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“
Shaping a future 
where students 

with disabilities can 
succeed

”

OUR VISION



“
To empower 

more students to 
succeed in education 

and graduate 
employment.

”

OUR MISSION



Association for Higher Education Access & Disability

Foreword

IT GIVES ME GREAT PLEASURE TO REPORT 
that AHEAD continues to remain on target 
to achieve its goals as stated in its Strategic 
Plan 2015-2018. A central ambition of the 
strategic plan is the promotion of Universal 

Design for Learning as a framework to building inclusive environments 
in both education and employment. Not an easy task given the 
numerous challenges facing the FET and HEI sectors in developing 
inclusive learning systems. The transition into the workplace for 
graduates with disabilities is also far from smooth. Nonetheless, 
strides are being made by those working at the grass roots and 
AHEAD is working to support their efforts by fostering national and 
international relationships and networks, nurturing shared learning 
platforms and showcasing examples that benefit students and 
professionals alike. 

In this regard, of note in this year’s report is the collaborative work 
undertaken with students from across Europe. Listening to their 
stories, they give voice to the benefits that are to be gained from 
receiving a higher education. They articulate the significance for them 
of being able to participate in all aspects of college life and how this 
wider engagement gives them confidence that they believe will assist 
them with future career pursuits. It was a reaffirming engagement 
for AHEAD given its pursuance of the adoption of Universal Design as 
a framework to promote inclusion in the diverse environs of higher 
education and workplaces of today. This drive by AHEAD to promote 
Universal Design for Learning is also influenced by its commitment to 
work collaboratively with its membership, partners and networks to 
support them meet indicators of good practice. 



It is my pleasure to present the 2016 Annual Report. As Chairperson 
I took part in many of the activities/events throughout the year and I 
was impressed by the level of engagement and creativity generated 
by all involved. The willingness at grass roots to bring about change is 
very tangible and I believe offers great hope for the future building of 
inclusive learning systems. 

Professor Michael Shelvin
Chairperson of the Board



Here we come
- a poem by students - 

Students of IT Blanchardstown who took part 
in ‘Connected Voices in Learning’ reveal the 
richness of their personal learning stories 
by their contribution to the creation of this 

inspiring group poem.



Here we come, from all directions
like leaves on the wind in autumn
lone motes in the ebb and flow
of morning traffic.
Hopping off buses, jumping
out of our parents’ cars,
waving goodbye or just walking.
Some talking to others, most not,
this is the first day after all -
we don’t know anybody
and we’re trying to play it cool.
looking around at where we are
or staring down, at a map,
a timetable, a mobile phone.
Drawn towards the same place
with that name we’ve been savouring,
repeating to our parents,
our friends, to anyone who’ll listen.
This morning, we’re going to college.
College -
stepping into our tomorrow.
Weighed down with backpacks,
folders, tablets, laptops,
pens, coffees, bottled water,
for some that’s plenty, maybe too much.
For others - that’s nothing, because
we’re carrying something else -
anxiety, or something bigger, maybe;
the hangover of a one night stand gone wrong,
an argument with a cheating lover,
a recent death in the family,
a problem with drink, or drugs, or both.
Or maybe we’ve once been told
that we’re simply the wrong sex,
the wrong religion, too old,
the wrong colour, not fit enough, disabled
in some way that didn’t make the grade before.
Maybe school just never felt right,
maybe this is our second try,
maybe that’s keeping us back all the time
holding us down, like chains or anchors.
Maybe we’re here, but ready to bolt
ready to throw it all away,
but we won’t, not yet.

In our hearts
we’ve stowed away hope
humanity’s oldest motivation
and like flames inside our rib-cages
we hold our dreams,
some almost extinguished
some undiscovered like distant stars
and all we ask from you is that you see this
and give us a few things.
Consistency,
an environment that cares for
our minds, our bodies, our souls
somewhere to make friends.
A system of mentors we can trust
to turn up in both senses of the word.
To look for what we can’t see in ourselves.
Experts who are out there,
still learning themselves.
Eccentric, stern, passionate,
always inspiring us to work
harder than we want to,
harder than we think we can.
And if you want to know
how hard it is for us, just ask.
The best of you always do.
Give us these things
and we all become part of the plan.
A connected part of the whole.
Like the intricate parts of a watch
but less separate.
So much more than just one cog,
more like the people who invented the watch 
itself,
or tracked the sun through the sky,
plotted the cosmos or mapped
the soft machinery of the human heart.
Here we come, from all directions
like leaves on the wind in autumn
students who want to stand
as graduates not just of a college
but of a way of life, a way of thinking,
a way of believing that anyone can be
the person they dream of being.

https://www.ahead.ie/connectedvoices



“
By learning you 

will teach. 
By teaching you 

will learn

”

Latin proverb
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THE PROMOTION OF THE INTEGRATION OF 
the principles of Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL) in education and employment is the 
theme that dominates all we undertook in 
the year under review. In planning the year’s 
calendar time and space were allocated to take 
stock of existing policies and practices that are 
proving effective. On the one side there is the 

sterling work by on-the-ground staff and advocates, who are striving 
to bring about change, in order to cater for the growing diversity in 
the student population. On the other side of this scenario are the 
students themselves, those that are on the receiving end of teaching 
methods and styles, policies and practices. We wanted to explore 
both viewpoints and perspectives. The AHEAD Annual Conference 
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) Symposium 2016 – Taking 
Stock was targeted at educational professionals. The conference was 
designed to create a space dedicated to the flow of conversations 
and ideas on making UDL a reality - https://www.ahead.ie/
conference2016.  Coinciding with this symposium, and in partnership 
with IT Blanchardstown, was the creation of a student forum dedicated 
to exploring student educational experiences. This forum decided 
to adopt a creative process that presented its findings in the form of 
an exhibition titled Connected Voices in Learning and a group poem 
entitled Here we come, both are truly inspiring:

 https://www.ahead.ie/connectedvoices. 

