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Foreword 

By Ann Heelan, Executive Director, AHEAD 

This report of the participation rates of students with disabilities and specific learning difficulties 
(SLDs) in Higher Education in Ireland presents a snapshot of data gathered from across 
Irelandôs higher education institutions and provides us with an overview of the engagement of 
this group within the higher education sector.  Results indicate that there has been a small rise 
in numbers year on year with over nine and a half thousand students with disabilities and SLDs 
now studying across all subject areas in higher education.   

This report shows that the inclusion of students with disabilities is now high on the agenda 
across the sector and the success of many institutions and faculties in creating an inclusive 
environment for students with disabilities and SLDs must be acknowledged. For example the 
nursing schools nationally have succeeded in significantly increasing the numbers of students 
with disabilities and SLDs entering nursing schools and similarly there is a small yet significant 
increase in the numbers entering the education sciences.  This success did not happen 
accidently and on the basis that students vote with their feet, we can speculate that the 
increase in students with disabilities and SLDs is the result of deliberate strategies designed to 
welcome these students and to create an inclusive learning environment. 

However, while this picture is encouraging, the report also highlights a number of persistent 
barriers for students with disabilities and shows that significant under-representation of 
students with disabilities and SLDs remains in many fields of study and indeed that the barriers 
are greater at higher levels of study.  Another concern is that according to our research, part 
time students with disabilities are grossly under-represented.  Only 1% of students on part time 
courses have registered as having a disability or SLD meaning the rate of participation of 
students with disabilities is five times lower on part time courses than on a full time ones.  
These students are not looking for any special advantages but are simply seeking equality and 
the chance to study on the same terms as full time students with disabilities.  They have a right 
to education under the UN Convention on human rights but cannot exercise this right due to 
the higher cost of disability.  While the reasons for the under representation have not been 
explored here, we know that research conducted by the National Disability Authority asserts 
the added cost of living for people with disabilities and asks that this extra cost incurred due to 
the impact of disability be met through the provision of supports1.  If the higher education 
sector intends to improve the equity of participation, then part-time students must have access 
to the additional funding available through the Fund for Students with Disabilities so they too 
can be appropriately accommodated. 

Add to this the fact that students with disabilities on post graduate courses are significantly 
underrepresented and that the participation of deaf and hearing impaired students has 
consistently dropped over the past three years and we see a different picture emerging, 
highlighting the many areas where improvement is required. 

                                                 
1 NDA Cost of disability Survey, ENDECON, 2011 
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The report also identifies some interesting trends that have implications for faculty in terms of 
the design of programs and staff development. For example students with disabilities and 
SLDs are far more likely to be studying Humanities and Arts than the average student; 
students in the Aspergerôs/Autism category are 3 1/2 times more likely to be studying 
Computing and are twice as likely to be studying Science while students with SLDs are over 
represented in areas such Engineering. 

There is now a huge diversity of students in higher education including over 6% students with 
a wide range of disabilities as well as international and mature students and they all learn 
differently, so it is clear that in terms of teaching and learning, one size does not fit all.  Barriers 
to learning and participation do not lie with the student but rather within the administration 
structures and learning environment.  Higher education could consider moving to a Universal 
Design approach to learning as a means of creating a culture of diversity in higher education in 
which all students are given an equal chance to learn effectively. 
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Introduction 

AHEAD (Association for Higher Education Access and Disability) is the National Centre for 
Inclusive Education. An independent non-profit organisation, it works to promote full access to 
and participation in further and higher education for students with disabilities and to enhance 
their employment prospects on graduation.  

An important function of AHEADôs work is to monitor the overall participation and progress of 
students with disabilities in higher education and to identify emerging trends. To this end 
AHEAD surveys, on an annual basis, all Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) that are funded 
by the Higher Education Authority (HEA) plus other additional higher education institutions that 
are an important part of the higher education system in Ireland. This is in order to get a 
snapshot of the numbers of students with disabilities entering and progressing through the 
higher education system and to identify trends and areas of improvement. The objective of the 
participation rates survey is to provide an accurate national measure of the numbers of 
students with disabilities in higher education; to identify where and in what academic field they 
are studying, and, to give an insight of their progress from one academic year to another.  It is 
intended that survey results will assist and inform strategic planning in the education sector 
with the aim of improving access routes to higher education for students with disabilities.  This 
report details the results of AHEADôs survey on the participation rates of students with 
disabilities in higher education in Ireland covering the academic year 2013/2014. 

