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Introduction 
Galway Mayo Institute of Technology (GMIT) is based at five locations in the west of Ireland 
offering a comprehensive range of undergraduate, apprentice and postgraduate 
programmes across a range of disciplines such as Business, Tourism & Arts, Engineering, 
Humanities and Sciences. GMIT is an autonomous, third-level institute with 8425 students 
and 815 staff (March 2021). A priority of the GMIT Strategic Plan 2019-23 is to “embed 
diversity, equality and inclusion into the governance and management of GMIT” and to 
ensure “equality of opportunity and transparency”. This geographical spread of GMIT’s 
campuses and the diverse range of programmes on offer reflects a strong commitment to 
local access to higher education and serves as a driver of regional development. 
 
In the academic year 2019/20, GMIT’s Access and Disability Service registered and 
supported over 629 students within the service, 555 of whom were supported through the 
fund for students with a disability (FSD). GMIT has a strong belief in equality of access and 
participation for all students. The Institute is proud of its reputation for developing 
transparent alternative entry routes and delivering high quality supports and services for 
students experiencing barriers to participation and societal and economic inequality.  

 
GMIT has gained considerable experience and success in transforming the student profile 
over the past two decades in line with the key objectives of National Plan for Equity of 
Access to Higher Education 2015-2019.  GMIT joined the HEAR and DARE Entry schemes in 
2018 with both schemes complementing our alternative existing entry scheme with over 
500 students accessing GMIT through these schemes. GMIT also has over 70 students in 
receipt of Access Scholarships. GMIT is committed to achieving equity of access, 
participation, and outcome for underrepresented groups where all students, regardless of 
age, disability, marital status, ethnic background, or socio-economic background can fully 
participate in higher education. GMIT will continue to meet and exceed targets set out in 
the National Access Plan and contribute to achieving an inclusive higher education system 
that reflects diversity in society. Since 2017, GMIT has consistently attracted students from 
lower Social Economic Groups with almost 12% of the student cohort being from 
Disadvantaged areas and 39% from areas which are classified as marginally below the 
national average. See Table 1 below:  
 
Table1: SEG Profile Breakdown for enrolled students- 2018/19 (New Entrants+ full time 
programme) 

HEI Record %  Deprivation Score Group SEG Score (Range 40 to-40) 
GMIT  8% Affluent 13.4 
 41% Marginally Above 4.3 
 39% Marginally Below -4.4 
 12% Disadvantaged -14.9 

 
The Deprivation Index scores for GMIT students in contrast to the national average with the 
Average income being €43,406 and the average deprivation score being -0.6 which are both 
below the national average.  
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Sectoral Overview 
Over the past five decades, as our sector evolved from Regional Technical Colleges towards 
Technological Universities, our institutions have developed and retained a strong and 
successful ethos of inclusiveness as a central part of our mission, while also raising 
aspirations and facilitating students to realise their potential across multiple levels of the 
National Framework of Qualifications.  As a result, national access target groups are, and 
continue to be, well represented in the student body within the context of our social 
inclusion approach. 

Due to our diverse student profile, our institutions have always developed and maintained 
very effective teaching practices and strong student/staff relationships, as evidenced by 
research such as Studentsurvey.ie1.  Our sector spearheaded the development of teaching 
and learning centres, inclusive practice and pedagogy and a range of additional supports. 

We will soon enter our third academic year impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Our 
teaching and learning centres and access and disability services have been key to ensuring 
that our sector demonstrated an agile and focused responsiveness during this challenging 
period. Given our student profile, our students have been disproportionately impacted by 
the pandemic. Existing inequalities in terms of housing, income, and cultural capital have 
been amplified by the new ways of working and living. The ethos of staff engagement with 
students on an individual level has been a key factor in keeping vulnerable students engaged 
in their studies.  

One of the key strengths of our sector is its willingness to explore and adopt non-standard 
entry routes into higher education. In any given academic year, up to half of all first-year 
entrants have gained a place on a basis other than Leaving Certificate points in that year. 
Additionally, our advanced entry agreements with the FET sector maximise the potential of 
the FET entry route for potential students. Nationally, there is much learning to be had from 
an evaluation of how the sector has worked closely with the FET sector, in particular. We 
commit to maintaining and further developing this relationship into the future.  

Great stories of individual success have emanated from the sector over this time with many 
students being the first in their families to access higher education, often through the 
variety of non-traditional pathways used by our institutions, and to progress successfully to 
employment and / or postgraduate study.  Many of our graduates remain within our region 
upon completion, thus contributing to the local and regional economy, and acting as role 
models to their families and communities.  