Association for Higher Education Access & Disability

Executive Director  
Summary
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Other key activities include the AHEAD annual survey of the 
participation rates of students with disabilities in higher education in 
the academic year 2015/16 that reports that students with disabilities 
now represent 5.2% of the student population, marginally up from last 
year - http://ahead.ie/datacentre. AHEAD also published a study of 
the experiences of students with mental health difficulties in higher 
education in Ireland entitled Mental Health Matters. At the heart 
of this study was a consultation process that involved students and 
professionals alike, and the recommendations contained therein were 
informed by listening to both sides involved in the learning process - 
https://www.ahead.ie/mentalhealthmatters. Development continued 
of AHEAD’s interactive training course Ahead Start, which is aimed 
at providing professional staff in the FET and HEI sectors with a 
systematic approach to supporting students with disabilities in their 
institutions. The circulation of the bi-annual electronic AHEAD Journal 
as a space for professionals to share innovative ideas and examples 
of best practices continues - https://www.ahead.ie/userfiles/files/
Journal/The_Ahead_Journal_Issue3.pdf. 

Finally, direct engagement with employer networks remains high. The 
outcomes of the AHEAD graduate/employer Initiatives, GetAhead and 
WAM, are a great source of achievement for all involved. AHEAD’s online 
presence is an ever growing component of all we undertake as we 
endeavour to build user friendly online tools to meet the needs of the 
AHEAD membership, students, key stakeholders and the wider public. 

Ann Heelan
Executive Director
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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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“
Students with 

disabilities now 
represent 5.2% of the 
student population in 

higher education

”



To influence  
national policy



Theme A

KEY STRATEGIC ACTIVITIES 
UNDERTAKEN IN 2016

Participation rates of students with 
disabilities academic year 15/16

http://ahead.ie/datacentre2016

In order to ascertain the number of students with disabilities in the Irish 
higher education system for the academic year 2015/16, AHEAD surveyed 
all HEA funded Higher Education Institutions, plus one non HEA funded 
institution (with a large volume of students and thereby considered 
too significant to omit). A structured questionnaire was sent out and 
responses were received from 25 institutions. Following data collation 
and analysis, the following represent the most salient findings emerging 
from the research process concerning students with disabilities in higher 
education for the academic year 2015/2016:

 – Students with disabilities now represent 5.2% of the total student 
population in higher education in Ireland, up from 5.1% in last year’s 
report.

 – 25 HEI’s in Ireland identified a total of 11,244 students with disabilities 
enrolled. This represents a 4% rise in the numbers year on year.

 – 3,075 of these were new entrants, representing 30% of the disabled 
undergraduate student population. 2,539 of these were final year 
undergraduates, representing 25% of the disabled student population.
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 – The number of students with a disability per staff member (disability and 
learning support staff) has risen 26% in the past 2 years to an average 
of 122 students per staff member. The data suggests that the continuing 
rise in the numbers of students with disabilities in higher education 
(16% increase in the corresponding two-year period) 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 
(6.1%) is more than 5 times the participation rate in part time courses 
(1.2%). 

 – In terms of disability profile, the vast majority of students with 
disabilities have a specific learning difficulty (45.5%). However, this 
cohort has fallen as a percentage of total students with disabilities every 
year for the last 5, from 60.5% in 2010/11, to 45.5% in the current survey.

 – While the total numbers of students with disabilities has risen 4% year 
on year, the number of students in the Blind/Visually Impaired category 
actually fell by 10% to just 205. They now make up just 1.8% of students 
with disabilities (down from 2.1% last year) and represent the smallest 
single grouping of students with disabilities. In the last 5 years, the 
number of Blind/Visually Impaired students in higher education has 
grown at a rate more than 3 times slower than the general disabled 
student population.
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 – Responding institutions reported a 14% increase in the number of 
Deaf/Hearing Impaired new entrants in 2015/16. Previous reports up to 
2013/14 identified a trend toward negative growth in the number of new 
entrants in this category but following an upward swing in this category 
in last year’s report, we can now say that a positive trend is emerging 
showing this cohort now growing at a faster rate than the general 
disabled student population.

 – 81% of the disabled student population received an examination 
accommodation in the academic year 2015/16. Extra time was by far the 
most common support provided with 75% of students with disabilities 
receiving extra time in their examinations in 2015/16.

 – When asked their opinion on whether they thought their college was 
doing enough to signpost mental health services to its students (e.g. as 
part of the induction programme for all students), 64% of responding 
college staff said ‘Yes’ and 36% said ‘No’.

 – Almost a quarter (24%) of all new registrations with disability services 
in higher education institutions in 2015/16 were not in their first year of 
study.

10



Mental Health Matters - 

Mapping Best Practices in Higher Education

AHEAD launched the report on the findings of a predominately qualitative 
study undertaken in 2015 on the experiences of students with mental 
health difficulties in higher education institutions in Ireland. The 
research was prompted by the increase in the number of students in 
higher education who are experiencing mental health difficulties and are 
registering with the disability support offices or seeking supports from 
college counselling services. 

