rath, 2020). Students often assessed the 

environment first then balanced what were the implications, costs and 

benefits of each disclosure choice (Reilly, 2017). 

The student responses in the RAPP research reveal that there are a number 

of factors that influence students’ decision to disclose (see figure 5). These 

factors include:

• Student disability

• Individual’s self-identity

• Context of the decision

• Institutional culture

• Past experiences
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THE
INDIVIDUAL

Disability

Self-identity

Context

Past 
experiences

Culture

Figure 5: Factors influencing disclosure 
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Disclosure and reasonable accommodations 

Although there are clearly many benefits to disclosing, there is no legal 

requirement on a student to do so (AHEAD, 2008) and the student has the 

right not to disclose. However, in order for a student to request reasonable 

accommodations, it is necessary for them to disclose their disability. A failure 

to provide reasonable accommodations is considered discrimination under 

the law. Staff and institutions were very eager for students to disclose their 

disability as soon as possible and acknowledged that, 

if the college or the placement environment is unaware of the 
student’s disability, it may be very difficult if not impossible to 
support the student. (Placement Coordinator) 

This supports previous research by AHEAD, which found that 83% of 

employers believe disclosure should be provided prior to the job offer. 

Furthermore, half of employers believed it was a breach of trust if an 

applicant does not disclose their disability (AHEAD,2021b). Students with 

disabilities should be advised that failing to disclose a disability in the 

workplace may have implications for their future careers.

Disclosure is seen as important in creating a more honest and open 

environment in which disability can be openly discussed (Howlin & Halligan, 

2011). Nevertheless, both staff and students agreed that in order for students 

to disclose, they must be able to trust that there is a safe environment to 

do so and that the correct structures are put in place by the HEI and the 

placement provider to encourage them to do so (AHEAD, 2013). 



Page 91

Promoting disclosure 

There are a number of steps that can be taken to promote and facilitate 

greater disclosure of a disability. These steps are to: 

• Provide multiple opportunities for students to disclose

• Create a culture of trust and communication

• Explain why the disclosure information is necessary to collect and where the 

information goes

• Develop a protocol for disclosure. 

Providing multiple opportunities to disclose

Across the research, evidence was found of efforts being made to promote 

disclosure at multiple stages such as pre-college registration, pre-placement 

induction, during placement and after placement, and other opportunities 

which arise such as planning for academic assessment. It is advisable to 

implement a proactive, multi-layered approach which is combined with  

on-going awareness of disability disclosure information provided to staff  

and students.
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Pre-placement
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Registration
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3
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• Student Handbook• Support Awareness

• Dedicated Contact Person
• On-Placement Promotion 

of Supports  

• Review Meeting 

Figure 6 Opportunities for disclosure
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As can be seen in figure 6, there are multiple opportunities to support 

disclosure by students with disabilities including: 

• Present opportunities and structures to disclose information and request 

reasonable accommodations on an ongoing basis. 

• Provide students with examples of supports that previous students on 

placement have used.  

• Use the pre-placement planning process for disabled students (sometimes 

called PLENS) in a more pro-active way involving students in two- way 

discussions first, enabling students to find out more about the placement 

environment and learning outcomes, rather than expecting the student to 

start the process by filling in a standard form. The agreed report should 

include regular points for review and update and sharing between the 

placement supervisor, academic staff and the student. 

• Opportunities to review support after each stage.
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Create a culture of trust and communication

There were many good examples within individual institutions of creating an 

environment for disclosure. Students and staff emphasised the necessity ‘to 

create a safe space’ and a culture of trust and communication. The culture 

of the institution and the placement environment have a significant impact 

on the disclosure rates – whether it is open and inclusive or otherwise may 

influence concerns about possible discrimination.

An environment that encourages disclosure is one that:

• Publicises explicitly the availability of supports and the benefits of 

disclosure.  

• Includes reference to diversity and inclusion in promotional materials and 

events, and where practicable represents diverse learners.  

• Offers flexibility where possible in educational/placement setting. 

• Promotes health and well-being. 

• Is empathetic and aware of student/staff concerns and places them at the 

heart of decision making. 

• Is focused on facilitating student success strategies. 

Over time, through the creation of a safe, trusting and supportive 

environment, disclosure rates are likely to increase.
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Explain to the student why the information is necessary 
and where the information goes 

One of the most common concerns among students was who their disclosure 

information would be shared with. It is essential to explain clearly why 

the disclosure data is being collected, how it will be used and agree with 

the student who will have access to it. Some students were concerned 

that information could disadvantage them, or encourage discrimination 

or harassment so it is important to allay these fears. It is also important 

to provide reassurance that the institution will follow guidelines on data 

collection, storage and use, including complying with data protection 

legislation. 

HEIs need to communicate:

• whether individuals will be identifiable from the data shared with others

• who will have access to the information

• if disclosure will lead to further contact from the institution or the 

placement provider (for example sharing information about support 

services or events related to a protected characteristic)

• the systems and safeguards to safely store and analyse the data in line with 

the Data Protection Act Regulations and GDPR Regulations.

Staff were nervous about sharing disclosure information among other 

departments, blaming General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR). There 

seemed to be a high degree of uncertainty regarding the parameters of 

the regulations. This acted as a barrier to informing institutional staff and 

placement locations when a student had disclosed. The Disability Advisors 

Working Network (DAWN) has developed a ‘Code of Practice and Disclosure 

of Disability Form’ which outlines the responsibility of the disability service, 

institution and the student, see Appendix 1. All HEIs and placement providers 

should have access to a Data Protection Office if they are unsure. 
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Develop a protocol for disclosure 

Although the pre-placement disclosure protocol was found to be relatively 

well developed in most institutions, no structures were identified for on-

placement disclosure, with the response from staff being that in a ‘busy 

placement environment it can be challenging to do so’. 

It was clearly indicated by staff and students that there was a need to 

develop a clear structure for on-placement disclosure. Participants reported 

cases of students disclosing their disability to staff members who did not 

activate the necessary reasonable accommodations. Once a student discloses 

their disability with a view to asking about reasonable accommodations, there 

is a legal responsibility on the HEI and placement providers to put in place 

reasonable accommodations as necessary. If disclosure is made to any staff 

member, the organisation is deemed to know. Best practice indicates that 

these accommodations are identified through an inclusive needs assessment 

process.

Some students found it very frustrating having to disclose their disability on 

multiple occasions to different individuals, some of whom were not disability-

aware. A clear disclosure protocol which everyone is aware of can make the 

process of disclosure much easier for both staff and students. In this regard, 

concerns were raised by staff regarding responsibilities under GDPR for 

sharing information. HEIs should have a process in place for students to agree 

before placement who their pre-placement needs assessment is shared with, 

and this should be signed off by the student. Every HEI has a Data Protection 

Office which staff should be able to turn to for advice. 
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Students spoke about the importance of encountering supportive individual 

members of staff, believing they were critical to the success of their 

placement. These findings echo much of the research on the importance of 

that ‘one good person’ in higher education in supporting student success. The 

students highlighted how such individuals had empathised with the barriers 

they faced, helped them to find placement locations or assisted them whilst 

they were on placement. They emphasised the need for the creation of 

more formal roles in academic departments with responsibility for disability 

liaison, and the need to encourage more lecturers with a disability, who might 

organically and systematically engender a more inclusive and supportive 

culture. These individuals also have a role to play in supporting and feeding in 

to a formal disclosure protocol.

The RAPP research indicated that disabled students undertaking professional 

placements may be nervous about disclosing their disability. The Initial Teacher 

Education programme in National University Ireland Galway includes a pilot 

process of steps to create an environment in which disabled students feel 

comfortable to disclose. See this Example of Practice at the end of this Theme.
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Maintaining confidentiality between students, staff or 
clients of the service

Trinity College Dublin Disability Service produced a very helpful booklet titled, 

‘Professional Placement Reasonable Accommodations for Students with 

Disabilities’, to be found in Appendix 7. Within the booklet they note that it is 

important that Placement Educators are aware of an individual’s disability, 

with the student’s agreement, and with the assurance that in disclosing their 

disability such information is provided only to staff on placement on a need-

to-know basis.

At the end of this theme is a case scenario about when it was necessary to 

maintain confidentiality by not disclosing to other students, staff or clients of 

the service.
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Theme 2 Recommendations:

• HEIs implement a clear strategy to create a safe disclosure environment for 

students with disabilities, including:

 − clear messages regarding commitment to supporting success for disabled 

students in their chosen studies

 − multiple opportunities for students to disclose

 − clear information for the student on how their information will be used 

and who the information would be shared with 

 − procedures are in place outlining the actions staff should take when a 

student discloses. 

• HEIs to take responsibility for sharing these strategies with placement 

providers with the intention of creating similar safe disclosure environments 

on placement.  

• HEIs and the placement provider each create a role with a named person, 

for example the disability liaison contact, so the pathway to disclosure is 

clear, as are the processes that follow disclosure. 

• HEIs and placement provider staff should review processes which should 

already be in place for disabled students to sign-off data sharing under 

GDPR, and consult the HEI’s Data Protection Office for updates.
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Case Scenario 

Molly* is on the hospital ward and she is struggling to keep up with all the 

tasks she has been assigned by the Staff Nurse. Some members of staff 

inform the Preceptor, the Preceptor is already aware of Molly’s disability; 

however, the Preceptor is not allowed to disclose information on Molly’s 

disability to other staff members, even if Molly’s disability is considered to be 

impacting on her performance. Molly and the Preceptor agree a reasonable 

accommodation to assist Molly to complete the tasks. In this scenario a 

reasonable accommodation was provided to Molly. But the reasons for the 

changes cannot be shared with other staff.

*This scenario has been adapted from Trinity College Dublin ‘Professional 

Placement Reasonable Accommodations for Students with Disabilities’ 

booklet, (p.11 &12). Appendix 7.
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Example of Practice 

Example of Practice – Promoting Disability Disclosure in 
Teacher Education in National University Ireland, Galway

Dr. Manuela Heinz, Head of Discipline of Education, Professional 
Master of Education Programme Director, introduces their 
approach:

I am acutely aware that decisions around disclosure are difficult and complex 

for student teachers who are entering a professional programme where 

disability has traditionally been almost non-existent and/or invisible. Many 

students worry about the impact of their disclosure on how they are perceived 

as student teachers and how their ability and performance may be judged, 

especially in the schools where they complete their placements. To encourage 

and support students, firstly, in their decision-making regarding disclosure 

and, secondly, throughout the process of disclosing we are currently piloting 

the following guidelines and practices. 
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Emphasising the benefits of a diverse teaching profession and 
making information about available supports visible and easily 
accessible.

From the outset and throughout our initial teacher education programmes 

we stress the benefits of a diverse teaching profession and the various 

supports the university provides. We stress the value of the support of the 

disability office especially in preparing for professional placements which are 

new programme elements for nearly all our postgraduate teacher education 

students. Information is provided across our platforms about disclosure 

including our website, and in Initial Teacher Education (ITE) programme and 

professional practice module handbooks. For most students’ disclosure is 

discussed as an option. Many students decide not to disclose their disabilities 

to their schools and we support their decisions. 

Disclosure as a considered and supported process. 

We encourage student teachers with disabilities to meet with colleagues 

and their programme director and discuss their situations and how their 

disabilities woould impact on their studies. Students are assured that their 

disclosure will be kept confidential and that we will only discuss further 

disclosure to other parties, especially the need and benefits regarding further 

disclosure, with them. Programme directors meet with all student teachers 

who disclose a disability. 
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In our first meetings with student teachers, we ask them about their 

experiences and/or expectations regarding the programme. Students are 

assured that we will support them to the best of our ability. For this we use 

a list of questions/areas related to teacher education to consider how well 

prepared and/or confident students feel in relation to different programme 

requirements. We explore school placement requirements in detail focusing 

on physical, planning, interpersonal and academic demands as well as on 

students’ expectations and feelings regarding their placements. Students 

are asked who else they would like to disclose their disability to, including in 

placement locations if they would like to share the information themselves or 

if they would like us (programme directors) to inform colleagues and/or school 

staff. 

We encourage students to disclose their disability to their school placement 

tutors as they will be working very closely with them on a one-to basis and 

they may be able to offer specific supports during school placement. Where 

student teachers may need medical attention during their school placement 

as a result of their disability (for example epilepsy) we explain the importance 

of disclosure to ensure the student’s safety. 

A placement planning report is prepared, outlining relevant medical 

information, required supports and contact details, which is shared and 

discussed with the student and the principal of the placement school. 
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Theme 3: Placement 
challenges and good 
practice 

In analysing the findings, the research team have been able to understand 

better the barriers and solutions for students with disabilities and staff in 

arranging a smooth transition into and out of the professional placement 

elements of their chosen course. Pre-planning procedures are clearly helpful, 

but to work well, they need to be inclusive of the student, the HEI and the 

placement provider. The focus for everyone is securing success for students 

with disabilities.

The research team were often asked by staff and students for a list of 

prescribed reasonable accommodations for different disabilities. The response 

was, and is always, that every student is different, and the provision of 

reasonable accommodations must be tailored to their individual needs. 

This can be achieved through implementing a thorough, and high-quality 

needs assessment process and understanding the student’s own personal 

strategies. The process should not be mechanistic but flow through discussion 

of what works for the student and a shared understanding of the demands of 

the professional placement.
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Students involved in the research identified the difficulty of not knowing 

what the placement would involve, and therefore which reasonable 

accommodations might be appropriate. Some were told they were ‘asking 

for too much’. This is a serious misunderstanding about the nature of a 

reasonable accommodation, which is to mitigate the impact of the disability 

the student has disclosed. Once disclosed, the resulting needs assessment for 

all aspects of the course should be in place for the disabled student. Later in 

this section the use of the placement planning process and the opportunities 

this process can offer to work more flexibly are examined. 

