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We invite employers who would like to participate, and graduates
with a disability or specific learning difficulty interested in a WAM
placement, to contact us at WAM@ahead.ie
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WAMbassadors
Graduates with disabilities
leading the way in the
workplace
This booklet brings together the stories of eight graduates
from a total of over 175 who have to date completed
work placements through the AHEAD WAM (Willing
Able Mentorship) Programme, which is supported by the
Department of Social Protection.
We would like to thank these graduates for sharing their
experiences with us. We would also like to thank the ESB
and Abbott Ireland for their kind support in the production
of this publication.
We wish to acknowledge the contribution of the employers
involved in the 2012/2013 programme:
– Abbott Ireland
– Citi
– Civil Service
– Dell Ireland
– Deloitte
– ESB
– IBM
– Mater Misericordiae University Hospital
We are proud to have been cited by the NDA, Amnesty
International and Eurofound as a model of good practice,
and we will continue, in partnership with our leaders, to
redefine the workplace.
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Foreword

Learning & leading:
A reciprocal relationship between
graduates with disabilities & employers

There has been considerable change over the past decade in the education

the workplace and influence inclusive change. These employers and

and employment of people with disabilities and specific learning

graduates are brought together through the work of the WAM (Willing,

difficulties. Initiatives from Government in the form of equality legislation,

Able Mentoring) Programme. WAM collaborates with mainstream

grants, additional funding, additional resource teachers and special needs

employer partners (WAM Leaders) to facilitate, support and evaluate

assistants mean that students with disabilities in education have a real

mentored work placements for graduates with disabilities and specific

chance of success, and out of that success have expectations of higher

learning difficulties. WAM Leaders work with AHEAD to disability-proof

education, jobs and careers. Young people with disabilities leaving school

their recruitment and employment practices and attempt to build truly

today want to go to college, they want to work, build careers, earn good

inclusive workplaces through the learning and experience attained

money and enjoy themselves.

during the placement of graduates with disabilities and specific learning
difficulties in their organisations.

These developments are to be celebrated as they represent significant
improvements in the education of people with disabilities and specific

Graduates with disabilities want the chance to work, learn and be learned

learning difficulties. In fact, the number of students with disabilities

from - this booklet showcases their stories.

attending third level education in Ireland has almost doubled within the
last five years. As a result of this, employers are more and more likely

Ann Heelan

to encounter job applications from graduates with disabilities looking
to begin their careers. However the inclusiveness and flexibility of the

Executive Director

mainstream labour market still has a long way to go to fully tap into this

AHEAD

new talent pool, as traditionally people with disabilities have been seen as
burdens rather than resources. There are still fears for employers around
legislation, supports required and work productivity. This thinking needs
to shift.
There are employers and graduates with disabilities out there who
are leading this change in attitude, who recognise the benefits of
learning from each other in order to bring different perspectives to
1
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Introduction

WAMbassadors :
Graduates with disabilities leading
the way in the workplace

AHEAD, founded in 1988, is the
Association for Higher Education
Access and Disability. We are
an independent, non-profit
organisation that promotes full
access to and participation in
higher education and employment
for students and graduates with
disabilities.

1. Get AHEAD

WAM began life as an EU EQUAL

A training programme and forum for

Community Initiative funded pilot

students and graduates with disabilities to

project (2005 – 2007) which proved very

The WAM Programme provides a

discuss their experiences of education and

successful in showcasing the emerging

framework of support which enables

employment.

talent of graduates with disabilities and

graduates with disabilities and

highlighting the barriers for this group in

mainstream employers to engage in a

accessing mainstream work.

mutually beneficial learning experience.

2.Link
A European network of organisations,

Microsoft, O2 and Savills.

Graduates with disabilities get to avail

educational institutions, academics,

Due to the success of the WAM pilot

of much needed mainstream work

students and interested individuals who

project, FÁS agreed to provide further

experience in real jobs in real companies,

all share the same ultimate goal: the full

funding (2008 – 2012) which ensured

while employers get the opportunity to

AHEAD operates as a national centre of

inclusion of students with disabilities in

that WAM could continue to create work

assess their recruitment, selection and

expertise on inclusion across education

Higher Education.

placement opportunities for graduates

support procedures. The real strength of

with disabilities while working closely with

this approach is the ability to learn from

and employment, and is the leading source
of information on the participation rates