At the heart of this research was the built-in consultation process with 
students with mental health difficulties undertaking third level study and 
with on-the-ground staff working at the coalface. The recommendations 
are informed by listening to the experiences of both students and 
professionals alike along with wide consultation with on-the-ground 
professionals taking on board their insight into what, they believe, is 
fundamentally required to improve the inclusion of students with mental 
health difficulties and to develop the provision of appropriate supports. 

 https://www.ahead.ie/mentalhealthmatters 
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From left: Richard Bruton, TD, Minister for Education & Skills, Ann Heelan, CEO AHEAD, 
& Dr. Esther Murphy, Trinity College Dublin at the launch of the report.
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Reflections on Assessment

“What do I think of exams? How much can you write, in the time we’ve 
allotted to you, in a cold, draughty gym?” – Jack (student) 

Keynote Speaker Dr Nicole Ofiesh 
(expert in the field of accessible learning 
and assessment)

https://www.ahead.ie/userfiles/files/
Conference/2016/Nicole%20Ofiesh.pdf

AHEAD ANNUAL 2 DAY SYMPOSIUM 2016
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) – 

Taking Stock

Day 1 - The Academics Perspective

Welcome & Opening 

Prof Daire Keogh, Deputy President, Dublin City University (left) and Mary Doyle, 

Deputy Secretary, Dept. of Education & Skills (right) 
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Reflections on Teaching

“What advice would I give to lecturers? Definitely include more visual stuff, 
more interactive stuff and more practical stuff instead of just talking all 
the time.” – Sean (student)

Keynote speaker – Dr Mark Glynn, Head of the Teaching 
Enhancement Unit, Dublin City University

Reflections on Engagement & Learning

“If someone is energetic and passionate, that carries me through and I 
pay more attention.” 

– Brian (student)

Keynote speaker – Dr Marian McCarthy, Director of 
the Centre for the Integration of Research, Teaching 
& Learning, University College Cork and a serving 
director on the Board of AHEAD
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Welcome & Opening 

It’s Time to Talk 

Interactive group exercise on key themes reviewed.

Dr Larry McNutt, 
Institute of Technology, Blanchardstown
http://www.slideshare.net/
enhancingteaching/keynote-
presentation-udl-conference-2016 

 

The Symposium Debate - is the disability office justified on the UDL 
campus of the future?

Debating the motion: Paddy Turner, Chair, National Association of 
Disability Practitioners (UK) and Kathleen Lynch, Professor of Equality 
Studies, University College Dublin.

Day 2 - Academics Debate
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The Students Perspective - Connected Voices in Learning 

Participating students with poet Colm 
Keegan (front line left), Larry McNutt, ITB 
(back row second from left) along with 
AHEAD staff, Ann Heelan, Mary Quirke, 
Dara Ryder & Stephen Lehane. 

Coinciding with this year’s 
Symposium, AHEAD, in 
collaboration with the Institute 

of Technology, Blanchardstown (ITB) undertook to engage with students 
to explore, through the lens of Universal Design for Learning, their 
experiences of higher education. The aim of the exhibition was to give voice 
to the student experience and to celebrate the huge diversity among the 
student population.

The 1st Year Creative Digital Media students of the ITB engaged in a series 
of workshops with Dublin poet Colm Keegan and the outcome of their 
deliberations were the production of an inspiring poem titled ‘Here we come’ 
(visible at the beginning of this report), an exciting exhibition titled Connected 
Voices in Learning, and a poster of their individually designed stamps that 
together make a powerful statement of the uniqueness yet connectedness 
of the humanity and diversity that is the learning environment of higher 
education in Ireland today (included at the end of this report). 

This exhibition was both personal and public; unique, but representative of 
how our learners see their place in this interconnected web of experiences. 
Their individual voices tell of life stories shaped by circumstance, chance 
and opportunity. Their words, images and designs expose their hearts and 
minds, a rich palette of artefacts symbolising the humanity of diversity - 
each unique but connected representing individual threads in a complex 
colourful pattern. https://www.ahead.ie/connectedvoices 
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UDLL  
A European Erasmus+ Project

Universal Design for Learning – A Licence to Learn – Closing 
Conference, Ghent, Belgium

AHEAD is one of the three partner to this Erasmus+ funded project titled 
UDLL (Universal Design for Learning Licence). Other Project partners 
are NTNU – Universell (Norway) and Howest – SIHO (Belgium). The 
coordinating partner is Universell. The aim of the project is to promote 
Universal Design for Learning as the best approach to developing inclusive 
learning systems in higher education across the EU. 

2016 was the final year of this project. The focus of activities undertaken 
during the year were to deliver the following stated outcomes: 

 – A publication titled ‘Universal Design for Learning – A Best Practice 
Guideline’. The publication is the outcome from consultation with four 
key stakeholders in the higher education sector: (1) policy makers and 
management; (2) academic staff and faculty members; (3) student 
support services and, (4) students themselves. The purpose of the 
guidelines is to act as a framework to support stakeholders in higher 
education adopt the concept of Universal Design as a means to develop 
inclusive learning environments that will benefit all students.

17



 – A Self- Assessment Toolkit for students which was developed in 
consultation with over 100 students across Ireland, Norway and Belgium. 
Students were involved in the design and content of the toolkit which 
offers insights into challenges that they encountered while studying 
and how they overcame these hurdles. A theme common to all success 
stories was a close relationship with a particular teacher or member of 
staff who were willing to explore and try alternative solutions to arising 
issues https://studenttoolkit.eu/about-us/ The toolkit was launched in 
2016 https://studenttoolkit.eu/

 – A dissemination two day conference titled ‘A European Perspective on 
UDL’ which was held in Ghent, Belgium in June 2016 at which the above 
referred to guidelines and student toolkit were launched. The conference 
is featured in Section C of this report. 
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Lobbying

 – AHEAD participated in the steering group that advised PACEC, the body 
designated by the Department of Education to undertake research on 
reforming the ‘Minister’s Fund’ to higher education.

 – AHEAD were invited to take part in the Advisory Group to the NAO on 
access to initial teacher training which was set up to improve access to 
teacher training for students with disabilities.

 – AHEAD was represented by BOD members Ted Fleming and Larry 
McNutt on the Department of Education Retention Group that explored 
the retention of students with disabilities in higher education.