Staff identified a lack of knowledge about the range of appropriate 

reasonable accommodations available, and were worried about the impact 

of this on professional practice. It was asserted that disability services have 

knowledge and experience about reasonable accommodations but cannot 

have in-depth knowledge of the placement practice, and sometimes students 

felt the disability service wasn’t listened to for this reason. There was concern 

about the status of the advice from disability services not being considered 

sufficiently important compared with health and safety and occupational 

health within the placement location. There was also a lack of clarity about 

who was responsible for risk assessment protocols regarding a placement for 

a disabled student.

However, where things worked well, strong relationships had developed 

between the HEI course leaders, the HEI disability service, the receiving 

placement provider and the student. There were clear procedures for how 

students would be accommodated and assessed on placement. During the 

research a number of examples of best practice were found.
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One example of practice offers insight into how one HEA PATH programme in 

a HEI, in this case Maynooth University, linked with partner schools and took a 

universal design approach to re-imagine the school placement experience. See 

this Example of Practice at the end of this Theme.

Also, in Appendix 6, UCD outlines how working in partnership can develop 

the shared approach between the academic department and placement 

provider - ‘Supporting Nursing and Midwifery Students with a Disability in 

Clinical Practice: A Resource Guide produced by University College Dublin and 

supported by the NMBI. 

Laura, a trainee teacher, described her positive experience which included:

Working with staff who were very disability minded or learning 
difficulty minded. They were very open to discussion of 
working with someone with a learning disability because it’s 
kind of their job […] scaffolding people to work independently 
to the point they can […] I felt my voice was kind of heard a lot 
because it’s a different perspective of a teacher with dyslexia.

Two thirds of the students reported facing barriers on placement. Many said 

that they felt they had faced greater challenges than their non-disabled 

peers and that they believed they had to ‘give 150%’ to get through. One 

student with a visual impairment said ‘I’m not blind but I felt like I was for the 

placement’.
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The RAPP guidance explores how a better understanding of the role 

of reasonable accommodations in countering discrimination can make 

placements more accessible and successful, by working with students on their 

personal strategies. Often this might mean making only small changes to 

procedures, for example changes to timetables. Clear policies and practice go 

a long way to alleviate students’ anxieties about how they will be assessed 

and who will be involved. This inclusive approach also supports the student in 

having their voice heard in the decision-making process around appropriate 

reasonable accommodations.

A number of HEIs had developed placement pre-planning protocols including 

needs assessment, and risk assessment where necessary, and provided a 

named person within the faculty/school with whom the student could discuss 

any difficulties. It is important that the disabled student is party to the 

agreed pre-placement needs assessment and indicates this in a formal way. 

Some HEIs had developed this into a mentoring relationship, for example 

University College Cork (UCC) are developing a community of practice (CoP) 

exploring the roles and responsibilities of the placement mentor. 

This project ‘The Fusion of Theory and Practice: Reflections on Triquetra 

Relationship’, funded by the National Forum for the Enhancement of 

Teaching and Learning, aims to develop a Community of Practice exploring 

the relationship between all students, placement supervisors and placement 

mentors, with a focus on student well-being and success for all students, no 

just disabled students. The CoP at UCC is exploring professional practice 

placement experiences with students on the Early Years & Childhood Studies 

programme (BA. EYCS Degree).
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Pre-placement assessment

Most HEIs reviewed a student’s learning educational needs summary before 

placements to create a placement planning report for the student sometimes 

called a ‘PLENS’. This is a formal report which contains the agreed support 

needs discussed prior to the placement, and is held by the student to take 

with them on placement, and which the student can access at any time. 

Some students found that the current format for the pre-placement planning 

document used in their HEI was too rigid, was often an online form which 

was not interactive and insufficient space was provided in the format for the 

student to give more information on how their disability might impact upon 

them in the placement environment as opposed to the HEI environment. This 

method also presupposes that the faculty staff have discussed the different 

requirements of the placement with the student so the student can consider 

the reasonable accommodations which would be most appropriate.

Leah, a student on a course in the health professions, 
recommended that during the pre-placement process that 
‘institutions should include links to all HEI placement RA 
guidelines - so that student and parties know from the outset 
what RAs are possible and available’.

Our recommendation is that the placement planning report or PLENS format 

needs developing to achieve greater importance in the placement process. 

It has the potential to be a more flexible and regularly reviewed document, 

for example in the format of online pages on a student access database or 

a physical log book. It could be updated at the start of the placement and 

reviewed with the student, the placement provider and the HEI contact at key 

points in the placement process, updating again as necessary. 
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Post-placement reviews of the students’ experiences should be undertaken 

to provide feedback to HEI staff and placement providers and communicated 

to disability services to build up their own knowledge and to share 

amongst others with a view to developing a national resource. This more 

comprehensive process of needs assessment and consistent communication/

review, would eliminate many of the issues students have raised and relieve 

their anxiety. Within this process the procedures for any necessary risk 

assessment on placement can be included and documented. This would 

enable early intervention during the placement to mitigate any issues which 

may arise.

During the RAPP project some neurodivergent students, and those with 

mental health difficulties, found it very challenging being faced with the short 

socialisation process and a lack of a pre-placement location orientation, along 

with the failure to present schedules before placement in a timely manner. 

It is acknowledged that the socialisation process is central to developing an 

understanding of the culture within an organisation (Tierney & Lanford, 2020) 

and some students may require some extra support to embed themselves 

within this new culture. 
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Progressing on placement

The opportunities to ensure the placement process (including the timing 

of reviews of the student’s progress, and supports), is shown in the linear 

diagram below.

PRE
PLACEMENT

MEETING
PRELIMINARY MID

PLACEMENT FINAL

Figure 7 the placement process

It should be made clear to the student that they can get in touch with the 

nominated disability liaison person at any point where they are experiencing 

difficulties, either personal or procedural. In the following Case Scenario, the 

importance of reassessing a student’s placement supports at regular intervals 

can be seen. 
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Case Scenario 

Provision of PA to support a student with a visual 
impairment on clinical placement

Jason is a medical student and is visually impaired. Reasonable 

accommodations in the form of site orientation, an I-Pad, along with some 

other typical accommodations were put in place to support him. However, 

after a number of placements, some issues were identified by a clinical 

tutor. Following consultation, between the placement teams, Jason and the 

educators, it was decided that a personal assistant (PA) would be put in place 

for the next placement. 

The PA was provided to accompany Jason on ward rounds. The purpose of 

the PA was to identify, only when asked, the position and status of medical 

equipment for the student, or to give readings from a machine. For example, 

were the brakes applied on the bed? This allowed the him to develop an 

awareness of the type of questions and everyday support that could be 

expected from colleagues. It allowed the tutor and the student to successfully 

negotiate identifying boundaries of reasonable accommodation and 

assessment of competencies. 
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Both the tutor and Jason came to understand that the competency was 

knowing, for example, that it was acceptable when treating a patient to 

ask what a reading was on a machine, but that the skill or competency 

was in interpreting the reading given and making appropriate adjustments 

necessary. 

The use of this PA for this placement provided Jason with the skills to be able 

to identify where assistance was required and how to ask for it appropriately 

whilst being assessed. It also led to Jason being more open to using assistive 

technology on placements. Although he made use of a range of reasonable 

accommodation, the support of the PA was identified as one of the most useful.
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Some students identified the provision of a nominated disability contact 

whilst on programme as being very useful. One student commented that 

she was ‘lucky enough to have this available to them’. One nursing student 

found ‘she [disability officer] is not used as much as she could be, I think she 

could be educating the clinical placement co-ordinator nursing because in 

my experience some of them have no idea (about disability and reasonable 

accommodations)’.

Where this procedure was not in place, and particularly when placement 

providers had not been involved, students found themselves in the position of 

being given reasonable accommodations that were inappropriate and did not 

meet their individual needs.

In particular, students with visual impairments, who had their own individual 

strategies, experienced this. The student focus group emphasised the 

importance of listening to the student, who will have insight into their own 

needs and the strategies they use. The following Case Scenario outlines Cleo’s 

personal strategies for success. 
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Case Scenario 

Supporting a Medical Student with a Neurological 
Condition in Medical Placement 

Cleo is a medical student, and has a neurological disorder. It can take Cleo a 

little longer to process information and become proficient in clinical skills. She 

practices, both alone and with peers to increase proficiency. However, for this 

practice to be beneficial to Cleo it must be very clear what is required and any 

skills or knowledge gaps that need addressing. 

Cleo has strategies that work for her and that she has used over a long 

period of time. These strategies require tasks to be broken down into simpler 

steps, until the task has become familiar. Cleo finds it challenging when the 

complete placement goals are presented at one time. Support is required 

in setting short term goals throughout the placement, thereby supporting 

meeting all competencies over the duration of the placement.
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The following reasonable accommodations were agreed during a pre-

placement meeting with Cleo and the clinical tutor to support the student’s 

learning: 

• An outline of the type of caseload and expectations for the placement were 

provided in advance 

• Identifying how Cleo could prepare for the placement 

• Opportunities for Cleo to observe practical skills and clinical reasoning in 

action

• The student was granted time to adapt to placement, and to familiarise 

herself and learn the processes before the assessment process commenced

• It was agreed that feedback would be given at pre-defined regular intervals, 

not just at midway assessment. 

• Appropriate space and time were given to allow Cleo to review charts and 

to prepare summary for discussion

• Use of notes was allowed to assist in discussion with educators 

• Cleo was allocated time with patients to facilitate independent practice.

By working with Cleo and ensuring her voice was fully included in the process 

it was possible to ensure that Cleo could succeed in her placement.
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Securing a placement

The method of securing professional placements can vary from profession 

to profession. In Pharmacy for example, there is a central placement 

arrangement – APPEL – which arranges placements for the three HEIs 

with Pharmacy courses. Health-related placements may be arranged by 

long standing co-operation between HEIs and providers in their area and 

the HSE. Some HEIs with teaching courses have reached their own local 

arrangements but many student teachers are responsible for arranging 

their own placements, relying on relationships from their own school days, 

and relatives or friends. This necessarily means disabled students studying 

for these professions find it more challenging than their peers to find 

professional placement opportunities. The Teaching Council reported that 

they are considering how to create a national system which would improve 

arrangements for all students. Removing barriers to finding placements is an 

important step to increasing diversity in the professions.

However, negative attitudes about taking disabled students can still be 

experienced. Securing a placement for a student with a disability may present 

additional challenges for HEI staff. These include:

• selecting the placement location to ensure a student can travel to and from 

the placement; that means of transport are accessible and that any extra 

travel time required to be accessible is kept to a minimum 

• ensuring that misunderstandings about ‘fairness’ to other students do not 

affect placement allocation 

• reluctance by the placement provider to accept a student with a disability.
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When making the placement arrangements with providers, HEIs should 

make clear the duties and responsibilities for the provision of reasonable 

accommodations, and that reasonable accommodations should be in place 

on day one of a student’s placement. Where there is reluctance on behalf of 

the placement provider, the HEI school/department and disability services 

may need to extend the pre-placement planning process to ensure the needs 

assessment is clear and fully understood and accommodations are in place 

before the placement can begin.

Use of Assistive Technology 

The movement towards equality in Ireland can be shown by the increase in the 

numbers of students with disabilities in higher education. At the same time, 

in our everyday lives we use technology to a greater extent, and accessibility 

features in mainstream technologies are improving at a fast pace. The use of 

technology in study and work has increased, and the COVID-19 pandemic has 

demonstrated that means of assessment on placements using technology 

has been developed. Therefore, it is surprising to find that students with 

disabilities who use assistive technology (AT) with great success within the 

HEI environment are reporting problems using appropriate AT on placement.

The RAPP research found creative ways of using AT as a reasonable 

accommodation where current procedures are predominantly paper-based. 

These included the use of portable printers, and digital tools for notetaking. 

However, some staff suggested mobile phones were a challenge and students 

were advised not to bring phones on health-based placements for a number 

of reasons, including infection control, data sharing etc. A mobile phone is 

AT in the same way as an iPad or other device, which many students are 

using successfully in health-related settings, and where the normal rules 

of confidentiality would apply, so banning mobile phone use as an assistive 

technology could be found to be disability discrimination.
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The concerns of staff about patient confidentiality proved unfounded when 

talking to the professional bodies, who were clear that all students had to 

meet a level of professional competence in handling sensitive data, and this 

included the expectation that any data held digitally should be deleted as 

soon as it had been transferred into the patient record. One professional body 

said disability accommodations didn’t come into it, remarking that it would 

be just as easy for any student to photocopy a record and take it home. This 

would be unprofessional conduct and any student would be sanctioned.

In some cases, the placement location would not accept assistive technology 

used on an everyday basis for example, software such as Grammarly, which 

supports students with spelling, grammar and syntax. Whilst attitudes may 

be improving, if students are not properly resourced, disability discrimination 

may result. Students reported increased anxiety levels on placement around 

the acceptance of their use of AT. Challenges are also created when a student 

progressed to another placement location. 

One student spoke of how she had been placed in a health department 

relying on paper records. A combination of her impairment and the placement 

location made it very difficult for her to complete her work. The student 

was supplied with a portable printer which printed out her notes on sticky 

labels which were then affixed to the paper records. This reasonable 

accommodation was so successful that since graduation the student has 

continued to use this accommodation in the work place. The student provided 

the research team with her story, see this Student Testimonial at the end of 

this Theme.
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Sometimes anticipated problems did not materialise, for example a member 

of staff said

Initially when we implemented the LiveScribe pen, we thought 
we’d have difficulties but once we designed and implemented 
a clear policy around it, it hasn’t created any problems. We 
anticipated problems before they existed. Some students 
have come up with other solutions and so choose not to use 
LiveScribe pens.

See Appendix 5 for guidance on creating accessible documents.

