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Foreword

IT IS MY PLEASURE TO INTRODUCE THE ANNUAL 
Report of AHEAD, 2014. The report sets out to give 
a clear picture of how AHEAD went about fulfilling 
its core objectives in the year under review. At the 
outset, I wish to express our sincere appreciation and 
thanks for the support given to AHEAD during the 

year, without which the strategic activities detailed herein could not have been 
undertaken. Securing core funding, and collaborating with external agencies and 
networks of partners are essential to the work of AHEAD; to all who contributed 
and took part please accept our heartfelt appreciation. 

A key undertaking for the Board of Directors this year was to focus on long term 
planning and the production of a Strategic Plan for the period 2015-2018. The 
revised mission statement and new vision statement which emerged out of the 
lengthy review and consultation process better reflects the current position of, 
and future challenges for AHEAD given its evolution over the last twenty five years. 

Now, against the backdrop of growing diversity in the student population, its 
emphasis has broadened from a focus on ‘access to’, to a focus on ‘inclusion in’ 
education of students/graduates with disabilities. This requires the building 
of a learning environment that embeds flexibility and equality into learning and 
assessment practices in both higher education and employment. As we look to 
and plan for the future in the pursuit of empowering more students to succeed in 
education and graduate employment, we are guided by the concept of Universal 
Design for Learning and what it has to offer in the development of inclusive 
learning systems. 

This annual report is designed around the work that is already underway regarding 
the building and development of resources on Universal Design for Learning based 
on mutual collaboration and shared learning. I hope you will enjoy reading it. 
Finally, on behalf of the Board of AHEAD, it is a pleasure to acknowledge the 
incredible work ethic and dedication of the staff of AHEAD.

Professor Brendan Goldsmith
Chairman of the Board
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Executive Director Summary
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IN 2014 WE BEGAN THE PROCESS OF 
devising an organisational strategic 
plan for the coming four years. We 
were guided in the process by the 
work we had already begun at the 
grass roots level, promoting Universal 
Design for Learning (UDL) as a concept 
that offers promising solutions to 
bring about positive change in the 
area of inclusive practices in higher 
education and employment. The shift 
in focus from transitions of students 
with disabilities into higher education 
to a focus on building an inclusive 
learning environment is informed by 
the voices of students with disabilities 
once they succeeded in ‘getting in’ to 
college. Their stories tell of a desire to 
embrace the whole college experience, 
but they are restricted in doing so 
by the limitations of the system’s 
ability to include them in all aspects of 
college life. 

Ensuring that students with 
disabilities can participate in all 
aspects of college life is a key 

issue for us. AHEAD knows from its 
research that the student population 
is, year on year, becoming more 
diverse, generating with it greater 
expectations of inclusion, supports 
and educational outcomes. Disability 
support services have been leading the 
way in developing a system of student 
support funded by the Department 
of Education. However, given the 
increasing numbers of students with 
disabilities in higher education, this, 
on its own, is no longer sustainable, 
and what is now needed is a whole 
college approach. If graduates with 
disabilities are to make the most of 
their educational opportunities and 
make the transition to higher studies 
and into the competitive world of work, 
what they require is full access to 
career advice, co-operative teaching, 
study abroad opportunities, work 
placements and internships. AHEAD 
believes that the model of Universal 
Design for Learning will help pave the 
way in including all students while 
supporting the agencies, staff and 
service providers working  
at the coalface.
 
I endorse the Board’s acknowledgement 
of the continued hard work and 
commitment of the staff of AHEAD. 
Equally, I wish to extend our gratitude 
to external agencies and networks 

of partners and individuals, for their 
cooperation and collaboration during 
the year. I also wholeheartedly thank 
the Board of AHEAD for their  
on-going commitment and dedication,  
without which this organisation would  
not succeed. 

AHEAD has made several submissions 
to try to affect national policy and has 
made strides on the international front 
including the appointment of AHEAD 
Executive Director as Chair of the 
European Association for Integrated 
Education (EAIE) special interest group 
on access for students with disabilities.

May I sincerely thank all of you who 
have journeyed with us over the last 
25 years and I look forward with hope 
to our continuing collaboration and 
consultation on the journey that  
lies ahead. 

Ann Heelan
Executive Director

“To create we must first question everything…”

Eileen Grey, 

Irish Designer, 2015



Vision

Mission

Values

Shaping a future where students with 
disabilities can succeed. 

To empower more students to succeed in 
education and graduate employment.

We value a rights based approach to the 
inclusion of people with disabilities in 
education and employment.

The ability to deliver an independent and 
impartial voice to the community we serve.

Collaboration, partnerships and engagement 
with key external stakeholders.

The incorporation of the principles of 
Universal Design for Learning into the Irish 
education system.
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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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Theme A

KEY STRATEGIC ACTIVITIES 
UNDERTAKEN IN 2014

07

Participation rates of students with disabilities 
academic year 13/14

 

A.  
 

To influence  
national policy

The number of students with 
disabilities participating in higher 
education has doubled in the last  
5 years. 