 – AHEAD contributed to the report published by the Department of 
Education on the National Skills Strategy. 

 – DFI Disability Inequality Campaign - AHEAD endorsed the “Disable 
Inequality” election campaign http://www.ahead.ie/disabilityequality to 
raise the voice of the 1 in 8 Irish people who have a disability and who 
are deeply affected by so many of the issues at the heart of political 
debate. For fuller details of the DFI campaign check out their website 
at http://disableinequality.ie/ 

 – AHEAD is a member of the National Access Planning committee of the 
Department of Education whose main aim is to explore the strategic 
values, goals and objectives of the department up to 2019 regarding 
access to and inclusion in higher education. 

19



20



To develop 
existing & emerging 

partnerships



Theme B

KEY STRATEGIC ACTIVITIES 
UNDERTAKEN IN 2016

Student Connect  
The transition to higher education

Better Options - College Fair

This year’s Better Options college fair for students with disabilities and 
specific learning difficulties was hosted by University College Dublin, 
Belfield campus. This annual event is popular with students considering 
their third level education options and they attend the fair to find out what 
courses are open to them and what support services are provided by 
colleges as well as sourcing key information on access routes for those 
with disabilities.
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Better Options College Fair
Hosted by University College Dublin
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Finding out what it’s all about

Declan Traynor, TCD 
Managing Expectations

Caroline McGrotty, AHEAD 
Surviving College

Bob O’Mhurcu, DIT 
the DARE Scheme

24



STUDENT CONNECT 
– The Transition Out of Higher Education

Building The Future
Hosted by Citi Bank

Citi volunteers who assisted with the running of the event with Tina Lowe, 
Board member of AHEAD 
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For the fifth year running Citi hosted this AHEAD careers initiative. 
Throughout the day students/graduates with disabilities had access to 
a series of workshops on key related topics, one-to-one interviews with 
human resources personnel from a range of 17 participating companies, 
and the golden opportunity to tease out how best to represent 
themselves on their CV and at interview. All took place under one roof 
and in a relaxed and open environment. It’s a popular event, open to the 
public, where students and employers come face-to-face to discuss and 
explore the world of work. This unique event is made possible with the 
support of Citi and the participation of the AHEAD network of employers. 
AHEAD greatly appreciate the on-going backing of Citi and, in particular, 
applauds the contributions of the Citi staff who, on the day, volunteer to 
do whatever is asked of them. Without them it would not be the success it 
is, nor half as much fun. 

A Citi Welcome -
Simon Bracken
Director of Operations
Citi EMEA
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Participants attending one-on-one CV & interview preparation advice 
hubs that ran throughout the day.  

Participants attending some of the 3 ‘Think Twice’ workshops that 
were held throughout the day.

‘Who Are You and Why Should I Care?’
Eoin Keenan of CPL outlined what your social media presence says about 
you and how that affects your career.

‘How To Be Your Best Self At Interview’
Kate Stewart, Sigmar Recruitment & Eileen Daly, Trinity College Dublin 
explored what to expect at competency based interviews including the 
issue of disclosure of disability.

‘How to prepare for psychometric testing’
Siobhan Kelly, cut-E presented on what psychometric testing is and the 
insights into what accommodations can be made for a person with a 
disability.
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Participant comment

“
Great service - great 

to have someone with 
clarity talk to you. I was 
told not to worry about 
gaps and that meant a 

lot to me.

”



“
Very worthwhile 

experience from our 
point of view.

”

Employer comment



Employers’ Exhibition Area

15 company and organisation stands provided information, advice and 
guidance throughout the event. 

Other key ‘Think Twice Workshops’ 
delivered:

Interview Skills: Jointly facilitated workshop with ESB that included 
competency based interviews and disclosure of disability. 

Disclosure of Disability: A lunchtime workshop delivered to students of 
NUIG during Mental Health Awareness Week. 

Disclosure: Organised by NUIG Careers Development Centre, a series 
of workshops on the topic of disclosure were delivered on ‘Transition to 
Employment’. 
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GRADUATE CONNECT – 
the transition into the world of work 

The AHEAD WAM Initiative 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. 
www.ahead.ie/wam 

 – 402 applications received for work placements offered via the WAM 
initiative

 – 156 interviews conducted with applicants
 – 45 employees participated in pre-placement training
 – 46 graduates secured paid placements
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EMPLOYERS NETWORK 
– from education to employment 

– all aboard? 

Can I bring my robot to work?
As part of Engineer week and hosted by Dell and ESB, AHEAD organised 
what turned out to be a lively exchange between employers and students 
on the benefits of Assistive Technologies (AT) and explored how new 
technologies best fit the learning and working environments. The event 
took the form of a debate chaired by Bill Grimson, Head of Engineers 
Ireland, that addressed the question “Can I bring my robot to work?”. 
On each team were a staff member of Dell and ESB and a student 
from TCD Dublin’s Philosophical Debating Society. In attendance and 
contributing from the floor were 1st Year students of Creative Digital 
Media, IT Blanchardstown. 

The War for Talent is back on!
Against the backdrop of growing 
demands for graduate talent, this 
event explored if recruitment and 
selection practices are effective 
and keeping pace with the pool of 
diverse students now graduating 
from our higher education system. 

Sponsored by Enterprise Rent-a-Car, the event brought together staff 
working with students and staff involved in graduate recruitment to share 
their current experiences and what is needed going forward. 
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Let’s start at the very beginning – what do you need to know when 
recruiting graduates with disabilities?

Hosted by Dell Ireland, Limerick campus, in collaboration with Limerick 
University (UL), the aim of this gathering was to promote the recruitment 
of graduates with disabilities by sharing with other employers Dell’s and 
UL’s collective experiences of their involvement in the AHEAD WAM work 
Initiative. 