Students with complex and multiple disabilities

Across the research there were a small number of students who were 

engaged on professional placement who had complex and multiple 

disabilities. These students were highly motivated and driven towards their 

goal of completing their course successfully. They faced challenges far and 

above those faced by their disabled and non-disabled peers. These included 

managing the day to day needs of their disability, significant barriers within 

the wider environment including lack of transport, inaccessible placement 

locations, failure to provide reasonable accommodations, fatigue, and a 

considerable lack of awareness among staff. The students had patience, and 

often educated staff and peers in understanding their disability and on how 

to support them. Equally, there were individual staff who were reported to 

have been very helpful and worked to accommodate the students. 
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These students in particular found pre-placement planning documentation 

was insufficiently detailed with regard to the specifics of their multiple 

disabilities and the coping strategies that they had found worked for them in 

the past. Again, clear advice on GDPR so that students can make an informed 

decision would enable this to work more smoothly. 

It was apparent from the RAPP research that in order to support students 

with complex and multiple disabilities, it is necessary to take a different 

approach. Students and staff recommended that this should include:

• regular individual discussions between academic staff and disability 

advisers with each disabled student to identify their individual needs, taking 

into consideration that disabled students are not a homogenous group and 

those with complex disabilities may have intersecting needs that require a 

multi-dimensional, adaptable solution. These should be regularly timetabled 

and documented 

• an opportunity, through the pre-planning documentation, for students 

to report greater levels of detail about how the combination of multiple 

disability affects them. 
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Learning outcomes/competence standards

Students expressed concerns about how they would be assessed against the 

core competence standards. Indeed, some were deeply worried that disclosing 

a disability would impact negatively upon their placement evaluation. They 

found that they themselves and staff were confused about local regulations 

and different interpretations of core competencies. In our interviews some 

professional bodies were open to flexibility on placement hours and shift 

patterns. Even where this might not be possible, students need regular 

updates on where they stand regarding flexibility to defer a placement for 

example, through sickness or a mental health crisis. 

It is important that, before questioning whether or not a proposed 

accommodation is reasonable, staff check that their concerns relate directly 

to the professional body core competencies and not to internal arrangements, 

procedures or rules for which accommodations can be made. 

One example where confusion had led to a student being wrongly denied an 

accommodation was a student with dyslexia not being allowed to use poly-

pockets to organise their work for assessments as the assessor thought 

taking the pages out of the poly-pockets would take too much additional 

time. Another example was where different supervisors on different 

placement rotations had different ways of laying out reports and so wanted 

reports written in different ways and insisted compliance was part of 

the assessment of competence. This created a high degree of anxiety for 

students. 
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As Theme One on Equality Legislation shows, whilst local rules and 

regulations are necessary for the smooth running of a department, they 

are not competence standards, and this should be conveyed clearly to staff 

involved in the implementation of reasonable accommodations.

Within the health professions, practical examinations are part of the 

assessment of competence in the final year. For example, the OSCE 

(Objective Structured Clinical Examination) requires students to attend 

throughout the day with an invigilator at all times and in exam areas which 

can be crowded. Reasonable accommodations have been successfully 

employed, as can be seen in the following Case Scenario. This supported the 

student to complete their professional registration successfully.
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Case Scenario 

Reasonable Accommodations Provision during an OSCE

Nora is studying medicine, has a physical disability and uses a wheelchair. As 

part of her practical medical exams, she is required to complete an Objective 

Structured Clinical Exam (OSCE). Medicine OSCE stations can consist of up 

to 18 OSCE stations of five minutes duration each. Stations are a blend of 

interactive and non- interactive stations. Stations can be practical, written or 

communication-based assessment. 

Due to the number of stations and examiners required, OSCE rotations 

cannot be conducted on an individual basis. It is not possible to set up a 

separate rotation for one student, but it is possible to modify the setup, to 

accommodate the needs of individual students. 

Nora was granted the following reasonable accommodation of a modified 

station set up. The modified set up of OSCE stations included: 

• Larger station set up – wider openings, extra space for use of a wheelchair

• The use of soundproof dividers as opposed to Poster Board dividers

• Adjustable beds to allow the student to raise or lower the bed as required

• Chairs outside stations for students to sit instead of standing.
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Another positive example of a reasonable accommodation was online filing 

for teaching portfolios and assisted document management, which student 

teachers found helpful. One commented that ‘learning outcomes about 

organisational skills and keeping your portfolio tidy seemed not to have been 

modernised’.

One student described how she had been searching for online guidance 

documents to support her when she located a set of guidelines from another 

HEI. She described this guidance as ‘brilliant’ and she recommended that all 

institutions should have similar booklets for their students on placements. 

On a rare occasion, when the student faces challenges which cannot be 

overcome through the application of reasonable accommodations, it may 

be the case that the student doesn’t complete the learning outcomes and 

reach the professional standard. In these circumstances it is important that 

there are clear pathways to successful course completion and awareness of 

an alternative qualification. For example, this might be a bachelor’s degree, 

rather than a masters, or a change of modules to reach an equivalent degree 

without practice registration, for example Bio-medical Science. 
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Universal Design Approach 

Throughout the research, Universal Design and Universal Design for Learning 

were identified as a tool to create a more inclusive learning environment for 

all students. Go to Appendix 4 for a list of useful Universal Design resources.

Ireland is unique internationally in having Universal Design defined in primary 

legislation. Part 6 of the Irish Disability Act 2005 sets out Universal Design as: 

the design and composition of an environment so that it can be 
accessed, understood and used to the greatest extent possible 
by all people, regardless of their age, size, ability or disability 

Heelan et al. (2015) found that consideration of UDL principles in clinical 

placement settings generated creative solutions which reduced barriers 

to access for disabled students. Constructive and supportive feedback 

for students, and disability awareness training for placement staff were 

considered to be key to successful implementation of UDL principles, whilst 

ensuring that core competencies continued to be assessed. More information 

about UDL principles can be found in Appendix 4.

Staff in the RAPP study recommended that there was a need to constantly 

ask the following questions,

Are our structures adaptable, flexible, student friendly?

Is diversity taken into account, and are we offering different 
ways of doing and seeing things?
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Theme 3 Recommendations

Recommendations for HEIs

• All HEIs running professional courses should have published policies on 

placement arrangements, including a pre-placement planning process 

which identifies all the key players in selection of placements and provision 

of reasonable accommodations for disabled students. These should be 

communicated to all students in each year of the course and should be 

clearly stated in course handbooks. 

• At senior level, HEI leaders, taking account of their legal duties and 

responsibilities with regard to disability discrimination, should consider 

how to ensure the work of the disability service receives equal status and 

recognition as with health and safety and occupational health matters, 

particularly when collaborating with placement providers on placement 

issues.  

• HEIs should ensure there is an exit qualification available to disabled 

students who may wish to have this option or who, due to a combination of 

circumstances, may not achieve the compulsory learning outcomes.

Recommendations for HEIs and Placement Providers

• The nature of potential reasonable accommodations is very wide, but 

particular attention should be paid to reasonable accommodations 

requiring flexibility of attendance; use of technology on placement; location 

of placements, taking account of students’ assessed needs; and reasonable 

accommodations on academic assessment including professional practice 

exams.
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• Following a range of evaluations by professional bodies and QQI of the use 

of online assessments and other flexibilities during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

it is recommended that all courses and placements should be reviewed to 

examine the opportunities for greater flexibility in developing reasonable 

accommodations, for example, in online and hybrid assessments which may 

be used to reasonably accommodate some individuals. 

• Academic staff and disability services in HEIs, together with placement 

providers, should consider a more collaborative and rigorous process on 

developing pre-planning processes and documentation, to ensure placement 

reasonable accommodations are fully identified and implemented in a 

timely manner. Students with disabilities should be able to access the 

documentation easily at any time before and during their placement, and 

have shared ownership of the agreed reasonable accommodations. 

• Placement providers should enter into discussions with HEIs on policy and 

practice on current and future provision of Assistive Technology and its 

use as part of the reasonable accommodations available on professional 

placements, in order to prevent disability discrimination. 

• HEIs together with placement providers and professional bodies should 

consider the benefits of developing a Community of Practice mentoring 

programme for disabled students on placement such as that described in 

the example from UCC on Early Years and Childhood Studies.
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Recommendations for working with students with complex and 
multiple disabilities on placement

In order to support students with complex and multiple disabilities, it is 

necessary to take a different approach. Students and staff recommended 

that this should include:

• regular individual discussions between academic staff and disability 

advisers with each disabled student to identify their individual needs, taking 

into consideration that disabled students are not a homogenous group 

and those with complex and multiple disabilities may have intersecting 

needs that require a multi-dimensional, adaptable solution. These should be 

regularly timetabled and documented. 

• an opportunity, through the pre-planning documentation, for students 

to report greater levels of detail about how the combination of multiple 

disability affects them.
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Example of Practice 

Turn to Teaching: Reimagining School Placement, 
Maynooth University. 

Dr. Gareth Burns and Dr. Jerry O’Neill, introduce the Initial 
Teacher Education Foundation Certificate: 

Maynooth University’s Turn to Teaching supports students from diverse 

and underrepresented groups, including disabled students, into, through 

and beyond Initial Teacher Education (ITE), thus diversifying the teaching 

profession. This initiative is funded by the HEA and the PATH1 funding scheme. 

At the heart of Turn to Teaching, is a Level 6 programme, the Think about 

Teaching Foundation Certificate, which aims to provide a critically reflexive 

space for students to contemplate and embark on meaningful and defined 

pathways towards careers as teachers. At the core of the Foundation 

Certificate, is a multi-dimensional community of teacher mentors, known as the 

Rising Leaders, who themselves self-identify as being from underrepresented 

groups in teaching. This community and the programme’s committed tutor 

team played a key role in the programme’s responsiveness to the onset of the 

pandemic and was central to the development of a reimagined placement 

experience. Rather than being located exclusively in the physical realm of the 

classroom and siloed in a single module, the online  

placement experience bled into a number of different  

modules across the programme. 
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Reimagining school placement: Dissolving the boundaries 
between universities and schools. 

Critically, the dissolving of boundaries between universities and schools 

reveals possibilities for a reimagining of the school placement experience 

through the prism of universal design. In the context of this report’s focus 

on reasonable accommodations for disabled students, the model of school 

placement demonstrated here places the full skill set of the students and their 

strengths at the heart of the experience. Within this context, concerns about 

reasonable accommodations which can dominate and disrupt some disabled 

students’ experiences of school placement are dissolved or minimised away. 

While there is no doubt that embodied school-based learning and experiences 

are fundamental to the process of preparing students teachers for their 

future roles, the model outlined here does highlight the potential of 

university-school partnerships to complement them. Indeed, this approach 

ties in well with the new CEÍM Standards for Initial Teacher Education (The 

Teaching Council of Ireland, 2020), which lists demonstrating ‘knowledge and 

understanding of the importance of sharing professional learning in a collegial 

manner to support and enhance teaching and learning’ (p.21), as one of the 

core professional values expected of newly qualified teachers.
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Student Testimonial 

Using Assistive Technology on Placement, University 
College Dublin.

Fiona was a student on a health professional programme who had poor hand 

mobility which made handwriting patient notes and records in paper systems 

difficult. Fiona explores the process she went through to ensure her two,14-

week placements, were successful, and how she now uses these reasonable 

accommodations in her current employment. 

Placement 1 took place in a mixed placement setting: Community Health 

Organisation/Industry/Health Promotion. Before starting my placement, 

I met with the programme team and Access and Lifelong Learning (ALL) 

Disability Support to discuss necessary accommodations. In consultation 

with the team, I agreed to use a laptop for note taking and for completing 

patient notes (without patient identifiers). UCD made placement supervisors 

aware of my need for reasonable accommodations. This was the only 

accommodation required for my non-acute placement as the remainder of 

the placement occurred virtually. 

Placement 2 took place in a large teaching hospital. Before beginning this 

placement, I again met with the programme team and Access and Lifelong 

Learning (ALL) Disability Support to discuss 

necessary accommodations. 
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I agreed to:

• Use an iPad for note taking in hospital setting (without patient identifiers)

• Use an EPSON WF-110 portable printer to print patient note 

• Print notes on A4 label paper for ease of inputting to medical charts

The UCD tutors discussed the use of an iPad and portable printer with the 

department manager who then cleared this with the hospital’s medical 

records department. Placement supervisors were made aware of my need 

for accommodations in advance of starting each clinical rotation within the 

hospital. 

I carried a tote bag to the wards with the portable printer, A4 labels and an 

iPad for ease of transport. Each time I completed a patient assessment, I 

inputted information from the medical chart/nursing notes into my notes 

using the iPad. I took brief notes using the iPad when talking to patients. I 

then completed my final notes using the information gathered. I printed the 

final version using the portable printer on the ward and inserted the signed 

note into the medical chart. 

My experience

Overall, the accommodations agreed worked very well across both 

placements and they had an extremely positive effect on my placement 

experience. My non-acute placement was minimally impacted as my notes 

were not inputted into medical charts. Typing my notes was efficient and 

only necessitated the omitting of patient identifiers to allow for the emailing 

of notes to my supervisors. My acute placement was impacted to a greater 

extent by the accommodations, but my overall experience remained positive. 
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Getting used to the iPad and printer took 1-2 weeks but after that time I had 

developed an efficient process of typing and printing notes on the ward. 

One issue I faced was the speed and accuracy with which I could type using 

the iPad keyboard. I solved this issue by sourcing a keyboard case for the 

tablet, which allowed me to type quickly and accurately. Once I had this in 

place, I completed the remainder of the acute placement without any note 

taking issues. 

My note taking was significantly more efficient than if I were writing by 

hand, even if I were able to write with clarity at a normal pace. Colleagues 

commented on the ease with which they could read the printed notes. The 

printer worked well, and was light and small enough to carry with me around 

the hospital. 