AHEAD provides practical know how advice and information to professionals and students on 
inclusive practices in higher education and employment. In meeting its aims and objectives, 
AHEAD designs and coordinates a number of key projects. These include;  

- GET AHEAD is an initiative of AHEAD which has been running since 2005.  It is a network of 
students and graduates with disabilities currently making the transition from third level 
education to full time employment. 

- The Willing Able Mentoring Programme works with and supports employers to create a 
more inclusive workplace and provides paid mentored work placement opportunities for 
graduates with disabilities.  

- LINK, a network of worldwide organisations promoting the inclusion of students and 
graduates with disabilities in third level education 

 

http://www.ahead.ie/employment_getahead.php
http://www.ahead.ie/employment_wamprogramme.php
http://www.ahead.ie/europeannetwork_link.php
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Survey Method 

This survey was carried out by AHEAD, the Association for Higher Education Access and 
Disability, in collaboration with Disability/Access Officers of various institutions throughout the 
country. A survey questionnaire was sent to the Disability/Access Officer in each of the 
targeted institutions. Targeted institutions were selected on the basis that they are funded by 
the Higher Education Authority (HEA) and therefore included in the HEA annual statistics on 
the total student population.  This allows a comparison between AHEAD survey results and 
HEA data for the same academic year 2013/142.  Despite the National College of Ireland being 
funded by the Dept. of Education, it was included in this yearôs survey due to the nature of its 
size. 28 institutions were approached and 27 of those responded to the survey, all of which are 
listed below. Some institutions were unable to complete every section of the survey, and this is 
explained in footnotes throughout the report.  

Universities (later referred to as) 
Institutes of Technology and Other 

Institutions (later referred to as) 

-University College Dublin (UCD) 

-University College Cork (UCC) 

-National University of Ireland, Galway (NUIG) 

-Trinity College Dublin (TCD) 

-Maynooth University (MU) 

-Dublin City University (DCU) 

-University of Limerick (UL) 

-Mary Immaculate College (MIC) 

-Mater Dei Institute of Education (MDIE) 

-National College of Art and Design (NCAD) 

-Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland (RCSI) 

-St. Angelaôs College (St. Ang) 

-St. Patricks College Drumcondra (SPD) 

-Athlone Institute of Technology (AIT) 

-Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) 

-Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT) 

-Dun Laoghaire Institute of Art, Design & 

Technology (DLIADT) 

-Dundalk Institute of Technology (DKIT) 

-Institute of Technology Blanchardstown (ITB) 

-Institute of Technology Carlow (ITC) 

-Institute of Technology Sligo (ITS) 

-Institute of Technology Tallaght (ITT) 

-Institute of Technology Tralee (ITTRA) 

-Letterkenny Institute of Technology (LYIT) 

-Limerick Institute of Technology (LIT) 

-National College of Ireland (NCI) 

-Waterford Institute of Technology (WIT) 

 

In this report you will find comparisons between the findings of this survey and the findings of 
seven similar surveys of participation rates of students with disabilities for the academic years 

                                                 
2 Higher Education Authority, ñHEA Annual Statistics 2013/2014ò, 2014, <www.hea.ie/en/statistics> [accessed 
Dec 4th 2014] 

http://www.hea.ie/en/statistics
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2012/13, 2011/12, 2010/11, 2009/10, 2008/09, 2005/2006 and 1998/1999, all of which were 
undertaken by AHEAD. There are some differences in the approach to the eight surveys, most 
notably, that the 98/99 survey was much larger in scale. It is important to point out these 
differences if one is to make an informed comparison of the educational landscapes of the 
relevant years. In the 98/99 survey, 42 institutions returned information regarding the 
participation of students with disabilities, in comparison with 22 in 05/06, 21 in 08/09, 26 in 
09/10, 23 in 10/11, 25 in 11/12, 26 in 12/13 and 27 in the current survey, although most of the 
major institutions are represented in all of them. There are also some comparisons made 
where possible, with a survey carried out by AHEAD on the same topic for the academic year 
1993/1994 and it should be noted that this survey included Northern Irelandôs higher education 
institutions, which were not included in subsequent surveys. 

It should also be noted that when the term ñstudents with disabilitiesò (shortened to SWDs in 
parts) is used in this report, it refers only to students with a disability or specific learning 
difficulty who have registered with the disability/access services of participating institutions.  
This requires a student to declare a disability verified by medical documentation. In other 
words, students with a disability who have not registered with the services of one of the 
participating institutions are not included in the findings.  