AHEAD Workplace Leaders Network

Through the WAM Initiative 
workplace leaders receive their 
2016 awards for guiding the work of 
WAM, providing graduate entry paid 
work placements, and hosting and 
informing WAM events.
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 – AHEAD strategists committee – working behind the scene

Guiding the work of the AHEAD WAM Initiative are Senator Martin 
Conway, Seanad Spokesperson for Justice, Equality & Disability, Leslee 
O’Loughlin, HR Manager for Enterprise Holdings Ireland’s Group, and 
Andrew Blair, Head of HR, HSBC. 

Senator Martin Conway Leslee O’Loughlin 
Enterprise Holdings 
Ireland 

Andrew Blair
Head of HR, HSBC
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Including Graduates With a Disability in Your Workplace – Where to Start

From left: Mary Quirke (AHEAD), 
Sean Rainbird (Director of National Gallery 
of Ireland), Ann Heelan (AHEAD), 
Leslee O’Loughlin (Enterprise Holdings 
Ireland), Margaret Murphy O’Mahony 
(Fianna Fáil Spokesperson on Disability), 
Dr. Michael Shevlin (Chairperson of 
AHEAD)

Based on the cumulative learning of the AHEAD WAM Initiative, the aim 
of this publication is to promote inclusive workplace environments. The 
publication is designed with a journey in mind that is undertaken on the 
road to building diversity in the workplace. Employers embarking on this 
journey for the first time may feel that they are not sure where to start, 
while other feel they are well on their way but believe they still have 
some way to go. This publication is broken down into sections to assist 
the traveller with the many stops and starts on this journey but with 
opportunities to learn at each stage to assist them in their stride to carry 
on. Free download at www.ahead.ie/publications-for-employers 
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OTHER DISSEMINATION EVENTS: 

Grad Ireland 2016 Awards: AHEAD was a member of the panel of judges 
which selected the winner of the annual diversity award. 

Grad Ireland Breakfast Masterclass – AHEAD staff member Mary Quirke 
(2nd from right) participated on the panel that explored the topic of 
‘diversity in the workplace’ with an audience of employer representatives.
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To promote the 
integration of the 

principles of Universal 
Design for Learning 

in education and 
employment



Theme C

KEY STRATEGIC ACTIVITIES 
UNDERTAKEN IN 2016

THE AHEAD Electronic Journals 
No. 3 & No. 4 editions

Edition 3 and Edition 4 of the electronic journals were produced 
during the year. Edition 3 showcases the experiences and stories of 
practitioners who, by doing things differently, are acting as agents of 
change, developing innovative approaches to improve the experiences 
and opportunities of students with disabilities. Featuring the perspectives 
of students themselves offers a good counter balance to that of the 
practitioners. The students’ use of visual arts to represent their views is 
both creative and stimulating. The combined contributions of ground staff 
and students gives the reader a comprehensive feel of what it is like to be 
both working and studying in the higher education system in Ireland today. 

Key articles include a comprehensive piece on cognitive processes and 
making exams more accessible based on the work of Ofiesh and Bisagno. 
This in-depth conversation is featured in Edition 3 (Part1) and Edition 4 
(Part 2) and include lots of practical, evidence-based suggestions. 
Lisa Padden shares her work on supporting colleagues with putting into 
practice the principles of Universal Design in classrooms and lecture 
theatres. Tony Ward and his colleagues comment on an innovative web 
based resource tasked with widening the opportunities for students 
with disabilities within electrical and information engineering. Dr Moya 
O’Brien writes on the application of positive psychology and Valerie 
Hascoet documents her thoughts on language learning and students with 
dyslexia. Looking beyond Ireland we get a European perspective from 
Sweden on the application of Universal Design for Learning for widening 
participation. 
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In the foreword, Ann Heelan, CEO of AHEAD, raises the issue of 
subject/career choices made by students with disabilities in second 
level education, which are potentially limiting their access to future 
career opportunities. AHEAD’s research informs us that students with 
disabilities are currently over represented in arts/humanities and the 
social sciences, while being under represented in the very areas identified 
in Ireland’s National Skills Strategy as areas of future demand (AHEAD 
2016). Research by the OECD and others suggest that the education 
system is riddled with potential pitfalls for students with disabilities, 
and that they are frequently encouraged to drop essential subjects such 
as maths, languages and sciences, not because they lack capacity and 
aptitude, but because the system lacks the infrastructure to include them. 
The two editions features articles, illustrations and infographics from 
across the world. There is much to be gained from reading these editions 
and even more to be had from linking up and joining in on the discussions. 

https://www.ahead.ie/userfiles/files/Journal/The_Ahead_Journal_Issue3.
pdf https://www.ahead.ie/userfiles/files/Journal/AHEAD_Journal_4.pdf
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AHEAD and the Further 
Education Training (FET) Sector

Throughout the year AHEAD worked closely with the Educational Training 
Board Ireland (ETBI) to update their training and learning guidelines on 
making learning accessible for students in the further education and 
training sectors. The guide, which was launched during the year, was 
designed to assist teaching staff in further education and training to 
have a better understanding of the needs of students with disabilities. 
The guide promotes the adoption of Universal Design for Learning as a 
concept to assist with the building of accessible and inclusive practices 
into the design and delivery of courses that will benefit all students 
and will ensure that further education and training reflects the spirit 
and requirements of current legislation. The guide, entitled Teaching 
and Learning– Making Learning Accessible for Students in Further 
Education and Training is available at http://www.ahead.ie/publication-
for-educational-staff

AHEAD Start is a blended learning training course focusing on 
supporting students with disabilities in further and higher education. 
This interactive course provides professional staff, such as teachers, 
careers advisors or dedicated support staff with a systematic approach 
to supporting students with disabilities and includes practical templates 
to carry out needs assessments. The course is run twice yearly (autumn 
and spring). It involves a pre-term seminar and a 20 hour online course 
completed at one’s own pace over a 6-8 week term. The course covers 
legislation, the impact of disability on learning outcomes, the provision of 
appropriate supports, related funding mechanism and how to conduct a 
needs assessment http://ahead.ie/aheadstart. 