Throughout the placement, I was very well supported by the UCD team as 

we worked together to find a solution to the problems I faced. Following on 

from the success of these accommodations as a student, I now use this same 

process for completion of patient notes within the clinical space in which I am 

currently employed.
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Theme 4: Creating a 
culture of success and 
inclusion

The culture and/or climate can be described as the overall feel and structure 

of the campus/placement environment, institutional policies, services 

provided for students, and relationships and interactions with faculty, 

staff, and administrators (Hurtado et al., 1998). Institutional culture and 

institutional experiences have been found to be predictors of positive mental 

health and well-being (Rosenbaum & Montoya, 2007), contributing to a sense 

of belonging (Rath, 2020) and retention. 

Together the elements of culture can work to act as an enabler or a barrier to 

student success. For example, institutional cultures that are driven mainly by 

compliance with the legal obligation to provide reasonable accommodations 

may contribute to an unpleasant climate for learners with disabilities. 

Whereas a culture that embeds disability inclusion as a meaningful aspect 

of an equity, diversity and inclusion strategy, may result in a campus climate 

where everyone feels welcome and valued (Meeks et al., 2018). 

Although often less tangible, this research indicated that the culture within 
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the HEI or placement location was critical to student success. Just over half 

of all students reported that they had a positive experience on placement. 

More than half faced barriers whilst on placement. Students with disabilities 

recounted their feelings that they had a more challenging placement 

experience than their peers due to a range of factors including, the culture 

in the placement environment, attitudes of staff towards them, a failure to 

receive reasonable accommodations, a failure to hear the student voice - all 

resulting in students feeling like they didn’t belong. 

Transitioning to a different culture on placement

A challenge arose for students when the culture within the placement 

environment differed significantly from the HEI environment. It must be 

recognised that this is not uncommon and students with and without 

disabilities may find this cultural shift challenging. Some students found the 

placement environment less inclusive than their HEI, with different structures 

and ways of doing things. 

Monica explained the difference between her higher education institution and 

her placement location,

‘My lecturers provide support when I disclose, but when you’re 
on placement, you’re alone’. 

There was a sense among students on placement that if staff services in the 

placement location recommended accommodations for full-time staff, this 

service would be delivered immediately. Whereas if the HEI disability service 

recommended the service be provided to a student, it was less likely or slower 

to be delivered. This created a culture where students didn’t feel valued or 

part of the professional team within the placement setting. 
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To support the transition to the placement environment, it is important to 

promote a consistency of culture across the HEI and placement location. This 

can be achieved through:

• Increasing disability awareness of staff, both in the HEI and on placement, 

involved in the process through reviewing and updating the disability 

aspects of equality and diversity CPD 

• Improving the attitudes, expectations and beliefs of all staff across the 

placement process by creating procedures and practices that follow UDL 

principles of varying curriculum design, curriculum delivery, and curriculum 

assessment 

• Establishing mechanisms to allow students to participate 

• Identifying role models through dialogue with staff within equality and 

diversity committees 

• Developing a culture of success through using a student success framework 

following the National Forum for Teaching and Learning guidelines which 

acknowledge students from different backgrounds and including disabled 

students. See Appendix 16
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Increasing disability awareness of staff involved in the 
placement process

From the research it would seem that the levels of disability awareness varied 

significantly depending on the people, and the culture of the placement 

location. Although the majority of students felt that there was a basic level 

of awareness across placement locations, they also believed that there was a 

need to increase disability awareness.

Monica identified how a lack of understanding of the impact of disability 

resulted in staff nurses saying to her, 

‘You have to be able to do it, you have to be able to do a 12-
hour day and night shift. What are you going to do when you 
get a job?’. 

In this situation the provision of reasonable accommodations could have 

provided different shift patterns to meet the standard, for example the 

provision of twilight shifts.

The attitudes of staff impact on students’ confidence and negative attitudes 

acted to increase pressure on students who worried about their future 

employment. These attitudes demonstrate a lack of staff empathy, and a lack 

of awareness that reasonable accommodations will be available to students 

when they transition to the workplace after qualifying. 

Developing a culture of disability awareness in which inclusion is everyone’s 

business is a key part of developing an inclusive environment. Disability 

awareness training has been found to be very effective in supporting this. 

Research has shown that conceptualisations of disability by staff who had 

undertaken disability awareness training were more reflective of the social 

model of disability following that training (Phillips et al., 2021). 
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Jade discussed how she had a very successful pharmacy placement 

experience and believed that this was because the placement location, 

‘trained their preceptor, there was a protocol, a structure 
[in place] the staff were excellent because I felt comfortable 
approaching them and asking them for help, and they checked 
in on me regularly...it was just a safer environment altogether. 
And I felt like I was there to learn. And that was nice’.

Changing attitudes, expectations, and beliefs of staff 
across the placement process

The research found that the attitudes and expectations of some staff 

towards students impacted upon students’ sense of belonging on placement. 

Students felt that a lack of disability awareness contributed to a lack of 

empathy, a lack of understanding of disability rights and an overt focus 

on meeting local practices without considering the legal requirement for 

reasonable accommodations, as well as professional standards, and this was 

at the heart of many of the challenges they experienced within the placement 

environment. 

Many staff in the workshops shared the view that their professions were not 

reflective of the diversity of society, and did not have the necessary range 

of equality and diversity policies to support disabled students. There was 

a belief that there was an inherent ableism within the professions which 

manifested itself in attitudes related to disability based on the medical 

model of disability, in the use of a deficit language, and systems/processes 

that supported this ableism. It was evident from the staff that attitudes and 

policies in some professions were more medical-model-based than in others, 

which clearly affected students’ decisions around disclosure and career 

progression within these professions.
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A few staff had very low expectations for their students completing their 

course, and finding employment. They expressed the view that they had 

a moral obligation to dissuade these students from continuing on their 

chosen pathway. Disabled students have been found to internalise the low 

expectations demonstrated by staff towards them, negatively impacting 

upon their future success. In this way staff who believe they are trying to best 

serve students but whose views are shaped by an existing ableist culture, are 

unintentionally perpetuating this culture rather than challenging it. 

As educators the Duty is not to dictate, but rather to support the student 

to develop strategies to be successful in their course, their placement, and 

beyond. Staff have a legal responsibility to provide them with information 

about future opportunities and support them to make their own informed 

choices. To fulfil this role, staff must become more aware of the role of 

unconscious bias and be aware that they may be acting as unnecessary 

gatekeepers to the professions.

Aimee, in her Student Testimonial, discusses how the new Bachelor of 

Education Irish Sign Language DCU will prepare her for a career as a Deaf 

Primary School Teacher. She believes this will have a lasting impact on 

young Deaf and hard-of-hearing children and on society, acting to diversify 

and change the culture within the teaching profession. See the Student 

Testimonial at the end of this Theme. 
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Establishing student voice structures

Students reported that the narrative within the institutions and placement 

providers was that they wanted to hear the student voice, but students 

felt that in reality, ‘when they stood up for their rights’, this was not always 

welcomed. Students highlighted examples where their voice was not being 

listened to, where decisions were made about them in their absence, and of 

being left feeling powerless. There were also reports of staff placing disabled 

students in sectors associated with disability support provision where it was 

believed they would be better suited. This occurred without consultation with 

the student.

Saoirse was frustrated that her voice was not being listened to when it came 

to decisions concerning her on-placement reasonable accommodations 

‘So, I had already solved the problems I faced, because I’m so 
used to adapting situations. But I found that if I didn’t take 
their suggestions on board and use what they were giving me 
that they were like, oh you’re being stubborn you’re not going 
to help yourself’.

Saoirse and a number of other students were of the view that there was a ‘we 

know best attitude’ and felt obliged to accept these recommendations in case 

it impacted upon the successful completion of their learning outcomes. 

Staff participants highlighted the importance of promoting a culture that 

encourages students to share their experience and feedback. There were 

individual examples of programmes designed to listen to the student voice 

successfully. Structures have been put in place such as a ‘Student Forum’ in 

the School of Nursing, University College Dublin or a placement feedback 

survey in Trinity College Dublin Disability Service.
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Following the student consultations, students recommended the following:

• Listen to the student, acknowledge they have personal strategies which 

work, and don’t tell them what they need. 

• Communicate practice placement requirements to students at the earliest 

opportunity from enrolment, course handbooks, regular updates and web-

based materials. 

• Promote an environment of open communication with channels clearly 

signposted - who will be the point of contact on placement? is there a 

placement mentor? 

• Establish a student forum as a structure to channel student feedback. This 

acts to identify what is working well and what is not working.  

• Identify disabled role models within professional environments through 

demonstrating awareness of disclosure issues including stigma, use Faculty 

and higher-level Equality and Diversity committees.

Some students and staff reported that disabled students working in a 

placement location acted to increase awareness organically and change the 

overall culture. This contributed to changing the stereotypical view of what a 

teacher, nurse, doctor etc. looks like. There was evidence of individual lecturers 

and disabled staff providing ‘great reassurance and support’ pre- and during 

placement. 

Furthermore, seeing other disabled students and staff who can act as role 

models or mentors can contribute to the creation of a sense of belonging for 

disabled students. Seeing other people with disabilities, including those which 

are less visible, in leadership positions has been found to raise ambitions and 

create a can-do attitude among disabled students (Rath, 2020).
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Creating a culture of success

There were many excellent examples of how the creation of an inclusive, 

trusting, open and supportive placement environment resulted in student 

success. Where a supportive culture existed, pathways to reporting issues and 

having them resolved were clear, effective and consistent. The difference an 

inclusive placement environment makes can be seen from Saoirse’s example. 

Saoirse reported that she had not been successful in her 
first placement due to confusions and misunderstandings 
related to her visual impairment and on-placement strategies, 
which were successful but not regarded as ‘by the book’. On 
her repeat placement in a different location, the staff were 
welcoming and the placement coordinator was extremely 
helpful. The placement location was accepting of doing 
things differently and catering for different needs and she 
successfully passed that placement. 

Students and staff reported that the culture within the placement 

environment had become more empathetic during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Online assessment also seemed to reduce the perceptions of stigma 

surrounding disability experienced by some students. It also meant that they 

didn’t have to overcome bureaucratic structures to obtain supports thus 

reducing anxiety levels. 

There were examples across the professions of how adaptations made to 

modules and placements during the pandemic had resulted in a more inclusive 

learning environment for students. A workshop presenter within the teaching 

profession described how she adapted her placement assessment and noted,
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‘During COVID-19, instead of individual grades, a pass/fail 
approach was introduced. This changed the relationship 
between students and teacher and HEI because it was 
less about specific grades. It acted to make the students 
experience richer. It was possible to do it because it was a 
necessity. Our education structures aren’t as rigid as we might 
think.’ 

She highlighted a need for ‘a culture that is values driven, and is founded on 

compassion, trust, respect, care, and integrity’ within the teaching profession.

Staff recommended that departments and placement locations should ask 

themselves the question

‘Are we a university, hospital or school for all?’ 

Staff believed that this should be overseen by the Equality, Diversity and 

Inclusion committees and disability should feature strongly on the agenda. 

The overarching opinion among staff and students was that there was a need 

to change the culture within the organisations in order for the mainstreaming 

of supports to occur. 

University College Dublin has developed a model practice that contributes to 

a culture of trust and communication, that aims to be inclusive, and focused 

on student success on professional placements. See the Example of Practice 

at the end of this Theme.

The National Forum for Teaching and Learning has developed a toolkit to 

support institutions in embedding student success across the whole of the 

institution. You can find more information on this toolkit in Appendix 16. 
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Theme 4 Recommendations

• Senior management should undertake a top-down, bottom-up cultural 

review to investigate if the culture within the academic department and 

placement location aligns with the vision, mission and values of the HEI and 

placement provider and are reflective of human rights in wider society.  

• The HEI should demonstrate a culture of rights, empathy, awareness and 

student success through embedding them in their policies, practice and 

procedures.  

• HEIs and placement providers should maintain a conscious emphasis on 

Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) within the education and placement 

environment.  

• HEIs should review how student feedback is gathered, used and prioritise 

listening to the student voice in decision-making and leadership across the 

whole institutional community and placement environment. 

• HEIs and placement providers should encourage and support disabled 

staff and students to be prepared to act as role models and advocates for 

change in professional placements, acknowledging intersectionality and 

difference.
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RAPP found that in a few 
professions there was a 
culture of non-disclosure 
of disability for fear of 
impacting upon future 
career opportunities.

- AHEAD, 2022
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Example of Practice 

Creating a Culture for All, University College Dublin.

Dr. Phil Halligan, School of Nursing, Midwifery and Health 
Systems introduces how they have worked to create an inclusive 
culture in UCD:

Over the last decade, UCD School of Nursing, Midwifery and Health Systems 

has developed a number of innovative practices focused on preparing and 

supporting students who disclose their disability for the world of work 

(Practice placements). The number of students with a disability disclosing 

has doubled in that period and this is a testament to the development of 

supportive, trusting, and safe learning environments. The tripartite model 

(Figure 8) has been developed and evolved from feedback from the three 

main stakeholders (students with a disability, staff (clinical partners and 

faculty) and disability officers) and contains a number of steps taken towards 

inclusion. 
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ACCESS &
LIFELONG
LEARNING

(Disability Officer)

STUDENT WITH 
A DISABILITY

CLINICAL
PARTNERS

(Clinical Contact
Person)

FACULTY
STAFF

(Disability
Liaison Team)

Figure 8. Tripartite model of student disability support 

1. Students register with the disability team within UCD Access and Lifelong 

Learning and have their academic and exam needs assessed. This is shared 

with all of the students’ module coordinators with their written consent.  

2. The disability office communicates with the dedicated disability liaison 

team in the school and informs them that the student wishes to have 

their needs assessed for practice placements. The students are invited 

to have a conversation with member of the disability liaison team about 

their disability individually and a face to face (Zoom during the COVID -19 

pandemic) and discusses their educational experience education to date 

and what supports they found useful. If the student has a mental health 

difficulty, a registered Mental Health nurse is invited to the meeting to 

assist in identifying the supports needed from that perspective. 
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3. Once the supports (reasonable accommodations) are identified and agreed 

with the student, an encrypted clinical needs assessment is sent, following 

the written consent of the student, to a dedicated support person (Clinical 

Contact Person) in each of the affiliated hospitals.  