The 27 responding institutions in Ireland 
identified a total of 9,694 students 
with disabilities, representing 4.7% of 
the total student population, of which 
8,769 are studying undergraduate 
courses, and 925 are studying 
postgraduate courses. This represents 
a 7% rise in the total number of 
students with disabilities from 12/13, 
when the figure was 9,082. This 
means that students with disabilities 
now make up 4.7% of the total 
student population in the responding 
institutions, a 0.1% increase from last 
year’s figure of 4.6%. Although the 0.1% 
increase is not significant, the rise in 
enrolments means that the number of 
students with disabilities participating 
in higher education in Ireland has 
doubled in the last 5 years.

Summary of key findings

In order to ascertain the number of 
students with disabilities in the Irish 
higher education system for the 
academic year 2013/2014, 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 28 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 
2013/2014:

 – 28 HEI’s in Ireland identified a total 
of 9,694 students with disabilities 
representing 4.7% of the total 
student population.

 – 2,310 of these were new entrants, 
representing 29% of the disabled 
undergraduate student population.

 – 2,185 of these were final year 
undergraduates, representing 25% 
of the disabled student population.

 – The participation rate of students 
with disabilities in full time courses 
(5.4%) is almost 5 times the rate in 
part time courses (1.1%). Only 4% of 
students with disabilities study part 
time courses, well below the national 
average of part time students at 7%, 
and below the national target for 
participation of part time students in 
higher education, which is at 17% of 
the total student population.  
(HEA 2008, National plan for Equity 
of Access to Higher education  
2008 – 2013).



 – In terms of disability profile, the vast 
majority of students with disabilities 
have a specific learning difficulty 
(50.9%). However, this cohort has 
reduced as a percentage of total 
students with disabilities, by on 
average 3.2% every year for the last 
three academic years, from its peak 
of 60.5% in 2010/11.

 – While the overall numbers of 
students with disabilities has 
increased 7% year on year, a 
worrying trend among the deaf/
hearing impaired cohort has seen the 
numbers enrolled drop by 6% to 271, 
meaning these students now make 
up just 2.8% of the total population 
of students with disabilities (down 
from 3.2% last year).

 – Responding institutions reported 
more than twice as many blind/
visually impaired new entrants in 
2013/14 as compared to the previous 
academic year. A trend identified 
in last year’s report - a decreasing 
number of new entrants in the blind/
visually impaired category - appears 
to have been arrested. 

 – When compared with the general 
student population, students with 
disabilities remain particularly under-

represented in subjects related to 
‘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.

 – 78% of the disabled student 
population received an examination 
accommodation in the academic year 
2013/14. Extra time was by far the 
most common support provided with 
72% of students with disabilities 
receiving extra time in their 
examinations in 2013/14.

 – The responding institutions reported 
an average of 140 students per 
disability support staff member and 
321 students per learning support 
staff member. The combined average 
of 97 students per staff member 
remains unchanged year on year.

 – 60% of disability/access staff on 
the ground believe that academic 
staff are not doing enough to include 
students with disabilities in their 
courses through the use of flexible 
teaching methods in accordance with 
the principles of Universal Design  
for Learning.

Students with visual impairment in 
second level education 

AHEAD, in partnership with Trinity 
College (School of Education) and 
the Higher Education Authority, 
has undertaken research into the 
experience of students with visual 
impairments or blindness who are 
moving from secondary education to 
higher education.

The main aim of this research is to 
delve deeper into the area of a previous 
study undertaken by AHEAD that 
revealed that these students were four 
times less likely to transfer to higher 
education than their peers. The current 
research will give voice to the student 
experience in making this transition and 
will highlight strategies and approaches 
that have worked effectively for 
students to enable them to realise their 
constitutional rights. The research report 
will be published by AHEAD in 2015.

Dr Esther Murphy of TCD’s School of 
Education and AHEAD co-ordinated the 
national forum for the enhancement of 
teaching and learning funded seminar 
‘Addressing access challenges for 
students with visual impairments 
making the transition into further and 
higher education’. 

A participating student was asked to 
share three tips for people in the room. 
She replied “Would it be okay to give 
five?”  

Briefly they are:

 – to learn braille and mobility from an 
early age as later it can cause stigma.  

 – to increase teachers’ use of 
accessible inclusive teaching 
formats. 

 – to provide more targeted career 
advice for visually impaired students 
to include meeting with peers who 
had made successful transitions into 
education and employment. 

 – to advise other students to “know 
your rights before college, know you 
can use an advocate”. 

 – to tell educators and other key 
workers “listen to the student, all the 
time!”. 

 
Further details available at: 
www.ahead.ie/blind-access-seminar

http://www.ahead.ie/blind-access-seminar


Annual National Conference  
2014

EAEI Annual Conference  
- Prague

Into the real world: what does the 
best higher education experience 
for a student with a disability look 
like?

For many students with disabilities 
the ‘real world’ starts in college. Feeling 
included in this new environment 
is more than what happens in the 
lecture hall, it’s about taking part 
in all aspects of higher education 
culture. The focus of this event was 
to address the inclusion of students 
with disabilities in the whole college 
experience. The conference was aimed 
at students and academics, disability 
support professionals, students’ union 
representatives and other interested 
parties. Conference recommendations 
will inform future strategy. 