We have supported, and we continue to support, the regional economy as a key driver for 
regional growth and development.  We have established strong links with industry and 
community stakeholders. We respond rapidly and strategically to the needs of the regional 
workforce – in terms of upskilling and in response to the challenges of the changing 
economic cycles. For many of these workers, this chance to upskill while in employment or 
due to recent unemployment is best offered by our sector. Over the next decade, it is our 

 
1 For example, higher indicator scores for Effective Teaching Practices, Student-Faculty interactions 
https://studentsurvey.ie/reports/studentsurveyie-national-report-2020  

https://studentsurvey.ie/reports/studentsurveyie-national-report-2020
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firm intention that we will continue to play a major role in inclusive education provision and 
regional development, as our institutions continue to evolve. 

During the period of implementation of the next access plan, institutes of technology and 
emerging technological universities collectively commit to: 

• Actively sharing and dissemination of good practice 
• Working collaboratively in order to develop a more consistent approach to data 

collection in order to enable tracking of individual student success, as students’ 
progress within and between our institutions 

• Adopting and promoting a whole-of-institution approach to mainstreaming access 
objectives and initiatives to further student success  

• Further developing and enhancing our relationships with the primary and post 
primary sectors 

• Maintaining and enhancing, where identified, ongoing support for students 
throughout their studies to maximise the whole student experience of higher 
education 

• Conducting a post-COVID sectoral review of our responsiveness and evaluating our 
preparedness for a similarly disruptive event in the future. This review would include 
an examination of the positive outcomes that developed from the changed 
landscape, in terms of flexible delivery options for target groups (mature learners 
and lone parents with caring commitments, students with disabilities, etc.)   

• Working closely with the HEA to refine and develop enhanced identification and 
targeting of underrepresented groups  

In order to enable these clear aims and aspirations, we wish to emphasise the need for 
national policies and infrastructure to more systematically support whole of institution / 
whole of higher education / whole of education approaches. 

• Genuinely whole of institution approaches can only be achieved when sufficient and 
sustainable Access resourcing is built into funding models in order to redress historic 
anomalies. For example, the ratio of non-academic staff to academic staff is lower in 
our institutions than in other HEA institutions2 

• The evolution from RTCs to TUs should include the evolution of access from one 
small but key part of inclusive institutions towards a mainstream strategic priority in 
order to better reflect the inclusive reality of our institutions 

• The trajectory of recent improvements in data collection nationally should be 
prioritised to support tracking of individual students, particularly those who may 
transfer between programmes or institutions or who take “time out”, on their 
journeys towards individual success. 
 

 
2 0.7 in IoTs, 0.9 in traditional universities, 1.4 in colleges from Institutional-Profiles-2017-18-Jan-2021.pdf 
(hea.ie) 

https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2021/01/Institutional-Profiles-2017-18-Jan-2021.pdf
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2021/01/Institutional-Profiles-2017-18-Jan-2021.pdf
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GMIT Discussion and Recommendations  
GMIT welcomes the opportunity to put forward a submission as part of the consultation 
process for the next National Access Plan, 2022-2026. This submission is developed in the 
context of the 2015 National Access Plan which states the vision for Access within Higher 
Education is  “To ensure that the student body entering, participating in and completing 
higher education at all levels reflects the diversity and social mix of Ireland’s population” 
(2015, p7)3.  More recently the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science (Statement of Strategy 2021-2023) identified “The need to mitigate 
educational disadvantage and provide necessary supports in order to address the imbalance, 
where certain groupings are under-represented in our student and learner population” 
(2021, p8)4.  

To date, GMIT has participated in the National Access Forum 2021 and Students from GMIT 
have participated in the National Access Plan - Student Consultation Event.  

The process involved in the development of this consultation paper was as follows: 
• A questionnaire was developed based on the key areas noted in the DFHERIS/ HEA 

Consultation Document. The questionnaire was disseminated to GMIT Management 
Group, Student Services Staff and local community groups. In total, 20 
questionnaires were completed. 

• The submitted questionnaires were the foundations for the development of a draft 
consultation paper and this submission is presented in line with the key themes 
outlined by the HEA/ DFHERIS which as follows:  

o Vision and Target Groups for the National Access Plan 2022-2026, 
o Inclusion of Vulnerable Members of Our Society, 
o Pre-entry and Post-entry Initiatives and Activities, 
o Development of Pathways between Further Education and Training and 

Higher Education, 
o Social Inclusion Initiatives and the Higher Education sector, 
o Challenges Covid-19 Presented,  
o Current Funding Projects as a mechanism for achieving the objectives of NAP. 

• The draft of the consultation paper was reviewed and updated by an Internal 
Committee of the Registrar, Assistant Registrar, Students Services Manager, staff 
from the Access and Participation Office and the Access and Disability Office.  

• Subsequently the staff of the GMIT Student’s Union reviewed the document and 
further amendments were made. 

• A final draft was reviewed and approved by the Registrar of GMIT. 
 