3. WAM (Willing Able Mentoring)

employers on the inclusiveness of their

the collective experience so that it can

of students with disabilities in Higher

A programme that builds the experience

recruitment, selection and employment

crystallise and disseminate a message to

Education. AHEAD also coordinates three

and confidence of graduates with

practices. WAM is currently funded by the

both employers and disabled jobseekers:

major projects:

disabilities and employers through the

Department of Social Protection and, to

a message that barriers to mainstream

method of a mentored work placement

date, has provided work placements for

employment can be overcome.

programme.

over 175 graduates with disabilities across

3

the following major employers in the Irish

The following stories represent the

This booklet celebrates the experiences

labour market: Abbott Ireland, Arthur

experiences of talented graduates who not

of graduates with disabilities and specific

Cox, Bank of Ireland, CG Power Systems,

only learned from their WAM placement

learning differences who participated in

Citi, the Civil Service, Covidien, Dell, ESB,

experience, but also provided valuable

WAM Programme placements over the

FÁS, IBM, Irish Life & Permanent, the

learning for staff within the participating

last 7 years.

Mater Misericordiae University Hospital,

employers.
4

Ben Hopkins
Citi

Open workplace relationships
& performing to your strengths

Ben Hopkins has a Degree
in Business Studies from Trinity
College Dublin. His interests
include sailing, cycling, swimming
and tag rugby. Ben is currently
working for Citi having taken up a
WAM placement there in 2010.

I joined Citi in December 2010 for a 6

Trinity College Dublin I had access to

of optional supports from which I chose

then my colleagues were not aware of my

the College Careers Service. When I got

the following. They recommended that I

dyslexia but after this point I decided to

in touch with them they advised me

should be given a mentor (buddy) in the

tell them about it.

about the WAM Programme. At first

organization. This was someone who I

I was reluctant to apply, feeling that

could go to in the organization to ask any

Once I did, things in the office got a lot

my disability may impact on my career

questions about general protocol in the

easier for me. When my work was found

and I feared any social stigma I might

company. WAM suggested that the buddy

to have a misspelling in it, I no longer

encounter. When an internship in Citi was

was someone in a different department

needed to make an excuse for it. I realized

advertised I put aside my feelings and

who had no operational relationship with

that everyone has their limitations and

applied for the position.

me. This would prevent a situation arising

if you are honest about them then you

where your discussions with your buddy

can manipulate your work load with

month work placement on the WAM
Programme. I was initially placed in

Thankfully my application was successful

could be held against you, and allowed

colleagues so everyone is performing to

the treasury department but 4 months

and I was offered the placement. After

for more open communication. I found

their strengths.

into my placement, I was offered a

getting the placement I was contacted

my buddies in Citi very supportive and I

full-time position in the UK Securities

by the WAM team who wanted to meet

benefited greatly from their advice.

Settlements Department of Citi. Prior

with me to have an informal chat about

to applying for the WAM placement I

the placement and what arrangements

The second form of support I received was

order to overcome some of my difficulties.

worked for a chartered accountancy firm

or supports, if any, I wanted put in

a computer program called ClaroRead

Their support was often provided

called Ormbsy and Rhodes BKR. I stayed

place. This needs assessment meeting

which I found very helpful. ClaroRead

informally in order to achieve an open

with O&R for just over a year. Having

resolved a lot of the concerns I had

provided a spelling and grammar

working relationship to aid discussion

enjoyed my experience there and made

about the programme. The service was

correction facility and predictive text

about sensitive issues.

plenty of friends, in late October 2010 I

very confidential and only asked for the

application. The only problem I found was

left, knowing that a career in chartered

required information. I was advised by

that the ClaroRead program changed

accountancy was not for me.

WAM that they would tell Citi as much

the view of the computer screen in

or as little information as I wanted to

comparison to my colleagues’ computers,

disclose. They offered me a wide variety

which inevitably raised questions. Up until

As a graduate in Business Studies from
5

I found WAM’s support invaluable in an
advisory capacity both to me and Citi in

6

“If I were asked what advice I
could give to somebody with
a specific learning difficulty
moving into the work force
it would be this: be honest
with yourself and your
employer in order to take
advantage of your strengths
and reduce the impact of
your limitations”
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Lianne Quigley
Bank of Ireland

The right job for me:
Starting my career

Lianne Quigley has a Degree in
Business Economics and Social
Studies from Trinity College
Dublin. She also has a Diploma
in Investment Fund Services
from the Institute of Bankers
and is currently studying for a
Professional Diploma in Financial
Advice and a Certificate in Equality
Studies for Deaf People.
Lianne is a very active member
in the Deaf community. She is a
board member of the Irish Deaf
Society, on the sub-committee of
the Irish Sign Language recognition
campaign and on the committee
of the Dublin Theatre of the Deaf as
she has a passion for acting.
Lianne began a WAM placement
in Bank of Ireland in 2006 where
she went on to work for a further
5 years. She is currently a fund
accountant for Northern Trust.