Conference Publication available at: 
http://ahead.ie/userfiles/files/
Conference/2014/Into%20the%20
Real%20World.pdf 

Conference Presentations Slides 
(pdf format) available at:
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/
v8n9pau41l2cx46/K177FbfodS 

AHEAD, currently chair of the 
EAIE (European Association for 
International Education) Access 
group, participated in the workshop 
on the inclusion of students with 
disabilities undertaking international 
study placements. The participation 
of students with disabilities on study 
abroad programmes, such as Erasmus, 
is almost non-existent, with less than 
1% of take-up by this cohort. The 
workshop was designed to reach out to 
Erasmus international co-ordinators 
to encourage them to explore why the 
take-up is so poor, and to ask if there 
is anything they can do to improve and 
promote this golden opportunity to 
students with disabilities. 

 

Capturing the feedback of students to present to conference plenary. 

http://ahead.ie/userfiles/files/Conference/2014/Into%20the%20Real%20World.pdf
http://ahead.ie/userfiles/files/Conference/2014/Into%20the%20Real%20World.pdf
http://ahead.ie/userfiles/files/Conference/2014/Into%20the%20Real%20World.pdf
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/v8n9pau41l2cx46/K177FbfodS
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/v8n9pau41l2cx46/K177FbfodS


Agnes Sarolta Fazekas, a Social Policy 
Ph.D. Fellow at the Faculty of the Social 
Sciences, Eötvös Loránd Science 
University, in Budapest, Hungary, 
completed her Erasmus+ Placement 
at AHEAD. While on placement Agnes 
attended and spoke at a European 
parliament conference in Brussels on 
transport – ‘Free Movement of People 
with Disabilities for Work and Study’.

“As a Ph.D. fellow I was delighted 
to be one of the new Erasmus+ 
Generation. My research field is 
access and inclusion for students with 
disabilities in Higher Education. My 
aim is to investigate the challenges 
and opportunities for people with 
disabilities within the Hungarian 
Higher Education atmosphere. This 
is an ongoing process in Hungary and 
the work placement with AHEAD was 
an excellent and unique opportunity 
to broaden my horizons, gain 
international experiences and explore 
different approaches about inclusive 
higher education.

Thanks to AHEAD and to my home 
university, Faculty of Social Sciences 
of Eötvös Loránd University, for 
cooperating under the Erasmus+ 
Mobility for Placement.”

ERASMUS+ 
 Mobility for Placement 

Lobbying

In response to a high number of 
complaints from parents of candidates 
with dyspraxia who had been refused 
the use of scribes in the Leaving 
Certificate, AHEAD made a formal 
submission to the Exams Commission 
stating the case of the rights of 
students with disabilities to be 
accommodated when undertaking this 
exam. 
www.ahead.ie/sec-submission 

AHEAD made a formal submission to 
the Commission tasked with the review 
of the Copyright Act. AHEAD stated 
the case for the requirement, by some 
citizens, to have material in alternative 
formats and the necessity of the Act to 
acknowledge this need and to ensure 
that publishers, under the revised Act, 
cater for this need. 
www.ahead.ie/submission-copyright-
review-committee
 
Recently the Higher Education 
Authority released a consultation paper 
entitled ‘Towards the development 
of a new National Plan for Equity of 
Access to Higher Education’ which is 
the first step in planning a strategy to 
increase access to higher education for 
marginalised and disadvantaged groups, 
including those with a disability. The key 
points of AHEAD‘s official response to 

this document can be read at  
www.ahead.ie/hea-consultation-response 

The Irish Universities Association (IUA) 
undertook a review of ‘access routes’ to 
higher education in Ireland. AHEAD was 
invited to be part of the consultation 
process. AHEAD also agreed to survey 
the LINK Network regarding admission 
routes for students with disabilities 
across Europe. Survey responses reveal 
that the Slovenian system awards 
places to students with disabilities who 
achieve 90% of the required points 
while the Dutch and Belgian systems 
operate an open entry system. Survey 
findings fed into the overall review and 
recommendations. 
www.iua.ie/higher-education-access-
routes-extends-to-all-secondary-
schools 

http://www.ahead.ie/sec-submission
http://www.ahead.ie/submission
http://www.ahead.ie/hea-consultation-response
http://www.iua.ie/higher-education-access-route-extends-to-all-secondary-schools/
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Transitioning  
into higher education

BETTER OPTIONS - preparing for 
college

This year’s annual event was hosted by 
NCI Learning and Disability Services 
in association with AHEAD and the 
Disability Advisors Working Network. 
The opening welcome was delivered by 
Dr Phillip Mathews, President of NCI. 
www.ahead.ie/betteroptions 

Interactive seminars were held on 
the following topics:

 – James Northridge, a recent graduate 
entrepreneur with dyslexia, shared 
his experience of college and 
of starting up his own assistive 
technology training service with 
substantial investment from 
Dragon’s Den.

 – ‘Minding Your Mental Health at 
College’ delivered by John Buckley of 
spunout.ie 

 – ‘College 101: surviving Freshman 
year’, delivered by Caroline McGrotty 
(AHEAD) along with Annie Hoey  
(USI Equality Officer).

