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Foreword

I TOOK UP THE ROLE OF CHAIRMAN OF THE 
board of ahead at the close of 2015 with the 
departure of the outgoing chairman, Professor 
Brendan Goldsmith. In his role Professor 
Goldsmith was a steady influence in guiding 

AHEAD through changing times and challenging economic realities. 
Suffice to say he was a resolute and committed chairman and while he 
will be greatly missed, his legacy lives on. The staff and members of 
the Board wish him every success with all he undertakes.

It is with great sadness that the board bid farewell to John Hayden, 
who sadly passed away during the year. John served on the board of 
AHEAD for almost ten years, and as Treasurer for most of that period. 
He was a great supporter of the role of AHEAD and his knowledge of 
the higher education system in Ireland was invaluable in informing its 
strategic mission and undertakings. May he rest in eternal peace.

On an operational note, the focus of the actions undertaken by the 
AHEAD staff team were grounded in the implementation of the  
15-18 Strategic Plan. The importance of collaboration and engagement 
with external stakeholders is acknowledged in the listed strategic 
core values of AHEAD, as is the building of relationships within the 
higher education sector, one of its four strategic themes. Therefore, 
no strategic plan of AHEAD would be possible to undertake without 
the support of its membership, external agencies and networks of 
partners. I wish to express, on behalf of the Board and staff of AHEAD, 
our sincere appreciation and thanks to all who contributed to making 
this year an effective one for AHEAD. 



This annual report sets out to demonstrate how we went about 
converting stated strategic objectives into strategic actions. Of 
importance are the efforts made to promote the concept of Universal 
Design for Learning (UDL) and what it has to offer in the development 
of inclusive learning systems. The promotion of UDL is a long term goal 
that will only be achieved through mutual collaboration and shared 
learning throughout the higher education sector, and it is heartening to 
see the strides that are being made at grassroots level to embrace this 
concept. Long may it continue!

Professor Michael Shelvin
Chairman of the Board



“
Education is not 

preparation for life; 
education is life 

itself

”
John Dewey
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IT HAS BEEN A YEAR OF CHANGE FOR AHEAD. 
A year when our Treasurer John Hayden sadly 
passed away and we lost a great champion of 
the work of AHEAD. I have had the good fortune 
to have worked with him, both on and off the 
Board of AHEAD, and AHEAD is fortunate to 
have had him on its side in the campaign for the 
development of inclusive learning environments. 

He will be sorely missed. 

This was also the year when Professor Brendan Goldsmith, AHEAD’s 
long standing Chairperson, retired having served ten years on its 
Board. I have worked alongside Brendan through the toughest of times, 
but he never flagged nor faltered. He leaves us well placed to develop, 
grow and move forward. We are indebted to him.

A year when despite the changes, we look to the future with energy and 
excitement, with Prof Michael Shevlin, TCD at the helm as Chairperson, 
and Andre Blair, Bank of Ireland, as Treasurer. While no strangers to 
the Board and work of AHEAD, I applaud their commitment and drive 
and I look forward to our close collaboration. 

This report outlines the key activities undertaken in 2015. Key steps 
were taken to develop AHEAD as a resource for Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL). AHEAD’s annual two day conference undertook an    
in-depth exploration of the concept of UDL in the learning environment, 

Association for Higher Education Access & Disability

Executive Director  
Summary
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accompanied by illustrations and workshops of how it applies in  
everyday practice. The complete conference proceedings are available 
on the AHEAD webpage at http://www.ahead.ie/conference2015. 
AHEAD also organised a number of student focus groups, bringing 
together students from Ireland and Europe to inform the work of 
AHEAD by taking account of their experiences of direct engagement 
with the education system in Ireland and Europe. Edition 2 of the 
AHEAD online journal, ‘A Review of Inclusive Education & Employment 
Practice’ further explores diversity in education and employment and 
the necessity of finding solutions to manage this to the benefit of all. 
The Journal is available at http://www.ahead.ie/userfiles/files/Journal/
Issue2_journal.pdf. AHEAD launched a new report on ‘Giving voice to 
blind and visually impaired students transition experiences, addressing 
gaps in policy provision’ http://www.ahead.ie/visual-impairment-
research. The recommendations of the European student focus group 
will inform the Erasmus+ toolkit on Universal Design for Learning 
Licence (UDLL) due for completion in 2017. The full report is available 
on the AHEAD website at www.ahead.ie. 

I hope you find the report instructive. My sincere thanks to the AHEAD 
membership for their ongoing support, and my deep appreciation to all 
who assisted, collaborated and consulted with us over the year.

Ann Heelan
Executive Director

https://www.ahead.ie/conference2015
http://www.ahead.ie/userfiles/files/Journal/Issue2_journal.pdf
http://www.ahead.ie/userfiles/files/Journal/Issue2_journal.pdf
http://www.ahead.ie/visual-impairment-research
http://www.ahead.ie/visual-impairment-research
http://www.ahead.ie
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O U R  V I S I O N

Shaping a future where 
students with disabilities 

can succeed
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“
AHEAD seeks to 

achieve its mission 
by pursuing the 
following core 

strategic themes:

”



To influence national policy to positively 
impact on the inclusion of students with 
disabilities in education and employment. 

To develop AHEAD’s existing and emerging 
partnerships and build on its successes.

To build relationships within the higher 
education sector to promote the integration 
of the principles of Universal Design for 
Learning in education and employment. 

To sustain and develop the strategic 
relationships of the organisation of AHEAD. 

Theme A

Theme D 

Theme C

Theme B
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“
The participation 

rate of students with 
disabilities in higher 

education has broken 
the 5% mark for 

the first time since 
records began

”
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To influence  
national policy
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Theme A

KEY STRATEGIC ACTIVITIES 
UNDERTAKEN IN 2015

Participation rates of students with 
disabilities academic year 14/15

http://ahead.ie/datacentre

The participation rate of students with disabilities in higher education 
has broken the 5% mark for the first time since records began

The 27 responding institutions in Ireland identified a total of 10,733 
students with disabilities, representing 5.1% of the student population, 
of which 9,777 are studying undergraduate courses and 996 are studying 
postgraduate courses. This represents an 11% rise in the total number 
of students with disabilities from 13/14, when the figure was 9,694. This 
means that students with disabilities now make up 5.1% of the total 
student population in the responding institutions, up significantly from 
last year’s figure of 4.7%.