9

In early 2006, I was sitting my final exams

was to be prepared to face the reality

was my first experience of the mainstream

in Business Economics and Social Studies

that I was going to find it very difficult to

work environment.

at Trinity College Dublin. A number of HR

find a job because of the current societal

staff came to TCD to talk about career

attitudes towards Deaf people. However

Irish Sign Language (ISL) is my first

opportunities, especially those from the

I went to the WAM launch and found

language, and I am more comfortable

big four accounting firms. I applied for a

the atmosphere to be very positive.

using it than English. Throughout the

number of accounting firms but received

Accompanied by an interpreter, I chatted

initial stages of my six month placement

no reply from any of them. I also applied

to a number of different firms. They

it became obvious that there was a very

for other jobs in the banking industry and

seemed positive, which gave me hope

strong reliance on verbal communication

the Civil Service. After sitting the aptitude

about getting on the career ladder. A

for the routine exchange of information

tests for these positions I heard nothing

month later, I got a letter from WAM with

because of the nature of the work and the

further. Just before my second academic

a list of placement opportunities. Bank of

speed of the actions required, together

term in TCD, I decided not to apply for

Ireland Securities Services was offering a

with the rapid turnover of work. This

any more positions until I had finished

placement and it was my first choice.

posed considerable difficulties for me

my course and completed my exams. I

as I was relying on lip reading. It was

realised that, for Deaf people like me, it

When I had finished my exams, I went

impossible to have an interpreter present

would be difficult to access employment.

for an interview at Bank of Ireland

at the office on a daily basis. My co-

Several people in my class had already

Headquarters. I felt it was one of my best

workers attempted to communicate by

secured jobs and I felt unfairly treated.

interviews because the interpreter was

email and through written instructions

there and the panel had a very positive

but the departmental manager felt that

One day in the spring, I went to

attitude. A few weeks later, I got a

because of the particular demands of

the disability office in TCD to make

placement offer via text message. I was

the work environment and the nature

interpreting bookings for my lectures.

over the moon! On the 26th of July 2006

of the work itself, which demands rapid

Staff in the office recommended that I

I started my career at Bank of Ireland

response, that verbal communication

should go to the WAM Programme launch

Securities Services. I was excited and

was a significant and central requirement

at the Mansion House. My first thought

looking forward to this new challenge. It

of the placement role. An ISL Interpreter
10

was only provided for a large or significant
meeting. The HR department and I agreed
that it would be better for me to move to
another area of the organisation where
quick verbal communication was not a
central feature of the work environment.
As soon as I started working in the Fund
Accounting Department, communication

“I know what supports I need
to do my job well and know
how to ask for them. I know
how to increase awareness
of deafness in my office and
have the confidence to make
my viewpoint known. I am
also confident in putting
forward my ideas and
participating fully in all work
related decisions – my way”

with co-workers was not a problem. My
job skills improved and I was able to work
very effectively in the department. As a
result I obtained a permanent position
in Bank of Ireland after the six month
WAM placement, and I worked there
for five years. I currently work as a fund
accountant for Northern Trust.
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Louis Watters
Civil Service, Department of Agriculture and Food

Embracing the employment journey

Louis Watters has a Masters in
Business Management from
UCD Smurfit Business School, a
Degree in Journalism from Dublin
City University and is currently
studying for a Degree in Law at
Dublin Business School. Louis
has a real passion for travelling,
visiting places such as Washington,
Boston, Montreal, Beijing,Lhasa
and Yangsho over the last two
years. He currently works in
the Legal Service Division of the
Department of Agriculture, Food
and the Marine and took up a
WAM placement in the same
Department in 2006.

and tumble. I couldn’t get enough of it.