 – ‘What’s new in third level?’, delivered 
by Stephen Kennedy of Maynooth 
University. The target audience for 
this workshop was career guidance 
counsellors.

http://www.ahead.ie/betteroptions
http://spunout.ie


Strategies & resources for 
graduates with a disability engaged 
in clinical nursing employment 

This seminar was organised in 
conjunction with The Irish Nurses and 
Midwives Association. It was designed 
as a follow-up to the work undertaken in 
2012 to produce guidelines on working 
with students with a disability and 
specific learning difficulty in clinical 
practice, and to share developments 
across the higher education sector 
to support students with disabilities 
working in the clinical environment. 

Transitioning  
within higher education

Get AHEAD Student Initiative 

The AHEAD GetAHEAD Initiative works 
to up-skill students/graduates with a 
disability by providing training events 
and valuable information covering a 
wide range of topics and resources 
to enhance their ability to negotiate 
barriers in the recruitment and 
selection process. 

www.ahead.ie/getahead

The following four ‘Get Ready for Work’ 
workshops were well receive:

Transitioning  
out of higher education

Workshop 1 - Interview preparation Workshop 2 - Disclosure of disability 

Hosted by Bank of Ireland 
Learning Zone
 
At this workshop guest speaker Andrew 
Blair, Head of HR from Bank of Ireland, 
spoke from the employers’ perspective 
in an interview situation. 

Comments from participating 
graduates: 

“I am very thankful to the WAM 
programme and the HR Director for 
the excellent preparation meeting. It 
was very informative and really well 
presented.”

“Thank you very much for an excellent 
session, particularly the clarification 
and advice about competency based 
interviews.” 

Hosted by Institute of Technology Cork

This workshop, presented to groups of 
students from local higher education 
institutions, was organised as part of 
the activities of the Labour Market 
Advisory Group, a sub group of AHECS 
(Association for Higher Education 
Careers Services), of which AHEAD  
is an active participant.

Panel members with AHEAD staff member Mary Quirke

http://www.ahead.ie/getahead


BUILDING THE FUTURE - hosted by  
Citi Bank

This is a unique, intensive careers 
event for students and graduates 
with disabilities/specific learning 
difficulties. The event fosters a 
positive attitude to the recruitment 
of graduates with a disability and 
promotes entrepreneurship as a 
potential alternative.

Special guests: Barry O’ Sullivan from 
Dragons Den and new entrepreneur 
James Northridge from UrAbility spoke 
at the event and met with students and 
graduates throughout the day. 

www.ahead.ie/building the future

Organisations Exhibition Area: 

14 stands from companies and 
organisations were present including, 
Abbott Ireland, Bank of Ireland, Bord 
Gáis, Citi, Dell, Deloitte, Dept. of Social 
Protection, Employability, Enterprise 
Rent-a-Car, ESB, EY, IBM, Microsoft and 
Sigmar Recruitment. A total of 98 staff 
from all organisations and companies 
were in attendance. 

3 workshops, aimed at both students/
graduates and employers, were open to 
participants, covering:

 – E-portfolios & cover letters, 
delivered by Dr Siobhan O’Sullivan, 
Cork Institute of Technology.

 –Assistive technology in the 
workplace delivered by James 
Northridge, UrAbility.

 –Your presence on social media 
delivered by Robert Walsh, Sigmar 
Recruitment.

Walk-in CV clinic & mock interviews:  
 
A learning experience for both the 
employer and the student or graduate 
who is undergoing the interview 
experience. 

“One seldom gets the opportunity to 
engage on such a level. To be able to 
meet potential employers, discuss 
job opportunities, highlight my skills 
and abilities while also becoming 
comfortable enough to mention areas 
which I might find more of a challenge 
now. I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
- Attending student 

Workshop 3 - Disclosure of disability Workshop 4 - CV preparation 

Hosted by University College Cork
 
This workshop presented to students 
registered with the Disability Support 
Service (DSS) in University College 
Cork (UCC). Employers working in 
partnership with AHEAD were also in 
attendance - Dell, Abbott Vascular and 
the Central Statistics Office based  
in Cork. 

Hosted by ESB Head Office
 

This workshop addressed the basic 
principles of formatting a CV and how 
to manage disclosure of disability on 
one’s CV. Two guest speakers, one from 
ESB Diversity & Equality section, and 
an experienced disability consultant 
addressed these issues.  

Comment from participating graduate:

“Encouraged us to keep positive which 
is good for us to learn; gave some great 
tips for CV and cover letters.”

Exhibition area

Workshops 

Caroline McGrotty (AHEAD), in attendance at the Google Partners 
Summit in Google EMEA (Europe, the Middle East and Africa) 
Headquarters, Dublin. The two day event which was hosted by the Google 
UP (University Programmes) Team provided ample time for Caroline to 
get to meet the UP Team and to learn about their student initiatives and 
graduate programmes. 

Full feedback available at: www.ahead.ie/blogpost-072014 

CV clinic & mock interviews

“The people - meeting the 
candidates, the organizers, 
the Citi volunteers and the 
other organizations involved. 
A brilliant networking 
experience.” 
 