4. The Clinical Contact Person invites the student to a meeting to discuss 

how the student would like to disclose their reasonable accommodations. 

In some cases, the student will decide who, when and what to disclose and 

in others, student agrees with the clinical contact person that they will 

notify the clinical manager or preceptor who the student will be working 

alongside.  

5. In the meantime, all students who have had their practice needs assessed 

are invited to attend a three-hour workshop on ‘Preparing for the real 

world of clinical practice’ whereby students are reminded of their rights 

regarding disclosure and supports, confidentiality, and the importance of 

managing themselves in order to care for sick vulnerable patients in many 

healthcare settings.  

6. Annually, all staff (faculty, clinical and disability) are invited to Disability 

Awareness training on a specific topic/concern relating to supporting 

students with a disability such as particular condition/disability, 

unconscious bias, GDPR, assistive technology, legislation, etc.  

7. Members of the disability liaison team participate in many committees in 

the school where important decisions are made to ensure that the voices of 

the students are heard and are appropriate to their needs.  
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8. Finally, students are invited to evaluate the supports provided, their 

experiences, and what changes could be implemented to make their journey 

more inclusive. The evaluations are shared with all key stakeholders and 

changes made accordingly. 

A key message in supporting students with a disability in healthcare is 

ensuring that the student is respected, is individual in their own right, 

confidentiality is ensured, social model of disability permeates all supports 

and compassion and understanding is present at all times.
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Student Testimonial 

The following student testimonial describes the experience of Deaf student 

studying at Dublin City University*

Bachelor of Education Irish Sign Language, Dublin City 
University. 

The Bachelor of Education in ISL prepares students for a career as a Primary 

School Teacher in the Deaf education sector where students will have the 

opportunity to make a lasting impact on young deaf and hard of hearing 

children and on society. 

Aimee is entering her third year of the Bachelor of Education 
degree in Irish Sign language in Dublin City University.

I was born profoundly deaf, and I come from a family of six, five of whom 

are deaf, including myself, my parents and my two siblings, and one hearing 

sibling. I went to a mainstream school for primary education and later went 

to St Mary’s School for the Deaf, now called Holy Family School for the Deaf 

for secondary school education. I have always wanted to become a teacher 

from the age of four, as I have always loved school and believed in helping 

others, particularly deaf children. 



Page 152

Growing up, I was privileged to have an excellent education which ultimately 

led to where I am today. It did not come without struggles, especially in 

primary school. As the only deaf student in a class with 30 other students, 

I needed extra help. The school provided me with a Special Needs Assistant 

and resource teacher and I always sat at the front beside the teacher’s table, 

which was great, but I often felt that I was different because I was the only 

one who needed an SNA. I loved going to mainstream school because I had 

so many opportunities to grow as an individual and explore different things 

such as learning French, playing the tin whistle, participating in dancing, and a 

range of sports. 

Following in the footsteps of my family, I went to a deaf school for my 

secondary education. Being in a deaf school allowed me to be myself and to 

learn through my first language. It was great to have peers who were deaf 

because we all had the same commonality – deafness. It was great to have 

teachers who could communicate with us through sign language. However, 

there is a big gap in deaf teachers as there are just simply not enough. This is 

one of the reasons why I wanted to become a teacher. 

Throughout my time in secondary school, I have always wondered if there 

would be a course where deaf people could become teachers. Unfortunately, 

when I left school, there were no primary teaching degrees with an exemption 

from Irish available and I have never studied Irish. I had begun an Arts degree 

in Maynooth University when I heard about the Bachelor of Education in ISL 

and I just knew I had to try to pursue my dream course. Luckily, I got accepted 

into DCU and it has been the best decision I have ever made. Now that I am 

in my third year, I’m one step closer to becoming a primary school teacher. 

I believe that children from different backgrounds, children with disabilities 

and children in general, have the right to a good education. I had an excellent 

education, and I want to pass that on to my future students.



Page 153

There are many good things about the course, but school placement has been 

my favourite part by far. I had the opportunity to do my school placement in 

Holy Family School for the Deaf, and I had an excellent experience teaching 

there. School placement is the most challenging part of the course, but it is 

so rewarding. Being on school placement gives me the chance to improve my 

teaching skills, put the teaching methodologies into practice and grow as a 

student-teacher. 

The support offered by DCU is exceptional. After I graduate, I hope to teach 

in Holy Family School for the Deaf and to eventually become a principal of 

the school. As I advance in my teaching journey, I look forward to building 

relationships with my students, expressing my passion for teaching, and 

having the opportunity to brighten the children’s days. I also look forward to 

facing more challenges that come with teaching because it will develop and 

improve my skills and help me grow as a teacher.

*This student case study was first published in DCU Supporters Network 

September 2021.



Page 154



Page 155

Theme 5: Role of 
professional bodies and 
other statutory bodies

The research team engaged with the following professional bodies:

• The Teaching Council Ireland

• NMBI (Nursing and Midwifery Board Ireland)

• CORU – regulating Health and Social Care Professionals

• PSI (Pharmaceutical Society Ireland)

In addition, the team kept in regular contact with QQI and its remit on quality 

standards and reviews, and their ongoing programme of engagement with 

HEIs and Professional Statutory Regulatory Bodies (PSRBs).

During this investigation, the researchers contacted the professional bodies 

listed above to understand and discuss issues arising from the research and 

gain insight into current and future planning. The COVID-19 pandemic had 

necessitated changes in procedures and changes to assessment, and some 

professional bodies are considering how these changes could be embedded in 

future practice and related standards to offer required flexibility for students 

with disabilities. 
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The standards for each profession are set by the professional body, but 

as discussed under the section on Equality and Diversity, the method of 

assessing how a student with disabilities demonstrates competence that 

reaches the standard is open to reasonable accommodations. In setting the 

standards the professional bodies must carry out their work in line with their 

responsibilities under the Equalities Acts in relation to people with disabilities 

accessing the professions. In addition, they have to demonstrate how they 

have taken account of their Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty 

under the Irish Human Rights and Equality Act 2014 (Section 42).

One of the first issues discussed in the interviews was the nature of the 

relationship between professional bodies and the HEI. The professional 

bodies described their role with HEIs as approving that the course content 

and arrangements were sufficient to meet the standards set. How the 

courses were run was the responsibility of the HEIs and placement providers 

including ensuring all equality and diversity requirements were met and 

that discrimination did not take place. There was no formal guidance on 

interpretation of the standards with regard to students with disabilities, 

although, when asked, guidance was available on a one-to-one basis. In 

general, HEIs and placement providers have developed considerable expertise 

in working with disabled students, but there is room for more explicit guidance 

from the professional bodies, and indeed some are looking at the wording of 

standards to take account of the increasing diversity of students.

The professional bodies are independent, and their roles are not identical. The 

Teaching Council and the NMBI are not only standard setting-organisations, 

they also have responsibilities to the relevant government department 

on the numbers of students and achievement of registration. CORU is an 

overarching standards organisation which has its main concern of patient 

safety, and sets standards accordingly and has a range of health professional 

bodies within its remit. 
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It has no remit for numbers entering the different health professions or 

successful registrations but does provide data to the Department of Health 

and acknowledges in its latest strategy the need to support those seeking 

registration.

The Teaching Council

The Teaching Council is the statutory professional standards body for the 

teaching profession in Ireland, it is responsible for promoting and regulating 

the profession. The latest strategic plan 2022-2027, ‘Teaching and Learning 

for All’, highlights the need to recognise ‘all that is being done to respond to 

the needs of learners and clarifying the purpose of professional learning. 

...The Council will continue to collaborate with stakeholders to ensure that all 

opportunities for professional learning are sufficiently flexible and relevant to 

facilitate professional responsiveness to learners’ needs.’ (Teaching Council of 

Ireland, pg.1). The plan acknowledges its responsibilities under the Irish Human 

Rights and Equality Act 2014 Public Sector Equality and Human rights Duty 

and UNCRPD and states its commitment ‘to the elimination of discrimination, 

promotion of equal opportunity for all staff and teachers …’, and the move 

towards inclusive education. As yet there is no further information on the 

development of an equality and diversity policy and how The Teaching Council 

will monitor and report on equality and diversity measures and steps towards 

reducing discrimination. Equality and diversity lies within the responsibilities 

of Corporate Affairs. The implementation of this aspect of the strategy would 

benefit from milestones being set in a timely manner.

The reference to inclusive education refers to aspects of teachers’ learning, 

within the latest standards, (Céim: Standards for Initial Teacher Education 

2020). It is not clear whether this refers to the learning experience of student 

teachers themselves, not just the pupils, and this should be clarified. The Céim 

standards have the potential to deliver a thorough and well-rounded teacher 

education with recognition of a student’s development. 
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Of particular note in relation to students with disabilities, the research 

team identified the professional standard in use of technology in teaching 

within ITE should include opportunities provided for student teachers 

to explore new technologies. This standard should recognise individual 

students’ own needs to use technology to deliver teaching and learning as 

a reasonable accommodation. On school placements, students are required 

to ’plan and undertake class teaching, learning and assessment using a 

wide range of strategies in a diversity of class settings’ and ‘establish 

classroom management strategies’ (The Teaching Council 2020). Both these 

requirements should include explicitly the opportunity for disabled student 

teachers to develop their own strategies within the standards.

With regard to teaching placements, the Council pledged to implement 

the recommendations of its School Placement Working Group (September 

2019) which would change the way placements and students are matched. 

Under consideration is potential for an online service for students to search 

and apply for placements. Recently, The Teaching Council published a School 

Placement Innovation Report together with Department of Education 

and HEIs (The Teaching Council 2021) which celebrates and recognises the 

innovations that have been made to school placements in response to the 

COVID-19 measures. The researchers have analysed the report in relation 

to its effect on potential reasonable accommodations. If the report’s 

recommendations are adopted, they could create a better climate for 

understanding of how reasonable accommodations can be achieved in school 

placements, thus supporting achievement and success for student teachers 

with disabilities. Section D1 of the report provides detailed recommendations 

on flexibility of practice which received strong support from HEIs, and which 

would address many of the barriers students with disabilities and staff 

consulted has identified. 
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Measures developed under COVID-19 conditions by The Teaching Council 

which offer potential as reasonable accommodations for students with 

disabilities:

• more use of paperless communications

• use of online tutorials

• mix of online and face to face CPD

• developing online teaching and learning

• applying Universal Design for Learning (UDL) to the curriculum in Initial 

Teacher Education

• a hybrid model of remote and in-class supervision

• new approaches to assessment

• live streaming classes and virtual supervision

• improved understanding and practice of GDPR.
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CORU – regulating health and social service professionals

CORU is Ireland’s multi-profession health and social care regulator. Its role is 

to protect the public by promoting high standards of professional conduct, 

education, training and competence through statutory registration of health 

and social care professionals. In its recent Statement of Strategy 2022-26 

CORU acknowledges its duties under the Irish Human Rights and Equality 

Act 2014 to eliminate discrimination, promote equality of opportunity and 

treatment for staff and to persons to whom it provides services and protect 

the human rights of staff and service users (CORU, 2022). The Duty applies 

equally to candidates for registration and the published wording and guidance 

in the standards. The strategy acknowledges the diversity of candidates 

for registration, and patients and service users and the need not to impose 

inappropriate barriers. There is no further information on policies and actions 

in relation to equality and diversity yet, and it’s important that procedures 

should be in place to support diverse candidates, particularly with regard to 

practice placements. There are opportunities to develop guidance in this area, 

particularly under the mandatory requirements for continuing professional 

development (CPD) and within the professional obligations to teach, train 

and mentor within specific practice areas.

The sourcing of suitable practice placements across the health and social 

service professions can be challenging, and placements include a requirement 

to meet the relevant registration boards’ minimum hours. In our research 

students identified the interpretation of the minimum hour requirement by 

their HEI and placement provider as lacking clarity, and this was the cause 

of great anxiety for some. CORU has no remit for work-place planning to 

consider the sufficiency of students entering the health professions, although 

it does supply data to the Department of Health for workforce planning. 
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There is currently a shortage in some professions, for example, Occupational 

Therapists and Dieticians. This would suggest that meeting the equality 

and human rights duties to promote diversity in the professions should be a 

priority.

In June 2021, CORU provided information for education providers on the 

Impact of COVID-19 on practice placements, recognising that education 

providers had adapted and implemented changes to practice placements due 

to the pandemic (CORU, 2022). The document provides considerations for all 

stages of practice placement. The document can be found in Appendix 8.

There are significant opportunities for CORU to continue this new dialogue 

with HEIs and placement providers in relation to reasonable accommodations 

for students with disabilities. Within the above guidance there are many 

considerations which would easily translate into guidance on reasonable 

accommodations and this is a shared responsibility under the Public Sector 

Equality and Human Rights Duty. For example:

• Engaging with existing Placement Providers to determine if additional hours 

can be met 

• Revising the curriculum design to ensure that students will have the 

opportunity to complete placement requirements, whilst confirming the 

design continues to facilitate the integration of theory and practice 

• Examining the completion of programme and graduation policies to 

determine if programmes can be extended to facilitate additional 

placements 
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• Reviewing and confirming that all the resources (e.g., hardware, software, 

online access) are available at the start of a placement 

• Providing induction or training in the technology, online and remote working 

resources 

• Using telephone and online assessments 

• Keeping a reflective/reflexive journal.
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Nursing and Midwifery Board Ireland (NMBI)

NMBI has a regulatory role and also monitors starter and leaver numbers 

on courses, including early leavers. NMBI sets the standards, known as the 

Domains of Competence for Nurses and Five Principles of Competence for 

Midwives. It ensures in agreement with HEIs that the course curriculum meets 

the standards. The NMBI expects HEIs to ensure students with disabilities 

have the supports they need to succeed throughout their training and to take 

responsibility to ensure disability discrimination does not happen in the way 

students are assessed throughout the course. The Preceptors and Clinical 

Placement Co-ordinators received training on standards. The standards, 

published in 2016, are being reviewed over time. The standards state core 

competencies for students, and monitor course quality through inspections. 