There, I met with staff from AHEAD who

where I assisted in the regional Food

I longed to become a journalist and be

informed me of the WAM Programme

Fora, encouraging local food producers

at the very heart of the story, whatever

and recommended that I submit an

to combine their expertise and increase

the prevailing story of the day was. So,

application.

the range of products they brought

in 2005, I graduated from Dublin City

to the market. As for policy, the area I

University with an honours Degree in

It was clear to me that one of the

had responsibility for was food with a

Journalism.

disadvantages that beset my job hunting

significant geographical indication. One of

endeavours was my lack of experience in

the successes during my time on the WAM

Full of enthusiasm I embarked on a

the workplace. While growing up other

placement was when Europe recognised

new chapter in my life. I worked with a

kids of a similar age were assisting with

the unique status of Connemara Hill

local medical newspaper on a university

deliveries, serving behind the counter of

Lamb. Meanwhile, throughout the time

placement; however, once the placement

the local corner shop and other forms of

on placement I continued to practice

came to an end there was nothing to

part-time employment that accustomed

my journalistic skills by researching

follow up with. Finding a permanent job

them to the work environment. I, on the

and writing food-related speeches for

proved a great deal more difficult than

other hand, had no similar experience to

the Ministers in the Department. This

what had gone before.

fall back on. The WAM Programme was

culminated in being asked to contribute

about to provide me with my first solid six

to the President’s speech at the opening

months of employment.

of the inaugural Bloom Festival in the

A year or so later, desperately
disappointed and on the verge of giving up

Phoenix Park. I was also sent to Brussels

I never believed in destiny, but if life has

hope of ever finding a permanent position,

I received an offer of a full-time paid

for a European meeting on geographical

taught me one thing it is that you never

I came across a promotion for a jobs fair

placement in the Civil Service with the

foods and to see how things operate in

quite know what’s waiting for you just

to be held in the Mansion House. On the

Department of Agriculture and Food

Europe. The experience was invaluable.

around the corner. Ever since I went blind

spur of the moment I called a taxi and

at the grade of Executive Officer. My

at the age of ten, I have always loved

made my way to the jobs fair, not quite

stint in the Food Division brought me

While participating on the WAM

listening to the radio: the chat shows,

sure what it would have to offer. It was

to all corners of the country: places as

Programme I successfully applied through

the current affairs, the political rough

one of the better decisions I ever made.

far afield as Kilkenny, Cork and Galway

the Public Appointment Service for a

13

14

permanent position with the Civil Service.
However, as a result of the crisis that befell
the economy, there was a delay before
a suitable position became available.
Not wishing to waste the available time
at hand I decided to return to full-time
education and studied for a Masters in
Management. When my course at the

“Having a disability makes
it more difficult to get a job.
However education and
experience can set us apart
from other job-seekers...
Every little bit of my
acquired knowledge proves
useful at some time or other”

Smurfit Business School concluded, a
suitable position became available in the
department where I had been placed as
a participant in the WAM Programme.
I currently work in the Legal Service
Division of the Department of Agriculture,
Food and the Marine. I also study in the
evenings for a Degree in Law at DBS.
I would never have imagined when I set
out on life’s journey many years ago that
I would have ended up where I am today.
Nevertheless, my story is no different
in one respect to that of so many of my
friends. I love my job and definitely find
that in Legal Services I am at the centre
of the story, whatever the prevailing
story of the day is. Certainly there were
times along the way that called for great
determination, courage and fortitude,
however, I believe that every experience
that doesn’t kill the quail, only goes to
make him stronger. I have embraced
every twist and turn in the road and am
confident that there are one or two more
yet to come. I look forward to finding out
where the journey eventually brings me.

15
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Niamh Foley
IBM

Joining a multinational:
life within IBM

Niamh Foley has a Masters in
Assistive Technology and a Degree
in Electronics and Communications
Engineering from the Dublin
Institute of Technology. She is selftaught in web design and various
programming languages. Niamh
took up a WAM placement in IBM
in 2009.

I was placed within IBM in their Level 2

work as they drowned out other noises.