Summary of key findings

 – 27 HEI’s in Ireland identified a total of 10,773 students with disabilities 
representing 5.1% of the total student population. This represents 
an 11% rise in the numbers year on year and for the first time since 
records began, students with disabilities have broken the 5% barrier 
as a proportion of the total student population.

http://ahead.ie/datacentre
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 – 3,016 of these were new entrants, representing 31% of the disabled 
undergraduate student population. 2,157 of these were final year 
undergraduates, representing 23% of the disabled student population. 

 – The number of students with a disability per staff member (disability 
and learning support staff) has risen 21% year on year to an average of 
117 students per staff member. The data suggests that the continuing 
rise in the numbers of students with disabilities in higher education 
(19% increase in the last two years) is not being met with a similar 
increase in staffing levels across the sector. 

 – When compared with the general student population, a significantly 
lower proportion of students with disabilities study in the fields of 
‘Health & Welfare’ and ‘Education Science’. Interestingly a significantly 
higher percentage of students with disabilities are studying in the 
fields of ‘Humanities & Arts’ in comparison to their non-disabled peers. 

 – The participation rate of students with disabilities in full time courses 
(5.9%) is almost 5 times the participation rate in part time courses 
(1.3%). 

 – In terms of disability profile, the vast majority of students with 
disabilities have a specific learning difficulty (46.9%). However, this 
cohort has reduced as a percentage of total students with disabilities 
for the 4th year in a row, falling on average 3.4 percentage points 
every year for the last four academic years, since it peaked at 60.5% in 
2010/11. 

 – While the total numbers of students with disabilities has risen 11% 
year on year, the number of students in the blind/visually impaired 
category actually fell by 2% to 228. They now make up just 2.1% of 
students with disabilities (down from 2.4% last year). Last year’s 
Participation Rates Survey reported an increase of new entrants in this 
category generating positive signs of a change to an upward swing in 
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participation rates for blind/visually impaired students. However, given 
that this survey latest findings show a drop in 16% in blind/visually 
impaired new entrants to just 54 students, it undermines any previous 
indicators of a steady upward trend. 

 – Responding institutions reported a 20% increase in the number of 
Deaf/hearing impaired new entrants in 2014/15 as compared to 
the previous academic year. Last year’s Participation Rates Report 
identified a decrease in the number of new entrants in this category. 
Given that this survey latest findings show an increase in new entrants, 
it is taken as a positive indicator to an upward swing in participation 
for Deaf/hearing impaired. Whether this constitutes an indicator of a 
steady upward trend is uncertain at this stage.

 – 79% of the disabled student population received an examination 
accommodation in the academic year 2014/15. Extra time was by 
far the most common support provided with 71% of students with 
disabilities receiving extra time in their examinations in 2014/15. 

 – With regard to choice of assessment, no respondents thought 
their colleges were implementing the Universal Design for 
Learning principles ‘well’ or ‘very well’ and 20% thought they were 
implementing them ‘not well at all’ and were offering ‘no assessment 
options on any courses’.

 – 847 students with disabilities registered with 2 or more disabilities, 
representing 8.9% of students with disabilities in institutions which 
provided data on this matter (up from 8% last year). 10% of students 
with disabilities in the IoT/Other sector have 2 or more disabilities in 
comparison to 6% of those in the University sector.

 – Almost 7% of students with disabilities registered with disability 
support services after their first year of study in the responding 
institutions.
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Research – into the transition of blind students to college

AHEAD/TCD launched its Research Report into the experience of 
the transition of blind and visually impaired students to 3rd level 
education. The report, ‘Giving voice to blind and visually impaired 
students’ transition experiences, addressing gaps in policy provision’, is 
based on qualitative research into the experiences of blind and visually 
impaired students and involved one to one interviews with the students 
themselves and key stakeholders about the challenges these students 
faced in attempting to progress into 3rd level education. A key finding 
of the research shows that the lack of Individual Education Plan (IEP) 
provision is the most significant challenge to ensuring appropriate 
access to supports and resources at second level. 

Principal investigator Dr Esther Murphy comments, “The IEP represents 
a commitment by the school that has to be met once it is formalised. 
Without an IEP, there is no guarantee that the correct supports will 
be put in place in a timely manner and currently, no one can be held 
accountable when that does not happen”.

Other recommendations made in the report include a review of the 
system of reasonable accommodations in state exams, the provision of 
tailored career guidance support for blind and visually impaired students, 
and greater exploitation of “mainstream” technology to address assistive 
needs. http://www.ahead.ie/visual-impairment-research 

http://www.ahead.ie/visual
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Mental Health in Higher Education in Ireland – a study on the 
experiences of students and professionals 

This study is prompted by the increase in the number of students 
in higher education who are experiencing mental health difficulties 
and who are registering with the disability support offices or seeking 
supports from college counselling services - 41% across the board. This 
predominantly qualitative research sets out to study the experiences of 
students with mental health difficulties in higher education in Ireland. 

At the heart of this investigation is the ambition to listen to both the 
voice of students with mental health difficulties who turn to the support 
system in higher education, and to consult widely with professional staff 
working within the support sector to identify good practices and to hear 
their views about where improvements may be made. 