- Attending employer

http://www.ahead.ie/buildingthefuture
http://www.ahead.ie/blogpost-072014


The WAM Initiative

The Willing Able Mentoring (WAM) 
initiative sets out to promote widening 
access to the mainstream Irish labour 
market for graduates with disabilities. 
The following is a snapshot of key 
actions undertaken to make our aim a 
reality.

www.ahead.ie/wam

WAM work placements

 – 361 applications received 
 – 123 interviews conducted 
 – 89 employers in pre-placement 
training 

 – 41 graduates secured paid 
placements and received needs 
assessments and pre-placement 
training. 

www.ahead.ie/wamemployers 

Have you the right attitude? 
Recruitment & disability 

Hosted by Dell Cork, this interactive 
discussion explored some commonly 
held attitudes towards students and 
graduates with disabilities entering the 
workplace.

Who wants to be an engineer?  
Why students with disabilities make 
great engineers. 

Hosted by Abbott Vascular, the aim of 
this seminar was to raise awareness 
of engineering and why it can be a 
great career for everyone, including 
students with disabilities. The event 
was formulated like the quiz ‘Who 
wants to be a Millionaire?’, with guest 
contestants including Abbott Vascular, 
Dell Ireland and Engineers Ireland. 
The audience consisted of careers 
officers, disability officers, lecturers 
from engineering faculties, guidance 
counsellors, employers, and students 

and graduates of engineering. All of the 
speakers on the panel were quizzed 
by quizmaster Ann Heelan, Executive 
Director of AHEAD, on questions 
relating to the field of engineering  
and disability.

WAM Leaders

A network made up of employer 
representatives participating in the 
WAM placement initiative. 

WAM leader Enterprise Rent-A-Car  
win a diversity award

AHEAD congratulates Enterprise 
Rent-A-Car on winning an award for 
Excellence in Workplace Corporate 
Social Responsibility for their drive 
to promote workplace diversity, 
particularly in the areas of disability & 
LGBT. Enterprise Rent-A-Car have long 
worked closely with AHEAD through the 
WAM programme employing graduates 
with disabilities on paid, mentored work 
placements and are now a recognised 
WAM Leader. 

 

Mentoring and disability - launch  
of AHEAD Online Mentoring  
Course - Farmleigh 

Held in conjunction with Enterprise 
Rent-a-Car and the Civil Service 
Disability Liaison Officers Network, 
the focus of this event was structured 
mentoring for employees with a 
disability. The WAM Mentoring model 
is core to the success of the WAM 
Initiative since it began in 2005. 
Launched at the event was the new 
online version of the WAM  
mentoring model. 

www.ahead.ie/howwamworks 

Transitioning  
into the world of work

Dell staff with presenters Mary Quirke & Caroline McGrotty from AHEAD

Mary Quirke, Assistant Director of AHEAD, 
pictured with the Enterprise team, 
was in attendance as a guest of Enterprise. 

Dragons Den Barry O’Sullivan and James Northridge from 
UrAbility presenting the 2014 Leaders Awards to 24 
participating WAM employer representatives from across 
the public and private sectors. 

http://www.ahead.ie/wam
http://www.ahead.ie/wamemployers
http://www.ahead.ie/howwamworks
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The AHEAD Journal No. 1  
A review of inclusive education & employment practices 

This electronic journal  
http://ahead.ie/journal is not a 
newsletter nor an academic journal. 
It is a designated space to share 
innovations and examples of good 
practices that deserve a showcase. 

Our hope is that it will represent 
a celebration of past and current 
achievements by champions of 
disability in higher education and 
employment, be they disability support 
officers, academics, professional 
staff or employers and/or students/
graduates themselves. 

The first edition features articles on 
Universal Design for Learning which 
give some welcome definitions and 
ideas on how to move forward. To 
give you a flavour of the content 
according to Dr David Rose “Universal 
Design for Learning (UDL) is built on 
two premises. First, that addressing 
students at the margins creates 
improvements for all students. UDL 
emerges from research that focuses on 

the needs of particularly vulnerable or 
underachieving students, historically 
those with disabilities, for whom 
specialized instructional techniques 
have been shown to be effective and 
sometimes critical. What the UDL 
framework throws into relief is the 
repeated finding that what works for 
these specific groups also tends to be 
effective throughout the entire learner 
population (Meyer & Rose, 2005). The 
second premise of UDL is that barriers 
to learning occur in the interaction 
with curriculum - they are not inherent 
solely in the capacities of the learner. 
UDL ensures that the curriculum is 
designed to account for systematic 
human variability without lowering 
expectations.”

AHEAD Journal No 1 http://ahead.ie/
journal.

Articles covered in Journal No 1 include: 
 – Universal Design for Learning 

in post-secondary education: 
foundations, new directions, and 
resources 

 – Everyone learns differently: how to 
respond 

 – Supporting students with mental 
health problems in higher education: 
the challenge of bearing witness to 
shame

 – Enabling people for employment 

 – Supporting transitions of graduates 
with disabilities to employment: the 
AHEAD/WAM experience

 – The importance of effective access 
to the curriculum for transition 
opportunities among vision impaired 
pupils 

 – A day in the life: a director of a further 
education and Training College

http://ahead.ie/journal
http://ahead.ie/journal
http://ahead.ie/journal


18 student and graduate champions 
from each of the higher education 
sectors came together to explore their 
expectations of higher education in 
relation to preparing for work, and how 
they feel that this could be improved 
upon. Their feedback was presented to 
the AHEAD conference audience of 220. 

www.ahead.ie/inclusiveteaching

Students with dyslexia make up 
approximately 3 per cent of the 
student population. AHEAD, in 
partnership with IADT and with support 
from the National Forum for the 
Enhancement of Teaching and Learning 
in Higher Education, held a spotlight 
seminar, ‘Under pressure, what is 
happening with dyslexia? 