My time with IBM showed me that large

Technical Support Centre. My experience,

It was only after a couple of weeks in

office life is not for me – I found it too

like all experiences, was filled with mainly

the workplace that I could assess what

much of an information overload. I hope

good but some bad points. The manager

supports would suit me, as it’s completely

to take the things I learned about myself

who hired me and one other point of

different to working in a college

from the placement and use them to my

contact were the only people who knew

environment. Through this experience

advantage in my new role with Ericsson.

the nature of my placement. At the time

I learned a lot about my needs in the

of my needs assessment, which was

workplace. Since my MA is in the area of

I would recommend to any new WAM

conducted by the WAM team, I was

assistive technology, I have learned a lot

applicants that you find out as much as

unsure of what supports I would need

about the requirements of the workplace

you can about the job, as I found that,

apart from a screen reader. I knew that I

and how they change with each role.

for me, there was too much reading. I

I applied to WAM as I was looking for work

didn’t want to sit in a noisy area as I would

that was relevant to my qualification. I

get distracted very easily by being in a

I had a period of unemployment from

change during the placement that they

was working part-time in a sports shop

new place. As my time went on in IBM I

the completion of my placement until

know about the situation, as I changed

in Dublin and had previously worked for

discovered that my screen reader didn’t

recently, when I was accepted onto a

managers and had the opportunity to

a multinational before on an internship. I

really work with their technologies and I

program run by Ericsson Ireland. I now

sample different work teams. I would

applied to the WAM Programme as it was

needed more screen space. I was given a

have the opportunity to do a Masters

also say don’t be worried about talking to

a programme specifically for students with

second screen and also became part of a

in Applied Software Technology in DIT

your manager because once they know of

disabilities – I have the learning difficulty

beta testing program for a new piece of

Aungier Street, followed by a two year

any issues they will do what they can to

of dyslexia. I felt that WAM would offer a

software. This new set-up worked with

work placement in Athlone. While

fix them for you. During my placement I

better opportunity for me as the employer

Read&Write Gold and the interface was

unemployed, I continued to develop

learned vital people skills and how to work

already has the knowledge and awareness

more user friendly.

my web design skills and now have a

with difficult customers, a skill which

growing list of clients whose websites I

benefited me hugely. I have also become

of working with WAM applicants and

would also recommend that if managers

that helped to get around the ‘should I

The workplace was very relaxed and

manage. I believe that keeping a toe in

more confident about speaking about my

or shouldn’t I inform the employer of my

allowed me to use headphones while

the technological sector helped in my

learning difficulty – it is not something to

disability’ at the interview stage.

working, which helped me to focus on my

applications for work.

be afraid of.

17
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“Don’t be afraid to disclose
the fact that you have
dyslexia – your honesty will
be respected. We all have
our own idiosyncrasies as
to how we complete our
tasks. Your co-workers will
not think anything different,
except maybe ‘Oh that’s a
good idea, why didn’t I think
of that?’”

19
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Marc Byrne
ESB

Becoming part of the team:
ESB and me

Marc Byrne has a B.A. in
Accounting and Finance from
Dundalk IT. He is a keen runner
who enjoys food, keeping fit,
property and positivity. Marc took
up a WAM placement with ESB
Networks in Dundalk in 2010, and
is currently working as part of the
Fund Accounting and Investments
team in the ESB Pension Scheme in
Dublin.

experience in such a great company,

diversity highly promoted. Working with

the ESB Disability Traineeship Programme,

especially in challenging economic times.

ESB has made me feel like I’m part of a

they ran an effective CV writing and

I was successful at the application and

huge family.

interview preparation skills workshop,

interview stages and secured a placement
During my placement I was involved

interviews. This was great as I got to brush

in a large safety project creating and

up on my interview skills while also being

In conjunction with the WAM placements,

implementing Site & Workplace Safety

questioned on my new work experience.

ESB also run their own Disability

Folders for each Network Technician in the

I believe WAM was a huge benefit to me.

Traineeship Programme. I had two

Projects North area. It was a different area

I had finished college about six weeks

days of induction in the ESB head office

from my degree discipline, but with health

previously when I took up my placement.

where we were briefed on such things

and safety being an integral part of the

In such challenging times, I was one of the

as policies and procedures within the

ESB, this experience benefited me greatly

very few people from my class to be in full

company. I then started my placement

and highlighted to me the importance of

time paid employment.

My first introduction to WAM was from

in ESB Networks in Dundalk. It was a

such policies. WAM came on a site visit to

my Disability and Student Quality Officer

brilliant six months where I learned a lot.

my office to see if I required any additional

A month before the placement was due

in Dundalk Institute of Technology.

I had a good knowledge of how an office

supports but I didn’t really need anything.

to finish, I applied for a role which had

Over the three years of my degree, he

operates from summer and part time

ESB HR were also in contact with me

been advertised externally on the ESB

had been very helpful with regard to my

work, but I was exposed to a lot more on

during my time to see if I had any issues or

website. The role was part of the Fund

assistive technology and exam support

my WAM placement. It was great to see

suggestions about the programme.