The actual research methods employed are a series of collaborations and 
conversations with students and professionals in higher education. This 
process of engagement and collaboration with those at the grass roots is 
critical to informing the findings and outcomes and, in particular, to the 
realisation of the recommendations. The final report of the findings will 
be published in 2016. 
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Universal Design for Learning (UDLL) 
 Building a Resource Centre

UDLL - A Licence to Learn AHEAD Annual Conference 

The promotion of the integration of the principles of Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL) in education and employment is one of the core strategic 
themes of AHEAD’s strategic plan. This two day Conference was designed 
to be a launch pad for the dissemination of the merits of UDL and what 
it has to offer higher education when catering for the growing diverse 
student population now entering this sector, and to improving their 
experience of it. Aimed at academics, the conference offered a series 
of keynote speakers and a variety of breakout sessions on UDL and its 
practical application in educational settings. 
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Keynote presenters included: 

Full conference proceedings are available at http://www.ahead.ie/
conference2015 

Dr David Rose 
‘From universal to personal: teaching 
with Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL) in heart and mind’

Dr Tim Cordes 
‘Keeping sight of the goal: reflections 
on adaptation in scientific and medical 
education’

Dr Michael Seery 
‘The Flipped Lecture: using 
e-resources to support all learners’

https://www.ahead.ie/conference2015
https://www.ahead.ie/conference2015


17

UDLL  
A European Erasmus+ Project

“Full Participation” can be achieved by ensuring access to and 
usability of all aspects of society (Council of Europe 2009) 

AHEAD is a partner in the Erasmus+ funded project titled UDLL (Universal 
Design for Learning licence). Other Project partners are NTNU – 
Universell (Norway) and Howest – SIHO (Belgium). The aim of Erasmus+ 
is to inform and influence policy in higher education across the EU. The 
project aims to deliver a set of specific guidelines and practical tools 
and to showcase practical solutions to developing an inclusive learning 
environment that will benefit all students, key activities undertaken in 
2015 include: 
 – the bringing together of a student focus 

group made up of students from Norway, 
Belgium and Ireland to inform the work 
of the project and toolkit. The focus group 
was held in Dublin and explored their 
student experiences of education with the 
aim of identifying what it was exactly for 
them that made a teacher a superb teacher. Interestingly, common to all 
of the participating students, were the positive outcomes that resulted 
in having had encounters and relationships with teachers who believed 
in them. An acknowledgement and a declaration that an environment in 
which there is good support, respect and recognition is an environment 
in which people develop, grow and shine.

 – the design and development of the UDLL Toolkit.
 – the write-up of individual chapters of the Toolkit.
 – drawing up and agreeing the framework for the dissemination 

conference: A European perspective on UDL - to take place in Belgium  
in 2016.
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Part time Education 
Is poor take-up due to underfunding?

AHEAD continues to raise the thorny issue that the current higher 
education grants system does not recognise that the only entry route to 
further education for some people with disabilities, at least initially, is 
through part time access routes. 

AHEAD’s research into the participation rates of students with disabilities 
and specific learning difficulties (SLDs) in higher education in Ireland 
provides us with an overview of the engagement of this group within 
the higher education sector. The participation results for the academic 
year 2014/15 http://ahead.ie/datacentre tells us that only 1% of students 
undertaking part time courses have registered as having a disability or 
SLD, meaning the rate of participation of students with disabilities is five 
times lower on part time courses than on full time ones. 

While the reasons for the under representation have not been explored 
here the research conducted by the National Disability Authority (Dept. of 
Education & Skills, 2016) asserts that the added cost of living for people 
with disabilities is a real factor and asks that extra costs incurred due 
to the impact of disability be met through the provision of supports. For 
students with certain types of disabilities, for instance chronic fatigue 
syndrome, part time study is a much more preferable and manageable 
study path, but the current funding situation is preventing many students 
from taking up these options. Those that do choose the part time route 
may not get the support they need to perform. 

http://ahead.ie/datacentre
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The provision of a support fund would be used to cover things that 
students with disabilities need so as to participate on a level playing 
field, and denying part time students access to these supports means 
denying them the chance to reach their educational potential. If the 
higher education sector intends to improve the equity of participation, 
then part time students must have access to the additional funding 
available through the fund for students with disabilities so they too can 
be appropriately accommodated. ‘Bring in part time funding for 3rd level 
students with disabilities’ was one of AHEAD’s Top 3 ‘To dos’ for the new 
government.
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Lobbying

 – AHEAD met with the Ombudsman for Children to explore the refusal 
by the State Examinations Commission to provide accommodations, 
in some instances, to students with disabilities undertaking state 
exams. In particular the concern around issues arising with regard 
to occupational therapists reports for students with dyspraxia. The 
matter may need to be brought to the attention of the Principals 
Networks and Parents Council. 

 – AHEAD had discussions with the Department of Education Strategic 
Group on future skills requirements to highlight the absence of 
reference to disability in the proposed National Skills Strategy 
2025 and the absence of linking the Skills Strategy to the NDA 
Comprehensive Employment Strategy for people with disabilities 
Report 2015-2024. http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/
PolicyReports/pub_national_skills_strategy_2025.pdf.

 – AHEAD have written to the National Teaching & Learning Forum 
regarding their new initiative on digital education in higher 
education asking them to cater for students with disabilities in their 
recommendations.

 – AHEAD worked closely with SOLAS regarding their remit to develop 
policy positions to address the challenges of upskilling in the wider 
workforce and in particular, their role in the provision of supports to 
the Further Education Training Strategy for Inclusion. 

http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/PolicyReports/pub_national_skills_strategy_2025.pdf
http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/PolicyReports/pub_national_skills_strategy_2025.pdf
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To develop 
existing & emerging 

partnerships
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Theme B

KEY STRATEGIC ACTIVITIES 
UNDERTAKEN IN 2015

Student Connect  
Transitioning into Higher Education

Better Options - College Fair

This year’s Better Options college fair for students with disabilities 
and specific learning difficulties was hosted by DIT Grangegorman. 
This annual event is popular with students looking to find out about 
courses and support services provided by colleges as well as garner key 
information on the access routes for those with disabilities.



Attendees



College Stands
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Transitioning within 
Higher Education

Launch of Nursing Guidelines by DCU

AHEAD provided input and edited these guidelines, and attended the 
launch. AHEAD’s input was based on its learning from being involved in 
the earlier production of ‘National Guidelines for working with Nursing 
& Midwifery staff with a disability or specific learning difficulty in clinical 
practice’ (2012). 
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Transitioning out of 
Higher Education

The GetAHEAD initiative aims to up-skill students/graduates with a 
disability to enhance their ability to negotiate barriers in the selection 
and recruitment processes. To this end GetAHEAD hosted a series of 
‘Think Twice’ workshops, where we invited students and graduates to 
think twice about:

 – understanding the basis of a well-structured CV.
 – identifying their skills & considering how best to demonstrate them 

during interview.
 – how and what to disclose about their disability during the process.
 – what accommodation would be necessary and how to negotiate in  

a positive way.