The aim of the seminar was to 
highlight how to support students with 
dyslexia in mainstream third level by 
showcasing the specific scaffolding 
that is used to develop independent 
learning and academic skills through 
modelling, flexible teaching and 
learning, technology and creative 
thinking. 

Designed to be highly interactive, the 
seminar set out to give participants a 
deep understanding of the experience 
of dyslexia and what the provision of 
support looks like in practice. 

Presentations covered:

 – A universal approach in NUI 
Maynooth - Stephen Kennedy 

 – Supporting students with dyslexia in 
UCC - Siobhan Colclough

 – IADT, an insight into levels of support 
- Gillian Boland

There were lively contributions from 
disability support services, students 
and academic teachers about the 
experience of meeting the challenges 
of a diverse classroom, and lessons 
learned. 

For presentations and video on IADT 
students talking about their college life 
with dyslexia, please see:
http://ahead.ie/ 
eventsdyslexiaseminar2014 

Student voices on  
teaching and learning 

Under pressure,  
what is happening with dyslexia? 

http://www.ahead.ie/inclusiveteaching
http://ahead.ie


UDLL Initiative  
Universal Design for Learning  

- License to Learn 

Global network  
& shared learning

LINK Initiative 

AHEAD is the co-ordinating partner 
of LINK, an international 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 objective of this network is to 
share knowledge, best practice and 
experience with the aim of raising 
the quality of service for third level 
students with disabilities across 
Europe and beyond. Goals are achieved 
by bringing together professionals, 
students, academics and institution 
staff to create a unique synergy, sharing 
innovative ideas and practices via 
events and a shared library.

One of the LINK Network managing 
partnership meetings was held in Dublin 
in 2014 to coincide with the AHEAD 
annual conference.

The LINK Annual Conference entitled 
“Building Bridges Between Yesterday 
and Tomorrow” was held in Stockholm, 
Sweden. Organised by Stockholm 
University, Universell and the LINK 
network, the conference looked at the 
impact of technology on the learning 

environment and the new challenges 
and possibilities arising from a 
corresponding increase in societal 
expectations and demands. 

This conference asked:
 –What can we bring with us from 
previous work and experiences into a 
constantly changing future? 

 –How can universities develop 
accessibility and pedagogical 
methods and tools to remove 
obstacles, while at the same time 
supporting students’ autonomy 
in higher education -and in the 
transition to work?

AHEAD staff, accompanied by Leslie 
O’Loughlin, Rent-a-car, a member 
of its employer network, delivered 
a joint presentation that covered 
the experience of both graduate 
and employer in the transition from 
education to the world of work.

www.ahead.ie/link

Participants at the LINK Annual conference 
titled ‘Building Bridges Between Yesterday 
& Tomorrow, Stockholm, Sweden, 2014

AHEAD is an active partner of the UDLL 
Initiative (Universal Design for Learning 
– License to Learn). 

UDLL is the name of a European project 
financed by Erasmus+. The project 
theme is Universal Design for Learning, 
and the main purpose is to examine how 
all students can get equal opportunities 
to learn using more flexible methods 
of teaching, assessment and service 
provision to cater for different styles of 
learners. 

The project will adopt the principles of 
Universal Design both as a pedagogical 
strategy and as a set of specific 
guidelines and practical tools, to 
demonstrate how Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL) offers the best 
solution to develop an inclusive learning 
environment and a higher quality of 
learning that will benefit all students. 

The quality of the UDL solution will 
be secured through contributions 
from four important stakeholders: the 
student/learner, the academic staff, the 
higher education policy makers and the 
student support offices. 

The project outcomes will be: 

1. Best Practice Guidelines – viewed 
from the four perspectives referred 
to above. 

2. Self-Assessment Toolkit - allows 
students to conduct an online self-
assessment and receive a written 
report with tips and advice on 
potential solutions best suited to 
their situation.

3. Dissemination conference scheduled 
to take place in Belgium in 2016. 

http://www.ahead.ie/link


AHEAD staff member Mary Quirke was 
a keynote speaker at this inaugural 
conference, presenting on the inclusion 
of students with disabilities in higher 
education institutions in Ireland and 
across the EU. The conference was 
held around the signing of an MOU 
(Memorandum of Understanding) 
between the Singapore Management 
University (SMU) and the Society 
for the Physically Disabled (SPD) to 
collaborate in the development and 
promotion of best practice for the 
inclusion of persons with disabilities 
in institutes of higher learning (IHLs) in 
Singapore. The MOU is seen as a first 
step towards both parties working 
together to integrate services that will 
benefit students, staff and faculty. 