Throughout this report the phrase óparticipation rateô is referenced. When used in this report, 
this phrase refers to the number of students with disabilities in higher education as a 
percentage of the total student population. 

. 
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Findings 

Participation Rates of Students with Disabilities 

The 27 responding institutions in Ireland identified a total of 9694 students with disabilities, 
representing 4.7% of the total student population, of which 8769 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 9082. 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 yearôs 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. 

Figure 1 shows the increasing numbers of students with disabilities from AHEADôs first 
survey of the subject in 1993/94 right through to 2013/14 

 

Key Point: The number of students with disabilities participating in 
higher education has doubled in the last 5 years. 
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The average participation rate in Institutes of Technology/Other sector was 5.1% (down from 
5.2% last year) in comparison to 4.4% (up from 4.1% last year) in the University sector.  This is 
further evidence of a trend that the participation rate in the University sector is growing at a 
slightly faster rate than that in the IOT/Other sector which has historically had a higher rate. 
The participation rate varied significantly across different institutions with rates as low as 1% in 
some institutions and as high as over 10% in others. Dun Laoghaire Institute of Art, Design & 
Technology had the highest rate of participation at 10.6%, followed by Institute of Technology 
Tralee at 8%. National College of Art & Design had the highest participation rate in the 
University Sector with 7.2% of their total student population being made up of SWDs. See 
Table 13 in the Appendix for further information on the numbers of students with disabilities 
registered in each of the responding institutions.  

In the academic year 2013/14, SWDs made up 5.2% (8679) of the total undergraduate 
population but just 2.5% (925) of the total postgraduate population in the 27 responding 
institutions indicating that significant barriers still prevent students with disabilities from 
undertaking postgraduate studies, resulting in a notable underrepresentation at post graduate 
level. 
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Full Time/Part Time Divide 

AHEAD collected data on the breakdown of SWDs by the full time/part time status of their 
courses. The 27 responding institutions provided the full time/part time breakdown of all SWDs 
registered with the disability support services. The responding institutions identified 9317 
SWDs undertaking full time courses representing 5.4% (unchanged from last year) of the total 
full time student population while just 360 SWDs undertaking part time course were reported, 
representing only 1% of the total part time student population (up from 0.9%).  

This significant gap between the participation of SWDs on part time courses compared with full 
time courses highlights the considerable barriers faced by these students. Given the impact of 
certain disabilities along with the consideration that part time study is a more sustainable 
choice for many students with disabilities, one might reasonably expect that the part time 
participation rate would be higher than the full time rate but the data does not reflect this, 
suggesting that there are systemic barriers present. While we have no robust evidence of the 
nature of these barriers, anecdotal sources such as calls made to the AHEAD information 
service indicates that the lack of available funding for additional supports through the Fund for 
Students with Disabilities in the part time sector is a real difficulty, in particular where the 
supports are costly as is the case with, for example, sign language interpretation or personal 
assistance. 

Figure 2 shows the full time and part time breakdown of students with disabilities 
registered with the disability service of the responding institutions 

 

Key Point: The participation rate of Students with Disabilities in full 
time courses is more than 5 times the participation rate in part time 
courses. Anecdotal evidence suggests that this could be due to the 
lack of funding for supports in the part time sector. 
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New Entrant and Final Year Undergraduates with Disabilities 

The institutions surveyed were asked to supply numbers of new entrant undergraduates 
registered with the disability services in 2013/14, ñnew entrantò meaning students in their first 
year of study. A total of 2576 new entrants were registered with the services of the 27 
responding institutions (up from 2337 in 12/13) representing 29% of the total disabled 
undergraduate population, up from 28% in 12/13.  

The Institutions surveyed also returned the numbers of final year undergraduates registered 
with the disability services in 2013/14. A total of 2185 final year undergraduates were 
registered with the services of the 27 responding institutions, representing 25% of the total 
disabled undergraduate population, up from 21% in 12/13. 
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Mature Students with Disabilities 

The institutions surveyed were asked to supply numbers of mature students registered with the 
disability service in 2013/14. A total of 1746 (up from 1231 in 12/13) mature students were 
registered with the services of the 27 responding institutions, representing 23.5% of the total 
population of students with disabilities in those institutions. 
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New Registrations 

Institutions were asked to provide information on the number of all students who newly 
registered with the disability services in 2013/14, including those that were not new entrants to 
the institutions. This question was asked in an attempt to capture the approximate number of 
students who were going through first year (or more) without support and then subsequently 
realised they required support and registered in 2013/14. We calculated this number by taking 
the number of new registrations and subtracting the number of new entrants. The 27 
responding institutions identified 650 students newly registered with disability services who 
were not new entrants to the institutions, representing 7.4% of total SWDs in these institutions 
(down from 8.6% the previous year) and 20% of total new registrations.  