Workshop 1 
CV Skills and 
Preparing for Interview
‘Before, during and after’

Hosted by the Deaf Village, this 
workshop focussed on CV Skills and 
Interview Preparation. Guest speaker, 
Breid O’Connor from Enterprise 
Rent-a-Car, covered the employer’s 
perspective on the interview process.

Workshop 2 
Disclosure 
‘To disclose or not 
– the pros and cons’

Hosted by Carlow IT Student Union 
Welfare Officer. Ahead presented on 
the key topic of disclosure of disability.

Workshop 3 
Interview Preparation
‘All you wanted to know 
but were afraid to ask’

Hosted by Get AHEAD, this workshop 
was run in conjunction with the AHEAD 
WAM/Civil Service work placement 
initiative in advance of candidates being 
called for interview. Guest speaker 
Andrew Blair, Head of HR, Bank of 
Ireland, facilitated the Q&A session. 



Careers Event - Building The Future - Hosted by CitiBank

Building The Future is a unique, intensive careers annual event for 
students and graduates with disabilities/specific learning difficulties. 
The event has been running for five years and has been hosted by 
Citi Bank for the fourth year running. Feedback shows that students, 
graduates and employers find it a useful learning platform. Planning is 
key and amid the hustle and bustle of Citi’s everyday ambience, allocated 
Citi staff were on hand to ensure the smooth running of the event. 
Caroline Casey, social entrepreneur, 
founder of Kanchi, presented alongside 
two graduates with disabilities. One of the 
graduates representing Dell at the event 
was a visiting graduate to the Building 
The Future event 2014. The showcasing 
of personal experiences and stories 
brought home to attending graduates 
the importance of availing of networking 
opportunities and of making that initial 
contact.

27
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Employer Exhibition Area

14 companies/organisations exhibited on the day. 2 additional companies 
participated in mock interviews and CV Clinics. A total of 98 staff 
members from companies/organisations were available throughout the 
day.

They included: 
Abbott Ireland, Accenture, Bank of Ireland, Citi, Dell, Deloitte, Dept. of 
Social Protection, Enterprise Rent-a-Car, ESB, EY, Gas Networks Ireland, 
IBM, KPMG, Microsoft, Sigmar Recruitment.

Think Twice Workshops:  

Workshop 1 
‘Are you the next Richard 
Branson?’

James Northbridge - UrAbility

Workshop 2 
‘Your Personal Brand’ Helen Daly - Dell

Workshop 3 
‘Getting the most out of your 
interview’

Seònaid Ó Murchadha– AHEAD

Mock Interviews

A total of 48 mock interviews of 30 
minutes in duration took place on the 
day provided by HR staff to attending 
graduates.
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“
I thought it was absolutely 

fantastic. The people doing the 
interview were great and gave 

really useful feedback and 
the encouragement they gave 

me was a real boost to my 
confidence.

” “
Very supportive and uplifting. 
The two people interviewing 
suggested I register with two 
recruitment agencies. Mock 

interview was a positive step. 
I definitely learnt from it. 

Thanks!

”

Graduate Comments
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CV Clinic 

A total of 50 attendees availed of the walk-in CV clinic by participating 
employers.

Participating employers took up the role of CV ‘Doctor’ offering a CV 
health check to attending graduates where they received detailed advice 
on how to format, structure and sell themselves on a CV.
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“
Found it very useful and had many 
tips and hints about finding work 

by just adjusting and tweaking 
my CV. Orla who I spoke with 

said it looks very good and added 
some useful insight and info. I am 
currently implementing it and no 

doubt I will find work.

”

“
I was told to make a few small 
changes to my CV and I feel my 

CV is looking better already. The 
day was extremely helpful.

”

Graduate Comments
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Graduate Connect
Transitioning from Education 

to the World of Work

WAM Work Placement Initiative

WAM - www.ahead.ie/wam - aims to widen access to the mainstream 
world of work for graduates with disabilities by directly engaging with 
graduates and employers through a series of events and activities: 

 – 377 applications received from graduates

 – 125 interviews conducted with applicants

 – 70 employees participated in pre placement training

 – 31 graduates secured paid placements

http://www.ahead.ie/wam
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Employer Connect
Bridging the Gap from Education 

to Employment Events

Engineering Your Best Self - Exploring engineering & STEM careers for 
students with disabilities

Employers Panel included: From left Mary Quirke (AHEAD); Elaine Fennessy (Abbott 
Ireland); Majella Henchion (ESB) and, Gareth Cullen (Dell). 
www.ahead.ie/event-esboct2015

To highlight the increasing numbers of students with disabilities taking 
up science and engineering academic programmes, WAM, in conjunction 
with the ESB, hosted this event in the Science Gallery, Trinity College.

http://www.ahead.ie/event
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Does One Size Fit All? - Assistive technology in the learning 
environment & at work 

Run in conjunction with Engineers Week and the National Teaching & 
Learning Forum National Seminar Series, this event took the format of a 
debate examining the myths and assumptions that assistive technology 
is effective in all environments.

Speakers included: Dr Mary Liz-Trant, Skills & Development (SOLAS); Stephen 
O’Riordan, Director of ‘No Limbs, No Limits’ (pictured above) along with Majella 
Henchion (HR, ESB); Sylvia Leathem (STEPS Team Leader, Engineers Ireland); Helen 
Carroll (Learning Support, DIT) and Eileen Daly (Careers Advisor, TCD).
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Mentoring - one connection at a time

Supported by Enterprise Rent-a-Car, this event was organised to 
celebrate the unique relationships between WAM Mentors and their 
WAM Internees (mentees). The purpose was to create a space to 
acknowledge the role mentoring has played in the success of graduates 
with disabilities realising their potential in the workplace. It was time to 
stand back and take account of the cumulative experiences and share 
in the learning of the last 10 years when WAM put in place its Mentoring 
Programme. In attendance were some of the first mentors to graduate 
having completed the online mentoring programme that went live last 
year. The event highlighted not only the individual benefits gained from 
participating in the WAM mentoring programme, but also how mentoring 
creates a greater diversity of relationships between work colleagues and 
is contributing to the creation of positive company culture. 
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Ms Joan Burton, Tánaiste, (2015) (bottom row centre), was in attendance to present 
mentors who completed the online mentoring course with their award certs. 