As these standards are updated, they will include more emphasis on inclusion, 

equality and diversity and reasonable accommodations. The NMBI audits 

clinical practice for students according to The National Quality Clinical 

Learning Environment Professional Guidance Document 2020. This provides 

guidelines on key points that may be considered when developing a National 

Quality Clinical Learning Environment to determine the suitability of the 

clinical learning environment for students, and the NBMI expects institutions 

and placement providers to reference reasonable accommodations within 

their response to the requirements (NMBI, 2020).

NMBI is aware from its inspection process that reasonable accommodations 

including:

• technology

• handling of patient data

• flexibility in shift patterns
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are examples of areas of concern for some providers. The NMBI is clear that 

these do not compromise the standards. Specifically, the standards cover 

the expectation that all student nurses will uphold professional standards 

and this includes responsibility for patient data, however it is handled. Key 

to student success is a strong relationship between the HEI, and placement 

provider, led by the HEI. NMBI is pleased to see the development of models 

of best practice working with students with disabilities and welcomes this 

opportunity to share these across Ireland. University College Dublin developed 

a publication ‘Supporting Nursing and Midwifery Students with a Disability 

in Clinical Practice: A Resource Guide’. See Appendix 6 for a link to the 

publication. 

The NMBI has recently (2022) revised Section 3 of the Standards and 

Requirements for Nurse Registrations to take account of reasonable 

accommodations, and indicates this requirement applies to both the 

Education Body and the Associated Health Care Providers, i.e. the HEI and 

all clinical placement sites. A planned ongoing process of review is underway. 

This is a very positive action which will make it clear where reasonable 

accommodations do not contravene the professional standards.
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Pharmaceutical Society Ireland (PSI) 

The Pharmaceutical Society Ireland is not part of CORU and sets its own 

standards, working with the three HEIs offering Pharmacy courses. Jointly the 

HEIs and PSI use a central placement service – APPEL. All Pharmacy students 

go through this central body and are offered placements within hospitals or 

commercial pharmacies. The range of reasonable accommodations available 

to students is expected to be part of pre-placement discussions, firstly within 

the HEI and then with APPEL. APPEL are confident that there are sufficient 

placements available to find a match between a student’s needs assessment 

and the providers. When talking to the students, the research team found 

there was less clarity about reasonable accommodations on placement and 

this is an area where lower levels of disclosure of disability together with the 

three-tier approach between the HEI, APPEL and the placement provider 

may not always be aligned. However, APPEL is fully committed to finding an 

appropriate place for every student with a disability. The final examinations 

for Pharmacy students include an OSCE and this is set by the HEI, and as 

discussed in Section 3 on placements, students with disabilities must receive 

appropriate reasonable accommodations during these assessments.
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Communicating professional standards 

Professional bodies and other state bodies such as the Health Services 

Executive are required to identify and prioritise key equality and human rights 

issues under the Public Sector Duty in Section 42 of the Irish Human Rights 

and Equality Act 20i4. The Act expects these to be actioned as an integral 

part of the preparation and review of strategic plans, annual work plans 

and in Annual Reports. This reporting needs to be made in a manner that is 

accessible to the public.

With regard to the professional standards, these are published by the relevant 

bodies and should be communicated in accessible formats to potential and 

current students training in the professions. Also, professional bodies should 

agree with HEIs how these are communicated to students with disabilities 

and staff as part of course marketing materials through course handbooks, 

and throughout the course and pre-placement activities. 

Professional bodies should lead the way under their duties under the Equality 

Acts and the Public Sector Duty in acknowledging how students with 

disabilities have been taken into account in the wording of the standards and 

where appropriate by providing examples of flexibilities within the standards 

This research found indications in both the student focus group and the 

staff workshops that students were being wrongly denied reasonable 

accommodations in relation to the standards, when in fact staff were 

referring to internal administrative arrangements or regulations, which are 

not professional standards. Areas which have been drawn to our attention 

with regard to disabled students which meet the duty to avoid disability 

discrimination include:
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• using technology on placements, similar to accommodations the student 

used within academic study in the HEI 

• providing a placement which meets their assessed needs 

• taking account of transport arrangements and travel time for students with 

disabilities with regard to the geographic location of a placement 

• resolving problems matching assistive technology with administrative 

systems 

• clarifying duties about safe handling of patient confidential data 

• recognising flexibility in ways of providing written reports for supervisors 

- for example, the use poly pockets to organise work; commonly agree 

placement report formats which include accessible options.  

• ensuring reasonable accommodations are in place for practice 

examinations.

Guidance from professional bodies should be available to HEIs and placement 

providers when reasonable accommodations are planned in the pre-

placement phase, and staff on placement should be informed of the guidance 

from the professional body and must ensure that agreed accommodations 

are in place at the start of the placement.
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Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) 

In consultation with professional statutory and regulatory bodies (PSRBs) 

and HEIs, as part of its Finding Common Ground programme of engagement 

with PSRBs, QQI developed Principles for Professional Engagement with 

Education Providers (QQI, 2021). This is a set of high-level principles aimed 

at creating greater opportunities for collaboration between HEIs, PSRBs 

and QQI and, in the much longer term, reducing the administrative burden of 

accreditation on HEIs and PSRBs and sharing outcomes of related activities. 

The document states that it has been designed to be ‘widely applicable and 

inclusive to reflect the diversity in the education, design, delivery, quality 

processes and institutional structures that exist within the education sector, 

to reflect the different context and quality processes of the PSRBs and to 

meet any regulatory requirements set by regulators.’ The document sets out 

a set of high-level principles that aim to improve the complementarity of 

academic and professional processes for the benefit of inter alia students, 

institutions, the professions and the general public. It indicates that 

professional regulation may serve additional objectives beyond public safety. 

QQI encourages all stakeholders (providers, PSRBs, QQI) to work together as 

a community of practice.

In 2020 QQI published an evaluation of the impact of COVID-19, ‘The Impact 

of COVID-19 Modifications to Teaching, Learning and Assessment’. This report 

was intended to provide an early authoritative account of the impact of 

modified arrangements for teaching, learning and assessment implemented 

across the Irish education system in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. In 

producing the report, QQI aimed to support confidence in the qualifications 

awarded in Ireland in 2020, and to help protect the reputation of the Irish 

education system nationally and internationally.



Page 169

The report identified the usefulness of learning outcomes during the 

pandemic to focus on the core competences that needed to be achieved by 

learners using regulatory flexibility to adapt assessments, enabling students 

to complete their courses. QQI notes in the report that Irish agencies have 

worked with education providers to analyse the impacts of the pandemic on 

the quality of education and lessons learned by the education community that 

may serve it well in the future.

QQI has expressed interest in the results of the RAPP research and has noted 

that the results may also be of interest to those parties that engage in its 

Finding Common Ground programme.

AHEAD suggests that HEIs and professional bodies 
consider this report within the wider background of quality 
improvement, as well as equality and diversity.
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Theme 5 Recommendations

Recommendations common to all the professional bodies 
interviewed within the RAPP project

Professional bodies should:

• develop mechanisms for sharing their responses under the Equalities Acts 

with HEIs and placement providers with regard to students with disabilities 

who are both studying for the professions and undertaking professional 

placements. Both the Equal Status Act and the Employment Equality Act 

apply. Theme 1 on Equality Legislation provides more information and 

further recommendations on policies and procedures. 

• review their procedures and communications to reflect clearly their duties 

and responsibilities under Section 42 of the Public Sector Equality and 

Human Rights Duty 2014, following the Irish Human Rights and Equality 

Commission guidelines. Professional bodies must include communications 

relevant for disabled staff and potential and current students with 

disabilities and examples of how a competence standard may be met 

through flexible arrangements with regard to disabled students.  

• engage with HEIs and placement providers on the greater potential for 

flexibility for appropriate reasonable accommodations on placement using 

the experience available under COVID-19 provisions as a guide.
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Recommendations for Nursing and Midwifery and Health 
Professions, together with HEIs

• Professional bodies, HEIs and placement providers in relation to Nursing 

and Midwifery and the Health Professions, should strengthen their working 

relationships to include more consistent interpretation of the professional 

standards in Ireland in order to clarify: 

 − that reasonable accommodations are available in all general working 

practices which are part of the student experience but are not 

professional standards.

 − that requirements under professional standards for students with regard 

to, for example, safe handling of patient data, apply to all students. 

Therefore students with disabilities should not be singled out  when 

agreeing reasonable accommodations, including assistive technology, in 

the workplace. To do  so could lead to disability discrimination.
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Recommendations for The Teaching Council

The Teaching Council should:

• demonstrate the steps being taken to ensure equal access to the teaching 

profession and eliminate discrimination, and to meet the Public Sector 

Equality and Human Rights Duty (2014), following the IHREC guidelines, 

through:

 − publishing the equality and diversity policy, and direct attention to it on 

their website in relation to disabled people wishing to join the profession

 − detailing their plans for the implementation, monitoring and reporting 

on the equality and diversity policy and making it the responsibility of a 

named senior member of staff  

• implement the recommendations of the School Placement Innovation 

Report (2021), with specific reference to how flexibilities can assist in 

providing reasonable accommodations for disabled student teachers. 

• publish a timetable for national procedures on arranging school placements 

including a reference to the needs of diverse student teachers. 

• publish guidance for HEIs and school placement providers on how the 

policy on Céim: Standards for Initial Teacher Education (October 2020) 

should be interpreted to acknowledge responsibilities to student teachers 

with disabilities, referring to the conceptual framework in the programme 

standards and how this is reflected in the specific learning outcomes. 
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Theme 6: Mental Health

Mental health is defined as a state of well-being in which the individual 

realises his/her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can 

work productively and fruitfully, is able to make a contribution to her or his 

community and is able to cope with normal daily stresses in life’ (WHO, 2022). 

Mental health is essential to our overall well-being and is as important as 

physical health. When we feel mentally well, we can work productively, enjoy 

our free time, and contribute actively to our communities. 

It has been noted that 75% of all mental health disorders that persist into 

adulthood emerge before 25 years of age (Kessler et al., 2007). In Ireland, 

there has been an increase in anxiety and depression among young adults 

(Dooley et al., 2019). The number of students registering with disability 

services who identify as having a mental health disability has increased by 

127% (AHEAD, 2019). The Union of Students in Ireland reported that students 

are experiencing extremely severe levels of anxiety (38.4%), depression 

(29.9%) and stress (17.3%) with a fifth of students reporting that they did not 

have someone to talk to about their problems. Stressors that can trigger or 

exacerbate mental health difficulties include living away from home, leaving a 

structured learning setting, and work commitments (Price et al., 2019). 
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Mental health issues can often go under-diagnosed and unaddressed on 

college campuses. Positive mental health and psychological well-being are 

linked to student satisfaction, social life, performance and overall positive 

student outcomes (Koo, 2021). It has been recognised that there is a lack 

of information evaluating strategies to support students with mental 

health difficulties, particularly accommodating students in clinical-based 

programmes (Epstein et al., 2019). 

Student mental health and well-being was a point of significant concern for 

both staff and students across the RAPP research. Many students reported 

increased anxiety levels around professional placement. The following factors 

identified during the research may apply to all students, but are likely to have 

a greater impact on students with mental health issues whether disclosed or 

not, and they might act to exacerbate a pre-existing condition:

• Failure to provide adequate information pre-placement

• Failure to provide reasonable accommodations whilst on placement

• A lack of knowledge among students about what is involved in professional 

placement 

• A sense of powerlessness whilst on placement

• Long working hours in a stressful placement environment 

• Stigmatisation by staff on placement

• Lack of awareness among staff of how to support students with mental 

health difficulties. 

More worryingly, a few students reported that they had been advised by 

senior students not to disclose a mental health condition whilst on placement. 

This is perhaps reflective of the stigma associated with mental health across 

some of the professions. 
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Students expressed concerns that disclosure might impact on the assessment 

of core competencies, and progression into future careers. It was clear that 

this stigma was more prevalent in some of the medical professions where 

there was more of a medical model approach towards disability. 

These findings are confirmed by previous research, indicating that students 

with mental health difficulties may not disclose on placement (Macleod & 

Cebula, 2009). This is despite the increased number of students disclosing in 

college (AHEAD, 2021b). Indeed, students who felt unsupported have been 

found to be more likely not to disclose their mental health difficulties to their 

clinical instructors. This was due to a fear that clinical placement instructors 

would stigmatise them and it may impact upon their clinical placement 

progression (Quinn et al., 2009).

Staff were vocal in their belief that there was a need among the institutional 

departments, placement locations, and the professional bodies to take 

greater responsibility for supporting students’ mental health whilst on 

placement. They believed this should involve: 

• On-placement mental health supports

• Clear signposting of mental health services, and out-of-hours services

• Mental health awareness training for staff in placement locations

• Collate easily accessible resource guides for students and staff from across 

the sector. See Appendix 11 for some suggestions. 

Power relationships between staff and placement supervisors whilst on 

placement was widely discussed by students. In particular, students spoke of 

the ‘power’ of their placement coordinator, preceptor, tutor or the placement 

provider, and their sense of powerlessness. Jade, spoke of being ‘at the mercy 

of the placement provider’. 
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Nadia said that she 

‘felt powerless in a lot of the situations’. 

This sense of powerlessness acted to heighten student anxiety levels. Feeling 

disempowered can lead to feelings of inadequacy, low self-worth, and low 

self-esteem. Students who feel disempowered may not have the confidence 

to seek mental health supports in a crisis. 