Key Point: It is interesting to note the high number of students who 
register for support in years subsequent to their first. It is important to 
understand the difference that support makes to the retention of 
students with disabilities and attempt to encourage students to register 
with the disability services at the earliest possible juncture. 
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Nature of Disability 

Figure 3 shows the disability profile of total disabled student population 2013/14 

 

The categories of disability in the breakdown match those outlined in the guidelines provided 
by the Higher Education Authority to institutions applying to the Fund for Students with 
Disabilities albeit with an óOtherô category added for students registered with the services who 
do not fall into one of these categories.  

The responding institutions provided the primary disability profile of 8769 undergraduates with 
disabilities and 925 postgraduates with disabilities. Of the 9694 students represented in the 
disability profile, 360 (3.7%) are in the Aspergers/Autism category, 375 (3.9%) have 
ADD/ADHD, 232 (2.4%) are Blind/Visually Impaired, 271 (2.8%) are in the Deaf/Hard of 
Hearing category, 395 (4.1%) have DCD ï Dyspraxia/Dysgraphia, 1054 (10.9%) have a Mental 
Health Condition, 260 (2.7%) have a Neurological/Speech and Language Condition, 1035 
(10.7%) have a Significant Ongoing Illness, 637 (6.6%) have a Physical Disability, 4939 
(50.9%) have a Specific Learning Difficulty, and 136 (1.4%) are listed under Other category.  

The only significant changes in the year-on-year percentage breakdown are in the categories 
Specific Learning Difficulty down 3.1% and DCD- Dyspraxia/Dysgraphia category up 1.3%. 
Other changes show Asperger/Autism up 0.3%, ADD/ADHD up 0.6%, Blind/Visually Impaired 
up 0.3%, Deaf/Hearing Impaired down 0.4%, Mental Health Condition up 0.1%, 
Neurological/Speech and Language Condition up 0.8%, Significant Ongoing Illness up 0.4%, 
Physical Disability down 0.1% and Other down 0.3%. It should be noted that the 3.1% drop in 
the Specific Learning Difficulty category continues a trend which has seen it drop on average 
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3.2% every year since its peak at 60.5% in 2010/11 to its current position as the primary 
disability of 50.9% of the disabled student population. 

Despite the issue of underrepresentation of students with sensory impairments in Higher 
Education being flagged in several previous AHEAD reports, the only category that has seen a 
drop in actual numbers of students is the Deaf/Hearing Impaired category. While the total 
numbers of students with disabilities has risen 7% year on year, the number of students in the 
Deaf/Hearing Impaired category actually fell by 6% in the academic year 13/14.  

Numbers with 2 or More Disabilities 

In this yearôs survey, for the first time we asked responding institutions to provide data on the 
number of students with disabilities who had disclosed 2 or more disabilities. The 26 
institutions that responded to this question3 reported 692 SWDs who had disclosed 2 or more 
disabilities, representing 8% of SWDs in these institutions. Further examination of the 
breakdown revealed that 8.3% (659) of undergraduates with disabilities disclosed 2 or more 
disabilities in comparison to just 4.7% (33) of postgraduates with disabilities. 

This suggests that while there are significant barriers for SWDs in progressing to postgraduate 
level as evidenced earlier in the report, the barriers are greater still for those with multiple 
disabilities. 

Interestingly, 9% of students with disabilities in the IoT/Other sector have 2 or more disabilities 
in comparison to just 6% of those in the University sector. 

New Entrant Disability Breakdown 

Of the 2576 new entrant undergraduate students with disabilities identified by the responding 
institutions, 128 (5%) are in the Aspergers/Autism category, 123 (4.8%) have ADD/ADHD, 64 
(2.5%) are Blind/Visually Impaired, 66 (2.6%) are Deaf/Hard of Hearing, 148 (5.7%) have DCD 
ï Dyspraxia/Dysgraphia, 257 (10%) have a Mental Health Condition, 83 (3.2%) have a 
Neurological/Speech and Language Condition, 221 (8.6%) have a Significant Ongoing Illness, 
129 (5%) have a Physical Disability, 1317 (51.1%) have a Specific Learning Difficulty, and 40 
(1.6%) were placed in the Other category.  