Dr Deirdre McIntyre’s (NCPE) was also in attendance and presented on ‘Teaching hope 
and optimism; Positive Psychology at work’.
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WAM - Celebrating 10 years at Áras an Uachtaráin

President Higgins spoke eloquently about the 10 year anniversary of the 
WAM Programme and how AHEAD had helped to remove barriers for 
people with disabilities in accessing education and work. This was a huge 
honour for all involved - staff, employers, key representatives from the 
HEI sector and Department of Social Protection, and also the graduates 
themselves who’ve benefited from taking part in the WAM Programme. 

WAM Leaders 2015 receive their awards for guiding the work of WAM, 
providing graduate entry paid work placements, and hosting and 
informing WAM events. 



39

Other Events 2015

Grad Ireland Awards 

AHEAD are members of the panel of judges involved in selecting the winners.

Ann Heelan (AHEAD) with Dell staff, winners of the Grad Ireland Diversity Award 2015

Maynooth University 

AHEAD presented to Placement Co-ordinators and Disability Officers on the 
topics of “Supporting people with ASD in the workplace” and “Disclosure”. 
AHEAD staff also participated in their Equality Studies programme. 

University College Cork Employer Event Day 

AHEAD, in conjunction with Enterprise Rent-a-Car, facilitated an 
interactive Q&A session between students with disabilities and  
regional employers. 
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Civil Service Disability Liaison Officers’ Network 

To promote access to the labour market for graduates with disabilities 
and build the capacity of employers to integrate disability into the 
workplace, AHEAD engaged with the Civil Service Disability Liaison 
Officers’ Network to have constructive dialogue with regard to WAM 
Placements across the Civil Service. This engagement is timely with the 
rolling out of the Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with 
Disabilities 2015-2024.

Google Diversity & Inclusion 

AHEAD presented at this event organised by Google to bring together 
business leaders to share information and experiences of making their 
workplaces more diverse and accessible to all applicants. AHEAD’s input 
provided attendees with an insight into the successes of the AHEAD 
WAM programme and how companies can make their recruitment and 
selection processes more inclusive.

NCBI DigiPlace4all Launch of its online peer support 

AHEAD collaborated on this initiative and promotes this resource to 
employers and graduates with disabilities alike. DigiPlace4all is an 
online peer support community helping people with disabilities build the 
digital skills needed to make the transition from vocational training and 
education to employment. This online resource is the outcome of the 
NCBI’s Digital Inclusion Champions in Europe (DICE) project. 
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To promote the 
integration of the 

principles of Universal 
Design for Learning 

in education and 
employment
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Theme C

KEY STRATEGIC ACTIVITIES 
UNDERTAKEN IN 2015

The AHEAD Journal No. 2  
A review of inclusive education  

& employment practices 

Key contributions: 

 – Dr Timothy Cordes, blind psychiatrist on perceptions & neuroplasticity.

 – Dr Michael Seery on the pros & cons of the flipped classroom 
approach.

 – The outcomes from the latest research on the transition to college of 
blind and visually impaired students.

 – Kerry Pace’s management strategies for Dyspraxia.

 – A European view on international mobility of students with disabilities 
from colleagues in SIHO (Belgium).



44

In the foreword, CEO of AHEAD, Ann Heelan, asks why it is such a big deal 
to change our thinking about disability? This question is raised against 
the backdrop of growing diversity in our higher education system along 
with a diminishing pot of funds from which disability support services can 
draw on to respond to growing demands to provide required supports. 
AHEAD believe that the adoption of Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL) is the way forward in addressing this dilemma. AHEAD is actively 
promoting UDL as an idea elastic enough to fit every kid (Rose, Harvard 
Education Magazine 2014). UDL recognises that every student learns 
differently and so the greater flexibility that is built into mainstream 
provision, then the less need there will be for add on supports for 
students with a disability. UDL offers a framework that will assist support 
staff to become more inclusive while insisting that inclusion requires a 
college wide approach. The full content of Journal 2 is available at: 
http://www.ahead.ie/userfiles/files/Journal/Issue2_journal.pdf

AHEAD and the Further 
Education Training (FET) Sector

AHEAD is working closely with the newly formed ETBI. AHEAD is 
currently updating the FE Teaching and Learning Guidelines, the focus of 
which is to make learning accessible for students in the FE and Training 
Sector. These guidelines will be available in 2016.

http://www.ahead.ie/userfiles/files/Journal/Issue2_journal.pdf
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From across the further education sector 50 participants attended 
the one day training seminar that is a component of the AHEAD Start 
online training course for staff working at the grassroots. AHEAD Start 
provides professional staff the opportunity to up-skill in order to support 
students with disabilities and to gain confidence in their decision-making 
regarding disability related issues. 37 staff members undertook the full 
programme which, on top of the one day seminar, involves approximately 
twenty hours of online activities. Taking on board feedback the complete 
programme was reviewed in 2015 and the revised programme, which will 
come on stream in 2016, will feature:

 – Module 1 - The History of Disability & Education in Ireland – Attitudes,  
Policy, Legislation

 – Module 2 - Disability Awareness

 – Module 3 - Supports & Reasonable Accommodations

 – Module 4 - Needs Assessment and Funding

AHEAD is a contributor to ETBI Magazine with articles in the Spring of 
2015 edition on ‘Meeting the Needs of Learners with Disabilities’ - www.
etbi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/ETBI_Spring15_final_low-res.
pdf and the Summer of 2015 on ‘Universal Design for Learning (UDL): 
Implications for Further Education and Training’, jointly written by Ann 
Heelan (AHEAD) and Pat O’Mahony (ETBI Education and Research 
Officer). www.etbi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/ETBI_Summer_2015.
pdf

http://www.etbi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/ETBI_Spring15_final_low-res.pdf
http://www.etbi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/ETBI_Spring15_final_low-res.pdf
http://www.etbi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/ETBI_Spring15_final_low-res.pdf
http://www.etbi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/ETBI_Summer_2015.pdf
http://www.etbi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/ETBI_Summer_2015.pdf
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AHEAD -  
Health Science Summer School

The Real Risk is Doing Nothing: What can we do to support students with 
disabilities in healthcare? 