35 participants took part in the first term of the course. The following are 
some of their comments. 
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Participant comment

“
Super course, easy 

to navigate and a must 
for anyone who is 

thinking of working in 
the area of disability 

services.

”



Participant comment

“
Excellent course, 

very informative and 
well supported by both 
tutors and academic 

literature.

”



In 2016 the course was redeveloped and redesigned taking on board 
feedback from course participants. This produced a greater focus on 
interactivity and more multimedia elements. 

92% of recent participants ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that on 
completion of the course they felt confident in carrying out a needs 
assessment.

The promotional video can be seen here: https://youtu.be/zbawl/cpb2au 
or you can visit the webpage where you can find more info, course fees 
and term dates: www.ahead.ie
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Universal Design for Learning Conference - A European Perspective 
www.udll.eu/

AHEAD is a partner in this Erasmus + funded project titled UDLL (Universal 
Design for Learning Licence) along with Universell/NTNU, Norway (www.
universell.no) and HOWEST (SIHO), Belgium (www.siho.be). The coordinating 
partner is Universell. The conference was held in Ghent, Belgium and 
brought to a close this two year funded project. As an active partner, AHEAD’s 
contributions to the conference was significant in terms of disseminating the 
key findings of the project and, in particular, the launch of the key outcomes 
of the project: (a) Universal Design for Learning – A Best Practice Guideline’ 
Free download https://ahead.ie/publications-for-educational-staff (b) A 
Self- Assessment Toolkit for Students www.studenttoolkit.eu and (c) a 
dissemination conference. 

Conference Attendees

Key contributions to external 
projects/conferences
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AHEAD Staff playing a key role

Ann Heelan – Welcome & PC 
Mary Quirke - Facilitator 
Caroline McGrotty - Facilitator

AHEAD Delegates
Larry McNutt, ITB & AHEAD Board 
Member
Brian Corcoran, DCU
Ger Craddock, National Disability Authority 

Workshop Facilitator
Marion McCarthy, 
UCC & AHEAD Board Member 
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International eXchange Erasmus Student Network, France – MappED 
Project https://ahead.ie/mapped 

Every year students in their thousands criss-cross the globe as part of 
international exchange programs, but only a tiny percentage of them 
are students with disabilities. Why is this so? It would seem that the 
overriding factor is fear, fuelled by a lack of information. To address this 
situation the Erasmus student network in France, in partnership with 
the following: European Student Network, the University of Vigo, the 
University of Warsaw, the Association for Higher Education, Access & 
Disability (AHEAD), Jaccede.com and the Network of Universities from 
the capitals of Europe (UNICA), have come together to spearhead the 
MappED Project. The overall goal of the undertaking is to advance the 
opportunities for students with disabilities to participate in EU Erasmus+ 
international exchange programmes. 

Collaborative meetings took place 
to explore how best to effect 
collaboration and engagement 
between academic international 
officers, campus based 
disability officers and students 
themselves to improve the take 
up of exchange by students with 

disabilities and also to share experiences and good practices between 
colleges. Upskilling sessions took place in Dublin in 2016. The project 
will conclude in 2017 with the production of a publication of agreed best 
practice guidelines for distribution to universities across Europe.

ABOVE: MappEd Network meeting – Dublin - 2016 

International eXchange Erasmus 
Student Network, France – MappED 

Project https://ahead.ie/mapped
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LINK – EU Learning Network www.thelinknetwork.com

LINK is a network, coordinated by AHEAD, and is made up of partners from six 
EU countries, all of which share knowledge, best practice and experience with 
the aim of raising the quality of service for third level students with disabilities 
across Europe. This year the Network scheduled their annual ‘meet-up’ to 
coincide with the Erasmus + UDLL Conference in Belgium thus allowing 
members to bring to the LINK discussions the learning from attending the 
conference.

CAST 2nd Annual Symposium, USA http://www.cvent.com/events/cast-2016

Ann Heelan, Executive Director, 
AHEAD was invited to present at the 
CAST Conference held at Harvard 
Law School, Boston, U.S.A. The 
presentation, entitled ‘The power of 
UDL: Developing inclusive practice 
in the Health Sciences’ was based on 
action research AHEAD conducted with 
University College Dublin on clinical placements.   

Imagine - EAIE 28th Annual Conference, UK 

Ann Heelan, CEO, AHEAD facilitated the workshop in which the access expert 
group explored the topic of social justice. 
http://www.eaie.org/past-conferences.html
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Grad Ireland Higher Education Awards & Symposium 

Ann Heelan, CEO AHEAD, was a 
member of the panel of speakers and 
presented on the concept of Universal 
Design for Learning as a model 
for developing inclusive learning 
environments. 
https://gradireland.com/events

Confederation of Student Services in Ireland Conference (CCSI)

AHEAD hosted a shared learning workshop titled ‘Meet Me Halfway: Managing 
mandatory work placements for students with disabilities’ in higher education. 
The cumulative learning of the AHEAD Work Placement Initiative, which 
was designed to overcome the obstacles faced by graduates with disabilities 
making the transition from education to the world of work, was explored and 
discussed. 
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Collaboration, networking & shared 
learning

Dawn Network – AHEAD was commissioned to carry out research with 
the DAWN Network to design guidelines on reasonable accommodation 
in higher education. Research has commenced and the guidelines are 
expected to be ready for publishing in 2017. AHEAD, in partnership with 
DAWN, also developed an online disability access map detailed in Section 
D of this report.