Accounting and Investments team in the

arrangements. He contacted me during

how a company the size of ESB functions.

my study week to tell me about WAM,

With many different business units and

We had a mid way meet-up during the six

Dublin. It instantly appealed to me given

suggesting that I might apply. In the midst

thousands of employees, one thing that

months which was a great opportunity

my accounting background. I applied and

of my cramming, I did some research on

surprised me was the sense of closeness

to meet the other people on placement.

was called for interview. The CV writing

the WAM Programme and decided to

and community within the organisation.

We exchanged stories and experiences of

and interview preparation skills workshop

apply. I did so because it was a fantastic

The company is always thinking about its

our time so far. It was nice to hear how

along with the mock-interview during the

opportunity to gain some valuable

employees’ wellbeing, with equality and

other people were getting on. As part of

WAM placement were an enormous help

21

with ESB.

and some weeks later arranged mock

ESB Pension Scheme in Merrion Square in

22

to me at this stage and I was offered the
job just before Christmas!
The end of the WAM placement was a

“Something very important
in life is believing in yourself
and believing that you can
achieve what you want and
not to let your disabilities
or difficulties hold you back,
but push you forward”

Friday in late January, and I took up my
role in the Pension Scheme the following
Monday. I moved to Dublin from Dundalk,
which was also another exciting venture.
I am still in my position in the Pension
Scheme, with my contract expiring later
in the year. Moving from one part of the
ESB to another was very convenient as
my email address and such were already
in place and I was very familiar with the
company.
To date I have had a brilliant time with
the ESB. I have got to know loads of
people in the company and got involved
in other areas outside of my position. It
has also given me an interest in the funds
and investment industry. I believe that
without the WAM placement I would
probably not be where I am today, with
nearly two years experience in an excellent
company on my CV.
23
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Niall Molloy
Civil Service, The State Laboratory

Experience is learning:
working at the state laboratory

Niall Molloy has a Degree in
Analytical Science from Dublin City
University and a Diploma in Food
Science from Dundalk IT. He enjoys
playing the piano, going to the
gym and reading fantasy novels.
Niall took up a WAM placement
in the State Labs in Celbridge in
2010 and is currently working as
a Regulatory Affairs Officer for a
consultancy company.

great information, and it was at one of

to talk over my experience so far. We also

samples, and then two months later I got a

these that I found out about the WAM

discussed any difficulties I had inside or

different job as a Regulatory Affairs Officer

Programme which was providing work

outside of the laboratory, which included

working for a consultancy company who

placements in different job sectors. I did

car parking, clocking in and out and using

help companies that produce chemicals

not have much experience on my CV and

the canteen. Because I have cerebral palsy

to ensure that all of their products comply

I thought this placement opportunity

I have difficulties walking, especially when

with the relevant legislations of all the

would be a great way to improve that

carrying items, and in this area I received

countries that they supply to. I am still

situation and help me in the future in

a lot of help and support. Overall the

working with this company now and enjoy

getting other jobs.

placement was a great experience and I

the work a lot as it is in the science area,

learned a lot from it. Firstly, the experience

but is more office based which, with my

The WAM placement I applied for and

of having a job and seeing that I could

disability, is a great help as it means I am

successfully acquired was a science

work a full day in the laboratory at the

not on my feet all day.

position at the State Laboratory of Ireland

same work rate as my co-workers gave

I have cerebral palsy and I work in the

in Kildare. My job was the analysis of food

me confidence in myself for future job

The benefits of my WAM placement

field of science. I have a Diploma in Food

materials for dangerous chemicals called

interviews. Secondly, I gained experience

included interview tips, a better approach

Science from Dundalk I.T. and a Degree

dioxins or PCBs. I got great satisfaction

of being part of a team and working

to searching for jobs, and the experience

in analytical science from Dublin City

from the placement, right from the start.

together to complete the tasks, and not

of a mock interview where I was able to

University. But even with the education

My colleagues provided excellent training

being afraid to ask for help as everybody

get feedback from the interviewer straight

I had achieved, finding a job was proving

while ensuring that everything was totally

was helping each other.

away, which definitely helped me in later

to be very difficult. Even getting a job

accessible for me, and if there were any

interview seemed impossible a few

problems we found ways to overcome

Following the completion of my placement

to get six months work experience on my

years ago. My physiotherapist told me

them together.

in September 2010 I had difficulty in

CV which greatly improved my chances

finding a job, but so did everybody at

of getting jobs after I left the WAM

about AHEAD – I found out more and

interviews. Most importantly, I was able

signed up to obtain information and

One of the great aspects of the placement

that time due to the economic situation.