AHEAD, in collaboration with University College Dublin School of 
Nursing, Midwifery & Health Systems, held its biennial Summer School 
in June. It brought together professionals working in the health sciences 
sector who have responsibility for including students with disabilities 
in the health professions, including clinical placements. This year, the 
spotlight was on mental health and the opening up of a dialogue about 
flexibility in teaching and learning with the aim of exploring the concept 
of ‘reasonable accommodations in healthcare’. The landscape of higher 
education has changed dramatically in recent years and currently 
about 4.5% of all students studying in the field of health & welfare have 
disclosed a disability (http://www.ahead.ie/news-participationrates2014). 
Educators are responsible for supporting these students and ensuring 
that they have a positive college experience. 

http://www.ahead.ie/summerschool2015

http://www.ahead.ie/news-participationrates2014
http://www.ahead.ie/summerschool2015
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AHEAD – online learning resource  
for staff in higher education 

Supporting students with disabilities on work placement programmes.

AHEAD developed a strategic relationship with AHECS to share the knowledge 
and learning of the AHEAD WAM Initiative with the aim of providing staff who 
facilitate work placements with the knowledge and practical know-how in 
supporting students with a range of disabilities undertaking a work placement 
as part of their college course. AHEAD, supported by the HEA, established a 
steering group together with AHECS members to review training needs. The 
work of the steering group was three fold:

1. To identify and develop key relationships within the steering group itself;
2. To carry out a survey around the HE sector to identify needs with 

regards to students with disabilities transitioning to the work place;
3. To produce an online training course for personnel involved in the 

placement process.

The survey informed the creation of an online tool which was launched 
during the year and is accessible at www.ahead.ie/placementresource 

AHECS members with 
AHEAD staff member 
Seònaid Ó Murchadha 

http://www.ahead.ie/placementresource


AHEAD, based on its experience of placing students with disabilities in 
diverse work settings across the private and public sectors, presented 
to participants approaches that Beaumont Hospital may wish to consider 
in working with students with disabilities who are undertaking clinical 
practices in their hospital setting.
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As a partner to this conference AHEAD’s contributions took the form 
of facilitating a 90 minute workshop on Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL): from theory to practice. Against the backdrop of the development 
of the National Strategy for Higher Education Initiative, AHEAD promoted 
the concept of UDL as a very different way of thinking about learning 
from the more traditional “talk and chalk” methods. AHEAD advocated 
that UDL is different in that it is not based on the myth of the average 
student, but challenges the educator to rethink how they design the 

NDA Annual Conference
UDL in Education

Nursing Seminar
Beaumont Hospital

NATIONAL
 Key contributions to external 

conferences/agencies



49

learning environment to include all students. Learning is no longer 
confined to the classroom - it can take place anywhere with e-learning 
and open learning, and in the professional workplace with the increasing 
use of mandatory work placements as part of many college courses. 
These discussions are timely against the backdrop of the development 
of the National Strategy for Higher Education Initiative as it sets out to 
tackle the growing demand of access to higher education from previously 
excluded groups including mature students, international students, 
students with disabilities and those from different socio economic 
backgrounds. Full details are available at:   
http://universaldesign.ie/News-events/Events/Universal-Design-in-
Education-Conference.html

School of Music – Delivered training on assessing the needs of and 
approaches to the provision of supports for students with disabilities. 

St Patrick’s College, Dublin - AHEAD staff member Caroline McGrotty 
joined a panel set up to discuss their plans to introduce a Deaf Studies 
2017 Programme. Caroline shared her experiences of school and college 
as a hearing impaired student.  

TCD/DAWN – Discussed and developed a plan for the creation of an 
online tool to assist students with disabilities with the application 
process in their transition to college. The tool will be available in 2016.

http://universaldesign.ie/News-events/Events/Universal-Design-in-Education-Conference.html
http://universaldesign.ie/News-events/Events/Universal-Design-in-Education-Conference.html


Titled “Working for Disability Equality in Higher Education” the aim of 
the conference was to provide a global perspective on the provision of 
disabled student supports from pre-entry to university or college to the 
successful transition into employment. 

Ann Heelan, Executive Director of AHEAD, delivered a keynote 
presentation on the merits of UDL (Universal Design for Learning). 
AHEAD staff member Mary Quirke along with Leslee O’Loughlin from 
Rent-a-car jointly presented a workshop on “Supporting Transitions of 
Graduates with Disabilities to Employment“. AHEAD’s input was framed 
around sharing the learning of its engagement with over 1,500 graduates 
with disabilities and of its facilitating 240 graduate work placements 
with over 20 employers. Both presentations were designed to give 
insight into graduate and employer perspectives.

http://nadpuk.org/uploads/attachments/SESSION%20DESCRIPTIONS 
%20AND%20BIOGS.pdf
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INTERNATIONAL
 Key contributions to external 

conferences/agencies

NADP International Conference 
- UK

http://nadpuk.org/uploads/attachments/SESSION%20DESCRIPTIONS %20AND%20BIOGS.pdf
http://nadpuk.org/uploads/attachments/SESSION%20DESCRIPTIONS %20AND%20BIOGS.pdf
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EAIE Conference - UK

EAIE (European Association of International Education) is a global 
organisation and AHEAD leads their Expert Community (EC) on access. At 
the 2015 conference in Glasgow, AHEAD conducted a number of sessions 
on inclusive study abroad practices. The EC on access had conducted a 
world café workshop which resulted in the publication of a brochure for 
professionals titled ‘A to Z of Inclusive International Mobility’ and which 
was launched at the Conference http://www.eaie.org/eaie-resources/
library/publication/Other/abc-guide-inclusive-international-mobility.
html. AHEAD also contributed a number of articles to EAIE publications. 

AHEAD delivered a keynote presentation to the University’s annual 
seminar on Disability & College Policy titled ‘Inclusion and Role of 
Universities into the Future’ promoting the concept of Universal Design 
for Learning. The purpose of the keynote was to explore ‘approaches’ 
within higher education not only in terms of structures but also to 
consider practices, the role of institutions and their wider community of 
staff and students.