UCD School of Nursing Forum – AHEAD staff member Caroline McGrotty, 
presented on her experience of college to university professionals that 
came together to explore the management of clinical placements for 
students who are deaf and/or hard of hearing,

Consultancy services - AHEAD provided consultancy services and 
training to a wide range of organisations and educational bodies on 
the development of inclusive learning environments and Universal 
Design. Topics covered included Universal Design for Learning, the 
inclusive classroom, managing mental well-being, disclosure and using 
technology to enhance learning.
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To sustain and develop the 
strategic relationships of 

the organisation of AHEAD



Theme D

KEY STRATEGIC ACTIVITIES 
UNDERTAKEN IN 2016

Online activities 

AHEAD’s online presence continues to grow as the website hosts a 
wealth of information and resources for students/parents, professional 
support staff, educators and employers. 

Social Media: 

There was an 18% rise in the number of Twitter followers and a 64% 
growth in our Facebook Likes. LinkedIn is also a source for posting 
material. YouTube presence continues to grow and we are now hosting 
55 videos and year on year views increased by 35% in 2016. The average 
number of sessions rose by 4%, the number of new users to the site rose 
by 8% and the average time spent on pages rose by 11%. 

‘The Week Online’ E Newsletter, which showcases the best external 
disability/education/employment related news and resources identified 
each week, was produced and distributed. This newsletter is also 
available on the AHEAD web page https://www.ahead.ie/ourweekonline. 
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New Online features:

Connected Voices exhibition and the associated webpage. The webpage 
hosts a series of videos showcasing the work that students of IT 
Blanchardstown made about their higher education experiences. 
https://www.ahead.ie/connectedvoices. 

‘WAM’s Top 5 Tips for Recruiting Graduates with Disabilities’ - an animated 
video which was retweeted and shared by employer groups and 
information services. 
https://www.ahead.ie/wamtips

Mental Health Matters - a piece of research into the experience of 
students with mental health difficulties in third level education. 
http://www.ahead.ie/mentalhealthmatters

AHEAD updated ‘Top 5 Tips for New College Students with Disabilities’ video. 
It remains the most popular video on our channel and has been viewed 
over 5,000 times. 
https://www.ahead.ie/student

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 data collected 
annually on the numbers of students with disabilities in higher education 
in Ireland, and to interact with graphics and tables to get the information 
needed. 
http://ahead.ie/datacentre2016
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AHEAD Start blended learning training course was redesigned taking on 
board the feedback from participants who completed the course. 
http://www.ahead.ie./aheadstart

Disability Access Map – A Transition Tool - this is a new interactive online 
desktop tool which allows students to track their path to college step by 
step and offers great information about college application procedures 
(including CAO, DARE & PLC applications); preparing for college life 
(including financial advice and useful academic apps) and how to 
approach your first semester and seeking required supports. This tool 
was developed in partnership with Disability Advisors Working Network 
(DAWN) and the Irish Universities Association (IUA). 
https://www.ahead.ie/accessmap 
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Online learning resource for staff in 
higher education 

Funded by the Higher Education Association (HEA) this free online 
resource was developed by AHEAD to assist staff involved in facilitating 
work placements in higher education. It aims to be a useful resource 
offering knowledge and practical know-how in supporting students with 
a range of disabilities undertaking a work placement as part of their 
course. This resource is based on the knowledge and learning that has 
emerged from AHEAD’s work placement initiative (WAM).
https://www.ahead.ie/placementresource

AHEAD – 
Workplace online mentoring courses

The WAM mentoring training 
initiative is unique in that it also 
incorporates very specific disability 
awareness training and covers topics 
such as disclosure, confidentiality 
and relationship building. It is open 
to both participating managers and 
mentors alike. It offers access to a 
wealth of resources and practical examples from diverse and inclusive 
workplaces to a range of interactive multimedia engagement. 
www.ahead.ie/mentoringcourse
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Publications 2016

Mental Health Matters, Mapping Best Practices in Higher Education is a 
report on the findings of research undertaken in 2015 of students in 
higher education who are experiencing mental health difficulties.
www.ahead.ie/publications 

Teaching and Learning – Making learning accessible for students in further 

education & training is a teaching guide designed to assist teaching staff 
in further education and training to have a better understanding of the 
needs of students with disabilities. Available in hard or soft copy from the 
AHEAD office or at www.ahead.ie/publications-for-educational-staff 

Participation Rates Report - Number of students with disabilities studying in 

higher education in Ireland 2015/2016 – free download version at https://
www.ahead.ie/userfiles/files/shop/free/Rates%2015-16%20Online.pdf 

AHEAD Online Journal – Edition 3 and Edition 4 – free download version at 
https://www.ahead.ie/userfiles/files/Journal/The_Ahead_Journal_Issue3.pdf 
https://www.ahead.ie/userfiles/files/Journal/AHEAD_Journal_4.pdf

Including Graduates with a Disability in Your Workplace – Where to Start is a 
publication based on sharing the learning from the AHEAD WAM initiative 
for graduates & employers to ensure that those with disabilities succeed 
(2016). Free download at www.ahead.ie/publications-for-employers 
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Universal Design for Learning - A Best Practice Guideline – funded by 
Erasmus + Project this publication was produced and published by the 
three participating partners, lead partner Universell/NTNU, Norway (www.
universell.no), HOWEST (SIHO), Belgium (www.siho.be) and AHEAD (www.
ahead.ie). Free download https://ahead.ie/publications-for-educational-staff 

A Self-Assessment Toolkit for Students - funded by Erasmus. https://
studenttoolkit.eu/ 