Programme. All experiences gained from

updates about their work. I attended

was that I had a mentor, and we would

However, in February 2011, I got a job in

the placement have benefited me up to

two of their workshops which provided

have a private meeting every two weeks

a laboratory testing water, soil and food

now and will do in the future.
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“I was always afraid that
if a mistake was made it
would look bad on your
performance. What I learned
was a mistake was OK as
long as you recognise it,
report it, and learn from it
so that that type of mistake
will not happen again”
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James Power
Abbott

Achieving my goals:
team support, effort & early mornings

James Power is from Carrick-onSuir, Co. Tipperary. In his spare time
he is involved in beekeeping and is
a member of the South Tipperary
Beekeepers Association. He is also
involved in the Irish Pilgrimage
Trust with whom he brings children
with disabilities to Lourdes every
year. James took up a placement
in Abbott Vascular, Clonmel in July
2010 and is still working with the
organisation today.

Suir. I was responsible for the maintenance

number of assessments to demonstrate

their time and patience in progressing and

of the centre and the grounds. The work

my understanding of the procedures. My

completing my training.

with the sports centre was temporary so

trainer and fellow team members gave

I decided to follow up with AHEAD who

me great help and support whilst going

My experience in Abbott has given me

advised me of Abbott’s involvement in the

through this process.

independence and confidence. I enjoy

WAM Programme.

working as part of the team, especially the
Eventually, I completed my training

chat and jokes that come with working

I knew that Abbott was a very good

and passed my assessments. I then

with others. I am delighted to be part of

company to work for. It is one of the

commenced my work on the inspection

the Abbott team.

world’s leading vascular care businesses

station, the purpose of which is to ensure

and manufactures stent delivery systems

that the quality of our stent meets the

which are used in the treatment of

required standard. As time went on I was

coronary heart disease. So I applied for

trained on more stations. I got to know

the six month mentored work placement

my colleagues and really started to enjoy

I was an electrician by trade and

through the WAM Programme. I was

working, although the early mornings

commenced my training in our family

successful in my interview and started

can still be a challenge! I thought the shift

business at a young age. I worked in a

working with Abbott in July 2010 as

work was going to be tough but I enjoy

number of large organisations throughout

a production assembler. My training

working evenings every second week.

Munster. Employment became scarce in

was on the production line in the

this industry so I applied to do a computer

DES (Drug Eluting Stent) area. I was

When my six months came to an end

course with the National Learning

assigned a trainer who was excellent

I was delighted to get an extension to

Network. I completed the ECDL and it was

– she taught me the principles of GMP

my contract. I really enjoy working with

here that I first heard about AHEAD and

(Good Manufacturing Practices) and the

Abbott. The environment is excellent and I

the WAM Programme. After I completed

procedures associated with CSI (Coated

have made some very good friends. I would

my course I began working part time in

Stent Inspection) for which I would have

like to express my appreciation to Abbott

the Sean Kelly Sports Centre in Carrick-on-

responsibility. I had to go through a

and especially my trainers who gave me
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“Graduates with disabilities
entering the workplace
should always remain
positive and make the
most of every opportunity.
Get to know people in the
workplace and make sure
to use the support network
around you”
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Laura Leeson
FÁS

Getting a break in the world of
employment: the placement that
changed my life

Laura Leeson has a FETAC Level
5 Qualification in Desktop
Publishing, Customer Services and
Computer Programming and has
recently completed a FETAC Level 6
course in Management. She enjoys
eating out with friends and family,
going shopping and to the cinema.
Laura is currently a receptionist for
a recycling centre and took up a
WAM placement in FÁS in 2006.

VEC colleges including desktop publishing,

placement I would regularly meet with my

I think back to the situation I was in

customer service and computer

mentor, who was a FÁS employee based

before I took part in the AHEAD WAM

programming, but it got to the point

in a different department. This gave me

Programme - not getting breaks in

where I was doing courses just to keep my

the opportunity to discuss any concerns

employment and all those rejection

mind busy and to get out of the house. It

or issues I was having. I found this support

letters. It was only after my time with

was always my dream to get a break in the

invaluable as I always had a person I could

FÁS that other opportunities started

world of employment and so I applied for

contact if I needed anything.

to come my way. I believe this is down

the WAM Programme because it allows

to the fact that not only had I gained

people with disabilities to show their

After my initial six months I was offered

practical experience in the workplace, but

skills in a mainstream work environment,

a further four month contract in the

I had gained so much confidence as my

alongside the supports offered by AHEAD.