                                                 
3 UCC could not provide this data 

Key Point: While the total numbers of students with disabilities has 
risen 7% year on year, the number of students in the Deaf/Hearing 
Impaired category fell by 6%. 
 

Key Point: Significant barriers remain for students with disabilities in 
progressing to postgraduate level and the barriers are greater still for 
those with multiple disabilities. 
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Final Year Disability Breakdown 

Of the 2185 final year undergraduate students with disabilities identified by the responding 
institutions, 58 (2.7%) are in the Aspergers/Autism category, 69 (3.2%) have ADD/ADHD, 52 
(2.4%) are Blind/Visually Impaired, 67 (3.1%) are Deaf/Hard of Hearing, 59 (2.7%) have DCD 
ï Dyspraxia/Dysgraphia, 245 (11.2%) have a Mental Health Condition, 54 (2.5%) have a 
Neurological/Speech and Language Condition, 239 (10.9%) have a Significant Ongoing 
Illness, 142 (6.5%) have a Physical Disability, 1141 (52.2%) have a Specific Learning Difficulty, 
and 59 (2.7%) were placed in the Other category. 

Undergraduate Disability Breakdown 

Of the 8769 undergraduate students with disabilities identified by the responding institutions, 
330 (3.8%) are in the Aspergers/Autism category, 354 (4%) have ADD/ADHD, 191 (2.2%) are 
Blind/Visually Impaired, 229 (2.6%) are Deaf/Hard of Hearing, 384 (4.4%) have DCD ï 
Dyspraxia/Dysgraphia, 915 (10.4%) have a Mental Health Condition, 224 (2.6%) have a 
Neurological/Speech and Language Condition, 919 (10.5%) have a Significant Ongoing 
Illness, 518 (5.9%) have a Physical Disability, 4575 (52.2%) have a Specific Learning Difficulty, 
and 130 (1.5%) were placed in the Other category. 

Postgraduate Disability Breakdown 

Of the 925 postgraduate students with disabilities identified by the responding institutions, 30 
(3.2%) are in the Aspergers/Autism category, 21 (2.3%) have ADD/ADHD, 41 (4.4%) are 
Blind/Visually Impaired, 42 (4.5%) are Deaf/Hard of Hearing, 11 (1.2%) have DCD ï 
Dyspraxia/Dysgraphia, 139 (15%) have a Mental Health Condition, 36 (3.9%) have a 
Neurological/Speech and Language Condition, 116 (12.5%) have a Significant Ongoing 
Illness, 119 (12.9%) have a Physical Disability, 364 (39.4%) have a Specific Learning Difficulty, 
and 6 (0.6%) were placed in the Other category. 
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Figure 4 shows the disability profile of postgraduate and undergraduate students with 
disabilities 

 

It is notable that while the total (See Figure 3) and undergraduate breakdowns are almost 
identical, the postgraduate breakdown differs significantly from the others. Students with 
Specific Learning Difficulties make up 39.4% of the postgraduate breakdown compared to 
52.2% of the undergraduate breakdown. Students with physical disabilities make up 12.9% of 
the postgraduate breakdown in comparison to 5.9% of the undergraduate breakdown. 
Students in the Blind/Visually impaired (4.4%), Mental Health Condition (15%) and Significant 
Ongoing Illness (12.5%) categories also represent a significantly larger percentage of the 
postgraduate population than the undergraduate population of students with disabilities. The 
reasons behind these significant differences merit some further exploration. 
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Fields of Study of Students with Disabilities 

The responding institutions reported on the number of students with disabilities in each field of 
study in 2013/14. Each institution was given the subject breakdown as used by the HEA in 
their statistics but modified slightly4, each subject coming under one of 13 fields and were 
asked to report the number of students with disabilities studying in each field.  

Figure 5 shows the fields of study of students with disabilities and compares them to 
the figures for the total student population5 

 

                                                 
4 HEA statistics collate subjects under 10 fields. In this survey AHEAD provided 13 fields putting Law, Computing 
& Nursing in fields of their own where in the HEA statistics they were included in more diverse fields.  
5 Higher Education Authority, ñ2013/14 Statisticsò, 2014, <www.hea.ie/en/statistics> [accessed Dec 4th 2014] 
































