Inaugural conference:  
building a culture of inclusion  

within IHLS in Singapore

Other events 

AHEAD Start Training Initiative
 
What is a reasonable accommodation 
for a student with a disability in further 
and higher education? This is a key 
question for those staff working at 
the grassroots. AHEAD provides 
professional staff the opportunity 
to up-skill in order to be inclusive of 
students with disabilities and to gain 
confidence in their decision-making 
through this training programme. 

www.ahead.ie/aheadstart

 
Student Access Map
 
This online tool simplifies the path to 
college for students with disabilities 
and specific learning difficulties into 
one single clickable info map.

www.ahead.ie/studentmap

Diversity and Mobility Seminar, 
Bonn, Germany 
 
AHEAD Board member, Patricia 
Byrne, attended this seminar which 
was organised by DADD international 
Academy (German Academic 
Exchange Service). Patricia delivered 
a presentation entitled European 
perspective: mobility support for 
students with disabilities in Ireland.

Erasmus Mapability Project 

This map contains every college of 
higher education in the EU. AHEAD 
participated in the initiative by sourcing 
the colleges of higher education in 
Ireland. 

http://exchangeability.eu/mapability-
map

Through the mechanism of seminars 
and workshops, a range of training 
tailor-made to suit the requirements 
were delivered to both students and 
teaching staff in third level colleges 
throughout Ireland on a variety of 
issues, including dyslexia, disclosure of 
disability, inclusive teaching practices 
and  the provision of supports and the 
transition to employment. 

AHEAD, a keynote speaker at JASSO’s 
(Japan Services Organisation) annual 
conference in 2013, which explored 
equality legislation frameworks in other 
countries following Japan’s ratification 
of the UN Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities, invited 
representatives from JASSO to its 
Annual Conference in Dublin in 2014. 
Visits to the Department of Education, 
the ESB and UCD were arranged by 
AHEAD for the delegation. 

Mary also delivered three workshops 
for staff and faculty on:

1. Needs assessments 

2. The transition to work 

3. Creating a positive experience  
about disclosure

www.smu.edu.sg

http://www.ahead.ie/aheadstart
http://www.ahead.ie/studentmap
http://exchangeability.eu/mapability-map
http://www.smu.edu.sg
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One of AHEAD’s key strategic 
relationships is that with its 
membership. The membership 
of AHEAD is made up of HEIs, ITs, 
ETBs and other professional bodies. 
AHEAD works in collaboration with 

support staff, academics, researchers, 
employers, advocates, activists and 
students to bring about change across 
higher and further education. AHEAD is 
well placed to gather the work practices 
and the collective experiences and 

share this information with its network 
of members. A list of our current 
members is available at:
www.ahead.ie/currentmembers 

AHEAD members 

AHEADStart

2014 saw 49 participants over 3 terms 
take part in our blended learning course 
on supporting students with disabilities 
and undertaking needs assessments. 

This course involves a 1 day seminar 
followed by a 6 week online term on our 
AHEAD Start e-learning course.

 www.ahead.ie/aheadstart

http://www.ahead.ie/currentmembers
http://www.ahead.ie/aheadstart


Website Overhaul 

2014 saw a complete overhaul of 
the AHEAD website with the aim 
of improving the design values, 
simplifying navigation, increasing ease 
of access from mobile technologies 
(smartphones/tablets) and re-coding 
the content management system to 
allow for a greater use of multimedia 
in conveying our message. This 
new overhaul saw us move to a new 
responsive, mobile-friendly platform 
and split the website into six simple 
navigation paths based on the 
following:

 –Accessing college

 – I’m in college

 – Looking for work

 – I’m an educator

 – I’m an employer

 – The LINK Network

In addition, the new structure allows 
us to add new media to the website. 
Examples of this are our improved 
interactive infographic www.ahead.ie/
studentmap showing the pathway of 

leaving cert students with disabilities 
accessing college, giving audio, video 
and text tips along the way about 
the different access routes, college 
fairs etc. Other examples include the 
introduction of a GetAHEAD blog, 
social widgets, our interactive data 
centre and increased use of video and 
audio on the site. These changes have 
resulted in a spike in the number of 
people accessing the website and the 
length of time spent on the site.

 –Unique visits: 54,596 - up 33% from 
2013

 –Unique visitors: 36,338 - up 30% 
from 2013

 –Average Session Duration: 02:40 -  
up 12% from 2013

Social media 

Our social media presence continues to 
grow and has become hugely important 
as a tool to communicate our message 
to interested parties and stakeholders. 
In 2014 our number of Facebook page 
likes doubled and our number of Twitter 
followers increased by 26%.

As part of our social media strategy 
we have introduced weekly features 

which have grown in popularity such 
as Wednesday morning’s Appwatch 
feature highlighting a new phone/tablet 
app which may be useful to students 
with disabilities and Friday afternoon’s 
‘Video Friday’ feature showcasing 
an interesting disability related 
presentation or interview. 

Developing its own blog and Facebook 
www.facebook.com/getaheadincollege 
page allows GetAHEAD to reach out 
to current students in college and 
disseminate information quicker and 
further.

Online activity

Participation rates  
data centre

In Jan 2014, we introduced the 
participation rates data centre, 
available at  
www.ahead.ie/datacentre 

This provides access to our statistics 
in a visual interactive manner. Using 
the tools in the data centre, users can 
easily interact with graphs and charts, 

including/excluding certain types of 
data as they wish.