A follow up report outlining the relationship between reasonable 
accommodations and inclusion of students with disabilities along with 
examples of policy approaches from a range of other universities will be 
produced for internal consideration. 

University of Leuven 
- Belgium

http://www.eaie.org/eaie-resources/library/publication/Other/abc-guide-inclusive-international-mobility.html.
http://www.eaie.org/eaie-resources/library/publication/Other/abc-guide-inclusive-international-mobility.html.
http://www.eaie.org/eaie-resources/library/publication/Other/abc-guide-inclusive-international-mobility.html.


52

Ann Heelan with the European 
Myriam  Van Acker Award (2013)

LINK
www.thelinknetwork.com

LINK is a network of organisations, educational institutions, disability 
professionals, academics, students and interested individuals who 
all share the same ultimate goal: the full inclusion of students with 
disabilities in 3rd level education. The network is coordinated by 
AHEAD and is made up of partner organisations from six EU countries, 
all of which share knowledge, best practice and experience with the 
aim of raising the quality of services for third level students with 
disabilities across Europe. This year the Network ‘meet-up’ took place 
in Cambridge, UK. Reduced funding and its impact on the delivery of 
service provision was a key concern raised. A recurring theme for all 
partners is the issue of mental health among the student population and 
this will be explored as a theme for the LINK conference scheduled to take 
place in 2017. 

Ann Heelan, Executive Director of AHEAD, 
was invited to present on the basis 
of her winning the European Myriam 
Van Acker Award in 2013, which was 
awarded on the basis of her sterling 
contribution to ensuring that disability in 
higher education is addressed within the 
mainstream framework of the provision 
of higher education to all students.    

http://www.thelinknetwork.com
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AHEAD submitted and had published an article in the American Journal 
of Post-secondary Education and Disability (JPED 15-02PB) on the 
findings of the summer school they jointly held with the School of 
Nursing, University College Dublin (UCD). The summer school explored 
the topic of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) with a particular 
emphasis on how the principles of UDL could translate into practice on 
clinical placement sites. 

Using a framework presented by Dr Joan McGuire from the University of 
Connecticut, the group examined how Universal Design interacts with the 
performance standards to be achieved by students in clinical placements. 
This approach allowed participating academics working across a number 
of health related sciences including nursing, medicine and physiotherapy 
to engage in detailed dialogue about inclusion of a diverse range of 
students in health sciences, especially students with disability. The full 
article is available at https://www.ahead.org/publications/jped

The next meeting of the Network will take place in Dublin. In the 
intervening time LINK will connect up with the Erasmus+ Conference 
scheduled to take place in Belgium in 2016 on ‘Universal Design in 
Learning – a European Perspective’. The Network will also explore the 
possibility of a joint NADP/LINK conference to be held in Northern Ireland.

American Journal

https://www.ahead.org/publications/jped
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To sustain and develop the 
strategic relationships of 

the organisation of AHEAD
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Theme D

KEY STRATEGIC ACTIVITIES 
UNDERTAKEN IN 2015

Online activities 

AHEAD’s online presence continues to grow and at the heart of this activity 
is the new look responsive website launched in 2014. We now have almost 
50,000 yearly visits to ahead.ie with over 130,000 annual page views and 
the website hosts a wealth of information and resources for students/
parents, professional support staff, educators and employers.

Our follower count on our two main social media channels is continuing 
to grow. 2015 saw a 22% rise in the number of Twitter followers and a 
171% growth in our Facebook Likes. In 2015, AHEAD also joined LinkedIn 
as a company for the first time.

AHEAD’s YouTube presence also continues to grow and we are now hosting 
over 40 videos. In total, the channel has garnered upwards of 9,000 views.

AHEAD Start is a blended learning course which up-skills professionals 
new to supporting students with disabilities in 3rd Level education. 
AHEAD undertook the big step of moving this training course from an 
external e-learning platform provider to AHEAD’s own internal platform 
and in the process updated and revamped the content and delivery 
methods. This move, while more cost efficient, gives AHEAD more 
flexibility in updating content in line with user feedback and in engaging 
with platform users. The new platform will come into effect in 2016.

http://ahead.ie
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Highlights of the year

 – Released an animation - created in-house - which summarises the 
work of AHEAD in 4 minutes. The video follows Sean, a fictional student 
with a disability, and shows how AHEAD works with him and other 
key stakeholders to make his educational and employment journey 
a successful one. It can be viewed at http://www.ahead.ie/news-
whatwedovideo

 – Latest version of ‘Top 5 Tips for New College Students with disabilities’ 
video was released and continues to prove popular with almost 4,000 
views since it was uploaded: http://www.ahead.ie/top-tips-college

 – Released an animated ‘Better Options’ promo video complete with an Irish 
Sign Language Version, launched during International Week of the Deaf.

 – Produced an Irish Sign Language video of AHEAD staff member 
Caroline McGrotty giving her experience of being a deaf student to 
mark International Week of the Deaf. 

 – A newsletter style email ‘AHEAD weekly’ notifies our mailing list of 
AHEAD news and upcoming events. 

 – AHEAD’s ‘Our Week Online’ round-up showcases the best external 
disability/education/employment related news and resources we’ve 
resourced. Based on the success of the email update, we introduced 
the ‘Our Week Online’ concept to the website, posting a new round-up 
every Wednesday.

 – AHEAD interactive infomap for students with disabilities - a favourite 
of students seeking to get into college - was updated. The map allows 
students to follow their route to college and get helpful video, audio 
and text tips as they go.

http://www.ahead.ie/news
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x_U4BzOesds
http://www.ahead.ie/top-tips-college
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Au0wogHP7kw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Au0wogHP7kw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mYZrtZjX8A4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mYZrtZjX8A4
http://www.ahead.ie/ourweekonline
http://www.ahead.ie/studentmap


58

 – The interactive Participation Rates Data Centre continues to receive 
praise from the sector and is particularly useful for researchers. This 
tool is updated yearly and enables one to intuitively interrogate our 
annually collected data on the numbers of students with disabilities 
in higher education in Ireland and manipulate graphics and tables to 
source the desired information. 