Nadia highlighted positively how staff worked to develop her confidence 

whilst on placement and how it made her feel, 

‘just knowing that the support is there is one of the most 
helpful things, doing simple things like just making you feel like 
you can do everything. It gives you the confidence to continue 
on, even if things are challenging’.

Tamara developed mental health difficulties during her placement. However, 

she disclosed this to her placement coordinator who was extremely supportive 

and put her in touch with the disability service. She now implements a range 

of strategies to support her mental health and well-being including taking 

breaks, and attending student counselling. Since being linked with them her 

placement experience has been very successful.

Staff recognised the need to empower students to identify for themselves 

when they needed help, to take steps including maintaining a healthy life-

style, relaxation, exercise and stress management to protect their mental 

well-being, and to seek help. See Stephen’s case scenario below 
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Case Scenario 

Student receiving reduced caseload on clinical placement 

Stephen is a student nurse with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 

who is only sleeping two hours a night. Stephen sought a meeting with his 

Placement Co-ordinator, and they directed Stephen towards the Disability 

Service for a Placement Planning meeting. A meeting was held with 

Stephen, his Placement Co-ordinator, and his Disability Officer. Reasonable 

Accommodations were agreed and documented on Stephen’s Placement 

Learning Education Needs Summary Report (PLENS) which was then shared 

with Stephen’s placement site. 

The following reasonable accommodations were arranged for his placement:

• Stephen was placed in the community or in surgery rotation, which are 

9-5 days, rather than 13-hour hospital shifts. Due to this, he had a reduced 

need for more frequent breaks, and was enabled to work in a similar way to 

others. 

• If Stephen required breaks, he was allowed to use a nearby room, office, or 

vacant ward (to himself) to take a break away from the ward. 

• Stephen was encouraged to agree his rest times with the Clinical Practice 

Co-ordinator at the start of each shift. 

• Stephen made an agreement with the Clinical Practice Co-ordinator that he 

may take regular breaks, once a senior staff member has been informed (i.e. 

don’t leave ward unannounced). 

Stephen had a smaller caseload, which would reduce his workload, 

making breaks possible without disrupting patient care.



Page 178

It was also recognised that supports must be available to students when they 

do decide to use them. Critical to this is clear signposting and promoting the 

pathways to seeking mental health supports. However, it was accepted that 

this is currently not the case and pathways were not clear and supports may 

not be available to students continuously. The RAPP research confirms the 

significance the HEI and placement environment play in a student’s mental 

health experience. 

Supporting student mental health and well-being

It was evident that there was a high level of mental health awareness among 

staff and institutions were engaged in actively promoting available services. 

All HEIs offer a range of support services, including Student Counselling 

Services, Disability, and Access Offices, and Students’ Union. The majority of 

students attending counselling services attend through self-referral. However, 

students face long waiting lists before having access to this service (AHEAD, 

2016).

In recognition of the need to support the mental health and well-being of 

their medical students University College Cork appointed a ‘Lead for Student 

Support’. This is complemented by a signposting strategy to the supports, and 

the creation of a trusting and open environment, see Example of Practice at 

the end of this Theme.

There was evidence across the research of HEI linking in with expert mental 

health services, from both within their own institution and externally, to 

support the progress of students during the placement process. Having this 

expertise available for assessment has been found to be extremely important 

and allows greater and more informed support for students (AHEAD, 2016).
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Theme 6 Recommendations: 

• Senior managers in HEIs should develop a whole campus and placement 

strategy, including placement location and travel arrangements, which 

promotes well-being and acknowledges mental health needs. 

• When encouraging student disclosure, HEIs and placement providers should 

be aware of the need to understand there is a link between offering a 

non-judgmental safe place for students to disclose and how this offer is 

communicated to students with unseen disabilities, who may not consider 

themselves as eligible for support. 

• HEIs should review arrangements for in-house support workers and 

counselling for students with mental health difficulties through the student 

support services, and develop links with a range of specialist support 

organisations. 

• HEI and placement providers should develop mental health awareness 

training for academic and placement provider staff working with students 

across the placement environment. This training should include a focus on 

stigma reduction. 

• HEIs should take steps to promote good mental health and well-being coping 

strategies as part of pre-placement induction for all students and staff. 

• HEIs should develop and publicise comprehensive information and support 

services for all students engaging in practice placements, especially 

including out-of-hours services. 

• HEIs, placement providers and professional bodies should work towards 

creating a coordinated multi-agency approach to promote positive student 

mental health during all practice-based professional placements.
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Example of Practice 

 
Centralising Mental Health and Well-Being Supports in 
Medicine, University College Cork. 

Dr. Gabriella Rizzo, School of Medicine introduces the steps they 
have taken to support mental health and wellbeing in UCC:

The School of Medicine in University College Cork hosts a large number of 

students, very diverse in culture, background and needs. The complexity of our 

course is increased by the full clinical experience that all our students have 

from year three to graduation (year 5). The pressure of interacting with sick 

patients, the stress of performing and graduating with high marks to secure 

an internship post, and the long hours can put a serious strain on a student’s 

mental health and wellbeing. To support students, UCC School of Medicine 

created a new position to support students in difficulty.

We discovered through the years that demand for support for student well-

being was increasing. Because of the numbers of students needing support 

and the range of clinical attachments, there was the need to centralize the 

services offered. This would help create a clear pathway for follow-up of every 

single student in need of support and ensure referral to the Students Support 

Services in UCC. 
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For this reason, the School created a position of Lead for Student Support as 

main contact for the students in difficulties. A document was created for the 

incoming students with contact numbers, emails and the support pathways 

present in UCC. A similar document was created for all the lecturers and 

module co-ordinators so to clarify the pathway for referral to the lead for 

student support. 

For example, if a student is feeling overwhelmed, if they are facing medical 

issues or family issues, they know that they can contact the Lead in the 

School. The Lead, with the student’s consent, advises the module coordinator 

if academic support is needed. The Lead reminds the student of the support 

structures in UCC and organises referrals to Student Health or other support 

services within the university. Students are also invited to register with the 

Disability Services if they need to. 

This centralized pathway ensures that every student has the opportunity to 

be heard and has his or her needs addressed in a caring and efficient manner 

through official channels within the university.
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Further Education and 
Training (FET) 

This section discusses the opportunities and challenges in FET level 5 and 6 

programmes on the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ), which can 

offer pathways into higher education programmes in the fields examined 

in this project. The learners are very diverse and a range of reasonable 

accommodations are regularly utilised. There is now a greater emphasis on 

a more universal design approach (UD) to teaching diverse learners. AHEAD, 

ETBI and SOLAS recently published guidance for implementing Universal 

Design for Learning (UDL) in Irish FET (UDL for FET Practitioners 2021). Go to 

Appendix 14 to find more information about UDL for FET Practioners. 

At level 5/6, some programmes can lead to transition to higher education in 

related fields. For example, nursing and early childhood care and education, 

are well embedded across FET. An initiative to introduce more diversity in 

teaching is new and the HEA has funded a range of PATH programmes for 

small numbers of students from diverse backgrounds. 
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HEIs offering teacher education have received funding to work with FET 

providers and ETBs to pilot access for under-represented groups, including 

disabled people, to consider entering teaching. The programmes include 

taster days, bursaries and piloting access through NFQ level 6 access courses. 

Some two-year FET courses at level 6 lead directly to employment in the fields 

examined, for example, in dental nursing. 

SOLAS reported that in 2020, 7.5% of all learners enrolled in a further 

education and training course in the same year reported having at least 

one type of a disability. The certification rate for learners who reported a 

disability and completed certified courses was 56.8%, down on 2019. The vast 

majority of students (58.4%) were registered in generic programmes and 

qualifications, with 8.5% in health and welfare (nursing studies and applied 

social studies), 4.1% in education (early childhood care and education, and 

special needs assisting), 5.4% in arts and humanities and the remainder 

broken down into a range of other programmes. The largest number of 

students (3,196) were engaged a level 5, with 24 engaged in higher diploma. 

For more information on participation by learners with disabilities in FET see 

Appendix 13. 

During the RAPP research there was considerable enthusiasm shown by 

practitioners for this aspect of provision at the consultation workshop with 

representation from FET colleges and ETBs. It is clear that interest in work 

placements for students with disabilities at all QQI levels 6 and below within 

FET is both an area of concern to practitioners, and source of creative practice. 

Participants emphasised that UDL was being embraced and embedded, and 

developing communities of practice were found to be very helpful. These allow 

members of the community to share practices and offer support to each other 

to develop and introduce new techniques for a diversity of learners across 

the country. One example of practice was the establishment of an Inclusion 

Support Network in Laois and Offaly ETB to champion inclusiveness within the 

centres. See the example at the end of this Theme.
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The ETBI has set up an Active Inclusion Group to ensure an inclusive 

perspective is embedded in ETBI’s practice. A Mental Health and Well-being 

Framework for the FET sector is being developed by this group, and work 

related to student support is underway.

Key issues identified during the RAPP research included: 

• Limited opportunities for staff training related to working with students 

with disabilities 

• Little evidence of work placement policies as they relate to students with 

disabilities 

• Reports of a lack of awareness among employers on disability and 

reasonable accommodations, with limited opportunities for FET staff to 

work with employers to make improvements 

• A lack of structures and policies in place to provide quality reasonable 

accommodations in short courses in FET 

• Lack of clarity on disclosure procedures for disabled students within 

individual institutions and no common format to be completed by student 

and staff 

• Issues for disabled students regarding the differences between SOLAS 

‘Mitigating against Educational Disadvantage Fund’ and the Fund for 

Students with Disabilities from the HEA. 

• Inflexible practices and structures acting as a barrier to allowing students 

to repeat work placements, if needed, on one year level 5 vocational courses.
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During the consultations there was no evidence that career guidance or 

disability support services were universally available to all students across 

the sector. Where these services were available, they were highly valued by 

staff. Opportunities to share teaching resources within an area were seen 

as valuable, but again, this was seen as being down to local initiatives or 

one highly motivated individual. In relation to UDL and policies for inclusion, 

staff participants identified these development as providing an excellent 

opportunity for developing an Inclusion Support Network (ISN). The staff 

recognised the value of the AHEAD Digital Badge. 
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FET Recommendations

• Within FET it would increase opportunities for more diverse students, 

including disabled students, if the sector:

 − publicised pathways to the professions within guidance at second level 

and adult education 

 − developed targeted student information packages on alternative routes 

to the professions distributed through FET colleges and ETBs

 − made information available in a range of formats. 

• In implementing its latest strategy ETBI and its partners should ensure 

that actions to promote inclusion include concrete arrangements such as 

measurable targets for people with disabilities so that they can continue 

their education with appropriate support at all levels of the NFQ. Go to 

Appendix 15 for more information on the ETBI Statement of Strategy. 

• FET should respond to the need for further research into the barriers to 

success for people with disabilities in further education, including:

 − disability equality training and mentoring provision for staff, and provision 

of reasonable accommodations across the learning offer

 − securing work placements and educating employers

 − providing clarity on support funding and the lack of flexibility to repeat 

work placements, if needed, on one-year level 5 vocational courses.
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Example of Practice 

Laois and Offaly ETB Inclusion Support Network. 

Eileen Dunne, LOETB FET Manager, Inclusion describes how the Quality 

Improvement Plan 2020 introduced the inclusion pillar to the FET Structure, 

and the establishment of the Inclusion Support Network (ISN).

The Network comprises a representative from each of the FET Centres 

and Services who works face-to-face with learners. Within the Centre, the 

representative advocates for those who experience barriers accessing courses 

or encounter obstacles in their learning. The ISN champions inclusiveness in 

the Centres by promoting best practice in accessibility through peer support 

and sharing ideas and resolving issues experienced by learners. The ISN meets 

formally twice a year, and members communicate with each other on an 

ongoing basis. The Network members are supported through CPD including 

the Digital Badge in Universal Design for Learning with AHEAD. The members 

will complete the 5 additional hours to become facilitators which will enable 

them to support colleagues wishing to complete the Digital Badge.
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Section 4 
Concluding 
remarks
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Concluding remarks
The research project has demonstrated the need for all those involved 

in teaching and learning and supporting disabled students to better 

understand the impact disability discrimination has on the life chances of 

disabled students, both when studying and when moving into employment. 

The concepts of fairness, equity and equality are important when making 

decisions on reasonable accommodations in all areas of study. This research 

shows the need to be more explicit about responsibilities towards disabled 

students and staff when planning awareness training and continuing 

professional development (CPD). This relates to developing, delivering and 

reviewing courses leading to professional registration and which include a 

practice placement. The work of QQI supporting the importance of HEIs and 

PSRBs working together adds impetus to the active inclusion of equality and 

diversity matters in quality improvement.

The opportunities this research has given AHEAD and DAWN to hear 

about the experiences of students with disabilities and staff working on 

courses leading to entry to the professions of nursing and midwifery, health 

and teaching, has been inspiring. The chance to explore the potential for 

reasonable accommodations to enable disabled people to achieve the 

qualifications to practise in the professions, and thus enhance their life 

chances and the talent pool in the professions, has been a privilege. 

The possibilities offered by moving towards an inclusive learning environment 

will support changing institutional and workplace culture and attitudes and 

enable these recommendations for students with disabilities to be actioned 

more effectively within the wider Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 

strategy. 
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The learning from the changes to assessment and placement procedures 

required by the COVID-19 pandemic for all students on courses leading 

to professional registration has created a new landscape for doing 

things differently, and this supports widening the options for reasonable 

accommodations on practice-based placements for disabled students on 

professionally-accredited programmes.

It is possible also to build on this work for more research, particularly across 

the further education sector, in the areas of careers guidance for students 

with disabilities when considering level 5 and 6 preparatory courses in 

further education and in schools when reviewing options for applications 

to higher education. The recommendations on understanding disability 

discrimination and the opportunities for reasonable accommodations and 

advice on disclosure are equally relevant here. This guidance aims to offer an 

opportunity to reflect on current practice and build on it to secure successful 

placements for people with disabilities within the professions.