Mailing List 

As a result of feedback from our 
audience, we moved our email updates 
from bi-monthly to weekly to facilitate 

the efficient broadcasting of our 
increasing output of news, publications 
and events. We also began to include the 
‘Our Week Online’ feature which rounds 
up the best disability related news and 

events we posted on our social media 
platforms in the previous week. In 2014 
our mailing list subscriber numbers 
increased by 21%. 

http://www.ahead.ie/studentmap
http://www.ahead.ie/studentmap
http://www.facebook.com/getaheadincollege
http://www.ahead.ie/datacentre


HEA comments  
on its partnership with AHEAD

D.S.P. comments  
on its partnership with AHEAD 

“AHEAD is an independent non-profit organisation working to promote full access 
to, and participation in, further and higher education for students with disabilities 
and to enhance their employment prospects on graduation. 

One of the Higher Education Authority’s (HEA) core strategic objectives is the 
achievement of greater equality of access to higher education, and the HEA and 
AHEAD have worked in partnership since the early 1990s in pursuing this objective 
for people with disabilities. 

AHEAD complements, supports and advises the HEA and the higher education 
sector in developing and implementing policies and practices to advance equity of 
access and participation in higher education by people with disabilities.

Recent initiatives that have been supported by AHEAD include the development 
and implementation of three national access plans by the Department of 
Education and Skills, the HEA and the higher education sector. AHEAD has also 
advised on work by institutions on the development of admission routes to higher 
education, in particular the Disability Access Route to Higher Education (DARE). 

The organisation has co-ordinated the publication of good practice guidelines for 
providers of supports and services for students with disabilities as well as the 
development of a Charter for Inclusive Teaching and Learning and the promotion 
of national and international best practice for universal design.”

“The mission of the Department of Social Protection (D.S.P.) is ‘To promote active 
participation and inclusion in society through the provision of income supports, 
employment services and other services’. To this end, the Department focuses on 
maximising employability by providing among other support, targeted activation 
and training referral and employment services. 

The Department strategies in this regard are reflected in the supports that it 
provides to AHEAD through two interacting programmes: Willing Able Mentoring 
and Get AHEAD. Both of these programmes focus on and provide supports to 
students and graduates with disabilities. 

Thanks to deliberate Government policy of mainstream education and support, 
students with disabilities now have the expectation of further and higher 
education and careers. However, it is acknowledged that young adults with 
disabilities have less straightforward access to employment and have a greater 
risk of long term unemployment. The activities that these programmes provide, 
such as job fairs and supports for graduates with a disability seeking employment, 
work placements for graduates with disabilities and employer engagement, 
provide a tailored approach to assisting graduates with a disability transition into 
employment. The programmes also complement the work of the Department of 
Social Protection’s new integrated employment and supports service INTREO, 
which is currently being rolled out across the country.”
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Board of Directors

AHEAD’S AGM was held on December 
1st 2014 in Farmleigh House in the 
Phoenix Park in Dublin. 

AHEAD wishes to acknowledge with the 
utmost appreciation the commitment 
and contributions of its board members 
and the sterling work it undertook 
during the year under the guidance of 
its Chair, Professor Brendan Goldsmith. 

 

AHEAD Membership

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 to the public highlighting and 
reflecting the positive advancements 
that are happening at student level. 

Organisational matters

Professor Brendan Goldsmith
Chairperson
Dublin Institute of Technology

Ms. Patricia Byrne
Secretary 
Institute of Art, Design & Technology

Mr. John Hayden
Treasurer

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

Professor Michael Shevlin 
Trinity College Dublin

Mr. Bob O’Mhurcu 
Dublin Institute of Technology

Dr. Phil Halligan 
School of Nursing & Midwifery, UCD

Mr. Pat Hoey 
University of Limerick

Ms. Tina Lowe 
University College Dublin

Board of Directors 2014



Incoming Resources

Year ended 
31 December 

2014
€

Year ended  
31 December

2013
€

Membership 29,509 27,805

Higher Education Authority 179,000 179,000

Get AHEAD 83,500 83,500

AHEAD Training/Research 6,605 2,225

FÁS WAM Project 183,500 176,774

AHEAD Conference 24,319 25,114

Publications 14,025 11,863

UDLL 3,003 -

AHEAD Start 8,232 14,344

Bank interest received 218 528

531,911 521,153

Administration Expenses

Year ended  
31 December

2014
€

Year ended  
31 December

2013
€

Wages and salaries 328,946 294,731

Employer’s PRSI 34,814 30,125

Pension costs 15,067 5,424

Training costs 5,975 5,470

Conferences / meetings 27,032 47,364

Rent, rates and service charges <173> 8,691

Insurance 2,075 1,623

Subsistence 11,240 6,406

Repairs and maintenance 1,342 665

Printing and stationery 15,220 24,031

Postage 1,643 1,503

Advertising 9,163 6,695

Telephone and fax 2,591 2,691

Photocopying 321  -

General office supplies 6,356 5,408

Travel 23,233 10,168

Professional fees 9,437 9,928

Audit and accountancy 5,045 5,000

Website development 7,202 6,202

Bank charges 439 477

General expenses 4,420 7,594

Subscriptions 1,175 2,853

Depreciation on computer equipment 5,274 4,895

Depreciation on office furniture and equipment 117 696

Leasing - 46

Sundry Expenses 1,398 -

519,352 488,688

Schedule of Income Resources Expended 2014
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