 – For International Week of the Deaf AHEAD staff member, Stephen 
Lehane, blogs his experience of learning and laughing in a deaf world: 
http://www.ahead.ie/blogpost-032015. If you’re not used to spending 
time with Deaf people, you won’t know what’s socially acceptable. 
Deaf culture is what’s “normal” in the Centre for Deaf Studies, Trinity 
College where the hearing people have to adjust to fit in. 

 – AHEAD Start - AHEAD’s blended learning course on supporting 
students with disabilities and undertaking needs assessments was 
reviewed and, in particular, the online component upgraded and made 
more user friendly. 

 – The WAM Mentoring Model - The development of the WAM mentoring 
model to an online facility was piloted and launched in 2015. This 
means that WAM work place mentors can up-skill with ease from their 
own PC. Equally, WAM mentoring for mentees can be undertaken by 
registering and accessing the appropriate web page. 

 – College Course Work Placements – AHEAD’s online training course for 
personnel involved in supporting students with a range of disabilities 
undertaking a work placement as part of the college course  
www.ahead.ie/placementresource.

Online course development

http://www.ahead.ie/datacentre2014
http://www.ahead.ie/blogpost-032015
http://www.ahead.ie/placementresource
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Publications 2016

Building an Argument is a guide to ‘building’ an assignment from the ground 

up. It is aimed at all third level students who need help putting together their 

academic essays, although it is particularly helpful for students with a specific 

learning difficulty. Order from www.ahead.ie/publications 

Participation Rates Report – Numbers of students with disabilities studying in 

higher education in Ireland 2014/15 - free download version at 

http://www.ahead.ie/publications-for-educational-staff

Guidelines for DCU clinical partners supporting student nurses with 

disabilities on clinical placements - free download version at 

http://www.ahead.ie/publications-for-educational-staff

Research Report - ‘Giving voice to blind and visually impaired students’ 

transition experiences, addressing gaps in policy provision – free download 

version at http://www.ahead.ie/publications-for-educational-staff 

AHEAD Online Journal – Edition 2 available at http://www.ahead.ie/journal 

AHEAD Strategy 2015-2018 – free download version at http://www.ahead.ie/

publications-for-educational-staff 

For a full list of available AHEAD publications check  

http://www.ahead.ie/shop

http://www.ahead.ie/publications
http://www.ahead.ie/publications
http://www.ahead.ie/publications
http://www.ahead.ie/publications
http://www.ahead.ie/journal
http://www.ahead.ie/publications
http://www.ahead.ie/publications
http://www.ahead.ie/shop
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Overview of energy use

AHEAD’s energy report is based on 0.2% of the building we occupy. We do not 

have separate meters to gauge our energy but we take what measures we 

can to reduce energy usage. In 2015, AHEAD consumed 6.92 MWh of energy, 

consisting of:

 – 2.329 MWh of electricity

 – 4.591 MWh of fossil fuels

 – 0 MWh of renewable fuels

Energy savings/increases

 – EnPI: 5.5% worse than 2014 but 23.6% better than baseline

 – Consumption (TPER): 5.5% more than 2014 but 23.6% less than baseline
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Organisational Matters
& Board of Directors

Professor Brendan Goldsmith
Chairperson

Dublin Institute of Technology

Ms. Patricia Byrne
Secretary 

Institute of Art, Design & Technology

Mr. Andrew Blair 
Bank of Ireland

Ms. Marion McCarthy 
University College Cork

Dr. Ted Fleming
Maynooth University

Ms. Annie Houy
Union of Students in Ireland

Ms. Karen Mooney 
National College of Ireland

Professor Michael Shevlin
Trinity College Dublin

Dr. Phil Halligan 
School of Nursing & Midwifery, UCD

Ms. Tina Lowe 
University College Dublin

The 2014 AGM of AHEAD was held on 2nd December, 2015 in the Chester Beatty 

Library, Dublin.

Board of Directors: 

AHEAD wishes to acknowledge, with the utmost appreciation, the commitment 

and contributions of all of its board members and the sterling work it undertook 

during the year. 
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AHEAD Membership

AHEAD recognises the importance of working with college staff who have first-

hand experience of the issues that both students and staff face on a daily basis. 

The funding that membership fees generate is critical to AHEAD being able to 

provide an information service not only to staff in higher education but to the 

general public highlighting and reflecting the positive advancements that are 

happening on the ground at student level. For a full list of members check out 

our webpage at www.ahead.ie/currentmembers

http://www.ahead.ie/currentmembers
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INCOME AND ENDOWMENTS

Charitable activities

Higher Education Authority 

Get AHEAD 

AHEAD Training/Research

FÁS WAM Project 

UDLL  

AHEAD Start  

Membership  

AHEAD conference 

Publications

Other

Bank interest receivable

Total income and endowments

2015

€

179,000

 83,500

 55,090

181,000 

 12,725

 7,173

 22,100 

 51,113

 10,826

602,527

 129

602,656

2014

€

179,000

 83,500

 6,605

183,500

 3,003

 8,232

 29,509

 24,319

 14,025

531,693

 218

531,911

Financial Statement

All income is in respect of unrestricted activities. 
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EXPENDITURE ON CHARITABLE 

ACTIVITIES

Charitable activities

Salary costs 

Training costs 

Conferences and meetings 

Printing and stationary 

Travel and subsistence 

Office expenses 

Depreciation 

Professional fees 

Web development 

Other expenses

2015

€

422,011 

 2,100 

 63,267 

 23,080 

 32,466 

 20,487 

 5,023 

 12,226 

 10,375 

 12,445 

603,480 

2014

€

378,827 

 5,975 

 27,032 

 15,220 

 34,473 

 12,512 

 5,391 

 14,482 

 7,202 

 18,238 

 519,352 

All income is in respect of unrestricted activities. 
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O U R  M I SS I O N

To empower more 
students to succeed in 

education and graduate 
employment.
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O U R  M I SS I O N

To empower more 
students to succeed in 

education and graduate 
employment.
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Association for Higher Education Access & Disability

Thank you
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