For a full list of available AHEAD Publications check http://www.ahead.ie/shop 



Overview of Energy Usage in 2016 

AHEAD’s energy report is based on 0.2% of the meter usage of the building we 

occupy. We do not have separate metres to gauge our energy but we take what 

measures we can to reduce energy usage (computers/lights turned off at night 

etc.). In 2016, AHEAD consumed 6.92 MWh of energy, consisting of:

 – 2.424 MWh of electricity

 – 4.323 MWh of fossil fuels

 – 0 MWh of renewable fuels

Energy Savings/Increases

 – EnPI: 2.1% worse than 2015 but 28.6% better than baseline

 – Consumption (TPER): 5.5% more than 2014 but 23.6% less than baseline
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AHEAD

Organisational 
Matters & Financial 

Statement
for the year ended 31 December 2016

(A company limited by guarantee and not having a share capital)



Organisational Matters
& Board of Directors

Professor Michael Shevlin 

(Trinity College Dublin), Chairperson

Ms Tina Lowe 
(University College Dublin), Secretary

Mr Andrew Blair 
(Bank of Ireland), Treasurer

Ms Siona Cahill 
(Union of Students in Ireland)

Dr Ted Fleming 

(Maynooth University)

Dr Phil Halligan 

(University College Dublin)

Ms Marion McCarthy 

(University College Cork)

Dr Larry McNutt 
(Institute of Technology, Blanchardstown)

Ms Valerie Moore 

(Institute of Technology, Tralee)

Ms Julie Tonge
(University College Dublin)

The AGM of AHEAD was held on December 1st 2016 in the National Gallery of 

Ireland.

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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Appointments and Retirees during 
the year

AHEAD Membership

Larry McNutt, Institute of Technology Blanchardstown was appointed to the 

Board. Patricia Byrne, Dun Laoghaire Institute of Art, Design & Technology, 

access officers representative retired and has been replaced by Valerie Moore, 

Institute of Technology Tralee. Annie Hoey, USI representative retired and has 

been replaced by Siona Cahill. Tine Lowe was appointed as company secretary 

with the departure of the former secretary, Patricia Byrne. 

AHEAD recognizes 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 FETs and HEIs but also to the 

general public highlighting and reflecting the positive advancements that are 

happening on the ground at student level. 
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INCOME

Higher Education Authority 

FÁS WAM Project  

Get AHEAD  

Research 

UDLL       

AHEAD Start      

AHEAD Conference     

Membership     

Publications

MAPPED 

Bank interest receivable

INCOME

Other Investment income

2016

€

190,000

191,500

91,500

-

 24,134

 13,114

6,367

33,995

 12,997

 9,000

-

572,607
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Financial Statement

All income is in respect of unrestricted activities. 

2015

€

179,000

181,000 

83,500

 55,090

 12,725

 7,173

 51,113

 22,100 

 10,826

-

 129

602,656

-
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EXPENDITURE

Wages and salaries 

Training Costs 

Conferences and meetings

Printing and stationery

Travel and subsistence

Office expenses

Professional fees

Web development

Other expenses

Depreciation

TOTAL EXPENDITURE

2016

€

396,772

 1,798

29,166

 34,402

36,957

 20,562

9,240

 9,617

3,829

 5,093

 

547,436

2015

€

422,011 

 2,100 

 63,267 

 23,080 

 32,466 

 20,487 

  12,226 

 10,375 

12,445 

5,023  

603,480
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Here we come
 

Here we come, from all directions
like leaves on the wind in autumn
lone motes in the ebb and flow
of morning traffic.
Hopping off buses, jumping
out of our parents’ cars,
waving goodbye or just walking.
Some talking to others, most not,
this is the first day after all -
we don’t know anybody
and we’re trying to play it cool.
looking around at where we are
or staring down, at a map,
a timetable, a mobile phone.
Drawn towards the same place
with that name we’ve been savouring,
repeating to our parents,
our friends, to anyone who’ll listen.
This morning, we’re going to college.

College -
stepping into our tomorrow.
Weighed down with back packs,
folders, tablets, laptops,
pens, coffees, bottled water,
for some that’s plenty, maybe  
too much.
For others - that’s nothing, because
we’re carrying something else -
anxiety, or something bigger, maybe;
the hangover of a one night stand  
gone wrong,
an argument with a cheating lover,
a recent death in the family,
a problem with drink, or drugs, or both.
Or maybe we’ve once been told
that we’re simply the wrong sex,
the wrong religion, too old,
the wrong colour, not fit enough,  
disabledin some way that didn’t make  
the grade before.
Maybe school just never felt right,
maybe this is our second try,
maybe that’s keeping us back all 
the time
holding us down, like chains or 
anchors.
Maybe we’re here, but ready to bolt
ready to throw it all away,
but we won’t, not yet.

In our hearts
we’ve stowed away hope
humanity’s oldest motivation
and like flames inside our ribcages
we hold our dreams,
some almost extinguished
some undiscovered like distant stars
and all we ask from you is that  
you see this
and give us a few things.
Consistency,
an environment that cares for
our minds, our bodies, our souls
somewhere to make friends.
A system of mentors we can trust
to turn up in both senses of the word.
To look for what we can’t see in 
ourselves.
Experts who are out there,
still learning themselves.
Eccentric, stern, passionate,
always inspiring us to work
harder than we want to
harder than we think we can.
And if you want to know
how hard it is for us, just ask.
The best of you always do.

Give us these things
and we all become part of the plan.
A connected part of the whole.
Like the intricate parts of a watch
but less separate.
So much more than just one cog,
more like the people who invented  
the watch itself,
or tracked the sun through the sky,
plotted the cosmos or mapped
the soft machinery of the human heart.
Here we come, from all directions
like leaves on the wind in autumn
students who want to stand
as graduates not just of a college
but of a way of life, a way of thinking,
a way of believing that anyone can be
the person they dream of being.
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