AHEAD trusts that the work we have undertaken will be useful to 

practitioners both in institutions and placement settings. We hope too, that 

the research will increase understanding and awareness when working with 

students with disabilities, especially in presenting a greater insight into their 

lived experience of professional placements. The guidance should assist in 

bringing policies and practice at all levels up to date and in line with equality 

and diversity responsibilities. We hope it will contribute to a significant 

increase in the participation of disabled students on professional courses and, 

more widely, in tertiary education. In order to achieve this aim, staff working 

with disabled students in both the institution and in the placement setting 

need the commitment, support and involvement of senior managers.
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Appendices:  
Useful examples and resources

Appendix 1: DAWN Code of Practice and Disclosure of Disability Form

This is a template of a code of practice and disclosure of disability form. The 

downloadable template provided was created by DAWN. College staff can 

amend this template to use as a code of practice for their institution and 

can use the associated disclosure of disability form to inform students of 

their rights and responsibilities, and gain permission to disclose pertinent 

information about their disability to select college staff members, when it is 

necessary to provide the agreed supports (DAWN & AHEAD, 2018).

Appendix 2: Evidence of Disability Form 

This is a template of an Evidence of Disability Form. The downloadable 

template provided was created by DAWN. College staff can amend 

this template to use as a form in their institution for students/medical 

professionals to complete in order to verify that they have a disability, thus 

making them eligible for supports.

https://ahead.ie/ra_appendix_codeofpractice
https://ahead.ie/ra_appendix_evidenceofdisability
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Appendix 3: Procedure for Conducting a Needs Assessment and Checklist 

This provides an outline of the key actions involved in a robust needs 

assessment process. This document also serves as a checklist for staff 

conducting needs assessments to assist them in ensuring they have 

completed all aspects of the process.

Appendix 4: Universal Design Principles 

This appendix outlines the principles of both Universal Design for Instruction 

and Universal Design for Learning which are two complimentary frameworks 

for inclusive teaching and learning. Other useful Universal Design resources 

include:

• Inclusive Learning and the Provision of Reasonable Accommodations to 

Students with Disabilities in Higher Education in Ireland,  

• CAST created the Universal Design for Learning framework, and it remains 

one of our core levers to help make learning inclusive and transformative for 

everyone. A good introduction can be found in:  

• AHEAD Journal Issue 1: Universal Design for Learning in Postsecondary 

Education: Foundations, New Directions, and Resources Rose D. H, and 

Johnson S.C. CAST 

• AHEAD Journal Issue 4: Universal Design in Higher Education: From 

Principles to Practice. Sheryl E Burgstahler, Reviewed by Professor Alan 

Hurst 

https://ahead.ie/ra_appendix_naprocedure
https://ahead.ie/ra_appendix_udprinciples
https://www.ahead.ie/reasonableaccommodations
https://www.ahead.ie/reasonableaccommodations
https://www.ahead.ie/reasonableaccommodations
https://udlguidelines.cast.org/
https://udlguidelines.cast.org/
https://www.ahead.ie/journal/Universal-Design-for-Learning-in-Postsecondary-Education-Foundations-New-Directions-and-Resources
https://www.ahead.ie/journal/Universal-Design-for-Learning-in-Postsecondary-Education-Foundations-New-Directions-and-Resources
https://www.ahead.ie/journal/Universal-Design-for-Learning-in-Postsecondary-Education-Foundations-New-Directions-and-Resources
https://www.ahead.ie/journal/Universal-Design-in-Higher-Education-Book-Review-by-Alan-Hurst
https://www.ahead.ie/journal/Universal-Design-in-Higher-Education-Book-Review-by-Alan-Hurst
https://www.ahead.ie/journal/Universal-Design-in-Higher-Education-Book-Review-by-Alan-Hurst
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• AHEAD Journal Issue 12: Creating Inclusive Learning Opportunities in 

Higher Education: A Universal Design Toolkit: Sheryl E. Burgstahler, Harvard 

Education Press. ISBN 978-1-68253-540-0 paperback edition, pp227, 

Reviewed by Professor Alan Hurst

Appendix 5: Creating an Accessible Document

This is a resource created by AHEAD on how to make electronic documents 

more accessible. Other assistive technology supports created by AHEAD 

include the AT HIVE and ARK – Accessibility Resources and Know-How.

Appendix 6: UCD Supporting Nursing and Midwifery Students with a 

Disability

This is a Resource Guide intended for both nursing and midwifery educators 

(clinical and academic) who support students with a disability and for 

students who require support in clinical practice. 

Appendix 7: TCD Professional Placement Reasonable Accommodations 

for Students with Disabilities 

This is a resource produced by Trinity College Dublin on providing reasonable 

accommodations to students with disabilities on professional placements. 

Appendix 8: CORU Practice Placement Guidance 

This is a guidance document produced by CORU on how education providers 

may approach adapting their education programmes during COVID-19, while 

also ensuring they continue to meet the Criteria and Standards. Readers may 

also be interested in the CORU Statement of Strategy 2022-2024. 

https://ahead.ie/journal/Book-Review-Creating-Inclusive-Learning-Opportunities-in-Higher-Education-A-Universal-Design-Toolkit
https://ahead.ie/journal/Book-Review-Creating-Inclusive-Learning-Opportunities-in-Higher-Education-A-Universal-Design-Toolkit
https://ahead.ie/journal/Book-Review-Creating-Inclusive-Learning-Opportunities-in-Higher-Education-A-Universal-Design-Toolkit
https://ahead.ie/journal/Book-Review-Creating-Inclusive-Learning-Opportunities-in-Higher-Education-A-Universal-Design-Toolkit
https://www.ahead.ie/creatingaccessibledocuments
https://www.ahead.ie/Discover-your-AT
https://www.ahead.ie/ARK
https://www.nmhs.ucd.ie/sites/default/files/supporting_nursing_and_midwifery_students_with_a_disability_in.pdf
https://www.nmhs.ucd.ie/sites/default/files/supporting_nursing_and_midwifery_students_with_a_disability_in.pdf
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.tcd.ie%2Fdisability%2Fassets%2Fdoc%2FWord%2520Docs%2FPractice%2520Placement%2520Reasonable%2520accommodations%2520explained.docx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.tcd.ie%2Fdisability%2Fassets%2Fdoc%2FWord%2520Docs%2FPractice%2520Placement%2520Reasonable%2520accommodations%2520explained.docx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://coru.ie/files-education/information-for-education-providers-impact-of-covid-19-on-practice-placements.pdf
https://www.coru.ie/news/news-for-health-social-care-professionals/statement-of-strategy-2022-2026.html
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Appendix 9: Understanding the interaction of competence 
standards and reasonable adjustments 

This is a guidance document created by the Equality Challenge Unit, UK on 

understanding the interaction of competence standards and reasonable 

adjustments. 

Appendix 10: The Legislation 

This is a resource compiled by the Irish Human Rights and Equality 

Commission on important Irish legislation and tools for implementation 

including the: 

• Equal Status Acts

• Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty

• Human Rights and Equality for Employers

• United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

Appendix 11: Mental Health Resources 

This is a list of useful Mental Health websites and other resources including:

• Mental Health Matters: Mapping Best Practice in Higher Education

• Reaching Out in College: Help Seeking at Third Level in Ireland 

• Mental health supports for college students in Ireland - Spunout

• USI National Report on Student Mental Health in Third Level Education

• Doing What Matters in Times of Stress (who.int)- WHO

• Mental Health Ireland Resources

• Employee Mental Health – AHEAD 

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/understanding-interaction-competence-standards-and-reasonable-adjustments#:~:text=Understanding%20the%20interaction%20of%20competence%20standards%20and%20reasonable,a%20study%20programme%20to%20address%20these%20competence%20standards.
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/understanding-interaction-competence-standards-and-reasonable-adjustments#:~:text=Understanding%20the%20interaction%20of%20competence%20standards%20and%20reasonable,a%20study%20programme%20to%20address%20these%20competence%20standards.
https://www.ihrec.ie/guides-and-tools/
https://www.ihrec.ie/guides-and-tools/human-rights-and-equality-in-the-provision-of-good-and-services/what-does-the-law-say/equal-status-acts/
https://www.ihrec.ie/guides-and-tools/human-rights-and-equality-in-the-provision-of-good-and-services/what-does-the-law-say/equal-status-acts/
https://www.ihrec.ie/our-work/public-sector-duty/
https://www.ihrec.ie/our-work/public-sector-duty/
https://www.ihrec.ie/guides-and-tools/human-rights-and-equality-for-employers/
https://www.ihrec.ie/guides-and-tools/human-rights-and-equality-for-employers/
https://www.ihrec.ie/crpd/
https://www.ihrec.ie/crpd/
https://ahead.ie/userfiles/files/shop/free/Mental-Health-Matters-%20Online.pdf
https://ahead.ie/userfiles/files/shop/free/Mental-Health-Matters-%20Online.pdf
https://www.mentalhealthireland.ie/resources/
https://www.mentalhealthireland.ie/resources/
https://spunout.ie/education/college/mental-health-supports-for-people-in-college
https://spunout.ie/education/college/mental-health-supports-for-people-in-college
https://www.hse.ie/eng/services/list/4/mental-health-services/connecting-for-life/publications/usi-student-mental-health-report-updated-.pdf
https://www.hse.ie/eng/services/list/4/mental-health-services/connecting-for-life/publications/usi-student-mental-health-report-updated-.pdf
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240003927?gclid=EAIaIQobChMI6tGGn-Hy9gIVCLDtCh2AfgMuEAMYASAAEgIX7_D_BwE
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240003927?gclid=EAIaIQobChMI6tGGn-Hy9gIVCLDtCh2AfgMuEAMYASAAEgIX7_D_BwE
https://www.mentalhealthireland.ie/resources/
https://www.mentalhealthireland.ie/resources/
https://www.ahead.ie/wam-remoteworking-resources-mental-health
https://www.ahead.ie/wam-remoteworking-resources-mental-health
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Appendix 12: The EU Web Accessibility Directive 

This is a resource compiled by AHEAD on the EU Web Accessibility Directive 

(Directive (EU) 2016/2102) which has been signed into Irish Law. The directive 

affords people with disabilities with improved access to websites and mobiles 

apps of public services. 

Appendix 13: SOLAS Research Analytics 

This appendix directs the reader to a very informative data analytics page 

providing information on the diversity of FET learners and their journey 

through education and training. It provides data on groups including the 

numbers of disabled learners in FET.

Appendix 14: UDL for FET Practioners

This is a a guidance document created by SOLAS, AHEAD and the ETBI for 

implementing universal design for learning in Irish further education and 

training.

Appendix 15: ETBI Statement of Strategy 2022-2024

This appendix directs the reader to the ETBI Statement of Strategy 2022-

2024. The strategy sets out six high level goals under the three pillars of 

people, partnership, and potential. 

https://www.ahead.ie/web-accessibility-directive
https://www.solas.ie/research-lp/fet-statistics/
https://www.solas.ie/research-lp/fet-statistics/
https://www.etbi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/FET_Practitioners-30.03.21_digital_final.pdf?x27892
https://www.etbi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/211208-ETBI-Strategy-2022-2024-Final.pdf?x27892
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Appendix 16: Student Success Toolkit 

This appendix directs the reader to the Seven Cs Toolkit created by the 

National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning. The aim of 

the student success toolkit is to support HEI to take a whole of institution 

approach to embedding a process for the continued enhancement of student 

success. 

Appendix 17: National Access Plan 

This appendix directs the reader to the Higher Education Authority National 

Access plans from 2015 through to 2028. 

National Access Plan: A Strategic Action Plan for Equity of Access, 

Participation and Success in Higher Education (2022 – 2028)

National Access Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education 2015-2021

Appendix 18: List of Participating Institutions

Higher Education Institutions, Further Education and Training colleges, 

professional bodies, and other bodies or placement locations that 

participated in the consultation workshops as part of phase two of the 

research are given below.

https://studentsuccess.teachingandlearning.ie/the-seven-cs-process/
https://hea.ie/resources/publications/
https://hea.ie/policy/access-policy/national-access-plan-2022-2028/
https://hea.ie/policy/access-policy/national-access-plan-2022-2028/
https://hea.ie/policy/access-policy/national-access-plan-2022-2028/
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/04/national_plan_for_equity_of_access_to_higher_education_2015-2019_single_page_version_01.pdf
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/04/national_plan_for_equity_of_access_to_higher_education_2015-2019_single_page_version_01.pdf
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Higher Education Institutions

• Dublin City University, Dublin

• Hibernia College, Dublin

• Marino Institute of Education, Dublin

• Munster Technological University Kerry

• National University of Ireland, Galway

• National University of Ireland, Maynooth

• Royal College of Surgeons Ireland, Dublin

• South East Technological University

• Trinity College Dublin

• University College Cork

• University College Dublin. 

Further Education and Training Institutes 

• Bray Institute of Further Education, Kildare Wicklow ETB

• Carlow Institute of Further Education and Training, Kilkenny Carlow ETB

• City of Dublin ETB Curriculum Development 

• Cork ETB

• Donegal ETB

• Dublin and Dun Laoghaire ETB

• Dungarvan College, Wexford Waterford ETB

• Kerry College of Further Education and Training, Kerry ETB

• Kinsale College of Further Education

• Laois and Offaly ETB

• Marino College of Further Education, Dublin

• Mayo, Sligo and Leitrim ETB

• Inclusion Division Education and Training Board Ireland.
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Other Institutions and Placement Locations

• Muiriosa Foundation

• National Maternity Hospital

• St. Vincent’s University Hospital

• Stewart’s Care Ltd. 

Professional and Other Bodies

• CORU – regulating health and social service professionals

• Nursing and Midwifery Board of Ireland (NMBI)

• Pharmaceutical Society Ireland (PSI)

• Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI)

• The Teaching Council Ireland
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