FÁS Staff Development department,

dream had been made a reality. I am truly

where I was responsible for assisting in

grateful for the opportunity and feel the

In July 2006, having completed interviews

arranging training courses and evaluating

experience helped me shape the career I

Before applying for my WAM placement,

and training, I was placed in the HR

feedback from participants. This was

have today.

I had just finished college and was going

department of FÁS Head Office on

also a very positive experience for me

through the process of endless job

Baggot Street. This was an extremely

and proved to me that I was as capable

I wish all future graduates the best of luck

applications, and with that came the

positive six months for me. The work I

as an able bodied person in the world

in their WAM placements!

never-ending letters of rejection. Some

was doing ranged from typing up letters

of work. After finishing in FÁS I went

companies wouldn’t look at my CV when

to organizing interviews. I was based in

on to do various jobs. I was the main

they found out I had a disability. With

an office with six other girls and three

receptionist for a disability organisation,

others I would get to the interview stage

managers. Whilst I was gaining new

I was an administrative assistant with

and then get a letter saying that I was

skills I also enjoyed the interactions with

an electricity company, and at the

unsuccessful. However I always felt this

my colleagues. We would have breaks

moment I am a receptionist for a recycling

was down to my disability – which I’m

together and go for lunch at least once a

centre and have recently completed a

sure some of you reading this can relate

week. The social element of any job was

Supervisory Management qualification.

to. I had done a lot of courses in various

always very important to me. During my
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“If I was to give any advice
to new graduates, it would
be that every person and
placement is different. Never
be afraid to say if something
is not working for you or you
have any concerns. This will
show you’re a capable and
independent person, and
also make your experience
enjoyable and allow you to
reach your full potential”
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Conclusion

Advice for employers who want to
recruit and retain staff with disabilities or
specific learning difficulties

“Treat the employee as a person first and

benefit organisations. To retain staff, with

interested in how I go about my work

from the increased personal commitment

listen to the things they need from an

difficulties or without, it is important to

tasks. You never know, that one slight

that he or she will bring to the job, the

employer. Disability Awareness training is

analyse work distribution and ensure

change for me could help the rest of their

new work environment will lend itself

a great tool for any organization, but the

people are working to their strengths”

workforce”

to greater levels of these very qualities.

employee is the expert on their needs and

Ben Hopkins

Niamh Foley

These attributes are not restricted to the

everyone’s needs are different”

interaction between the person with the
“Employers need to understand and

“People with disabilities work hard like

disability and other members of staff, but

be open to the idea that some of their

everybody else in getting an educational

once introduced these qualities become

“Deaf people can do anything but

employees might find some things a

qualification and looking for the

pervasive and infect the interactions of all

hear. Employers should ensure the full

little more difficult than others. I think

opportunity of work. Give us a chance and

employees”

integration of employees with disabilities

supporting them and adapting to their

we will surprise you with the level of work

Louis Watters

in the workplace such as always making

ways is vital. I am dyslexic so a simple task

we can achieve”

sure they are included in meetings. My

like noting somebody’s name or company

Niall Molloy

advice is for employers to listen to people

when they phone can be a bit more of a

with disabilities in relation to what

challenge, but a quick spell check of the

suitable accommodations they require to

name and it’s ready to go. Employers need

front. The training that I received

support them in the workplace - because

to recognize an employee’s disability but

was excellent and it really set me up

they know best”

also be able to see beyond it”

for success. Investing in training and

Lianne Quigley

Marc Byrne

investing in people is investing in success”

Laura Leeson

“Employers should invest in training up

James Power
“Do not be lured into thinking that just

“Industry dictates that it would cause

because someone has a difficulty in

embarrassment if you were to talk to

“I recommend that employers practice

one area that they are at a complete

your applicant or employee about their

extreme selfishness. The key to improving

disadvantage. Like a blind person, their

disability and that it could be seen as

productivity is to enhance communication,

other senses become stronger to cope.

a negative thing. Personally, I have

leadership and teamwork. When a person

These coping mechanisms can often

more respect for employers if they are

with a disability is employed, quite apart
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