 

 

 
3 Department of Education and Skills and Higher Education Authority (2015) National Plan for Equity of Access 
to Higher Education 2015-2019  
4 Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science (Statement of Strategy 2021-
2023, 2021, p. 8) 
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Vision and Target Groups for the National Access Plan 2022-2026 
There is a consensus within GMIT that the current vision for the National Plan for Equity 
of Access to Higher Education " to ensure that the student body entering, participating in 
and completing Higher Education at all Levels reflects the diversity and social mix of 
Ireland's population" is still relevant. Furthermore, the key target groups identified within 
the National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education 2015-2019 are also deemed to 
be appropriate.  However, there is a need for target groups to be adequately defined. 
Lack of definition contributes to issues in relation to cohesion on data collection and 
reporting. The GMIT Consultation process highlighted the need for an expansion of the 
target groups being focused upon to include some, or all, of the following:  

• Individuals from the LGBTQ+ Community who may be vulnerable,  
• Individuals with Intellectual Disabilities,  
• Individuals affected by Homelessness,  
• Asylum Seekers and Refugees and  
• Domestic Abuse Victims. 

 

Inclusion of Vulnerable Members of Our Society 
The need for inclusion of the most vulnerable in the next National Access Plan has been 
highlighted. The consultation process highlighted the need for the following: 
• Further development of formal and informal links between community/ voluntary 

organisations working with vulnerable members of society to facilitate the process of 
accessing Higher Education. 

• Increased ring-fenced funding to Higher Education Institutions to expand the range of 
supports, reasonable accommodation of learning and assessment, initial assessment, 
study skills, access to counselling and support and financial support for part time 
learners. 

• Create specific Pathways/ Access Routes to Higher Education for individuals who are 
particularly vulnerable including the provision of pre and post entry supports. 

• Build on the existing links with Secondary schools and FE centres to increase the 
numbers progressing to Higher Educations. 

• Specific resourcing should be provided to facilitate the representatives of the 
educational institutes to make visits to residential units and care facilities to 
encourage residents to take up third level education. 

 

Pre-entry and Post-entry Initiatives and Activities 
The continued need for pre-entry and post entry activities to support access to Higher 
Education has been highlighted. The potential variations of pre-entry and post-entry 
activities have been identified: 
• There is a lack of national data sources on entry and post entry participation. Building 

on the very good work undertaken by the Statistics section of the HEA, we would 
welcome the development of a common system for capturing this data and the 
opportunity to retrieve statistics on participation by access cohorts in GMIT.  

• The long-term provision of resources to facilitate outreach programmes aimed at 
targeted individuals through pre-entry information workshops and programmes 
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involving students and staff from HEIs along with opening Campuses to potential 
students from early years education through to second level.  

• HEI’s, through increased funding, should promote bursaries/ scholarship and student 
support access programmes widely across the community and intensively with local 
groups. This model should be replicated across the country. 

• In line with The Action Plan to Promote Traveller Participation in Higher Education5, 
specific engagement for people from the Traveller Community to ensure that higher 
education is seen as an option for continued study. 

• GMIT has developed an Attract, Transition, Succeed Project through the Programme 
for Access to Higher Education (PATH) 3 funding. This project has expanded the 
engagement with local schools and community along with facilitating the 
development of an evidence-based College Mentoring Programme. The mentoring 
programme has been developed in partnership with Foroige with data from the 
evaluation of this programme highlighting it as a positive experience for both the 
Mentors and the Mentees6. Subsequently, Foroige in partnership with GMIT have 
developed a College Mentoring Manual which can be used across the Higher 
Education Sector to support students who are key targets groups within the National 
Access Plan. 

• Further availability of reports/data on participation of access cohorts in Post-Primary 
school to inform pre-entry strategies and approaches. Cost to state on withdrawal of 
access cohorts (cost of outreach, SUSI, DEASP, housing v cost of fee amnesty) by 
cohort. 

 

Development of Pathways between Further Education and Training and Higher Education  
There is a need for the National Access Plan to facilitate the progress of students from the 
FE sector to the Higher Education. Some approaches to facilitate this are included below:  
• Expansion of the of the HEAR and DARE Scheme to include FE applicants.  Engagement 

with FE colleges should be prioritised by HEI’s with a particular focus on advanced 
entry and creating a streamlined and accessible system for prospective students to 
avail of a college place.  

• Formal links should be made with the libraries in HEIs and students involved in FETAC 
Courses to provide recommended reading and access to online materials.  

• HEIs should continue to facilitate blended programmes, validated in such a way as 
students can gain a qualification at each level (Higher Certificate-Degree-Honours 
degree) and move on to the next at a time in their life that suits them best in line with 
a Continuous Professional Development Model. This model should not be lost in the 
development of Technical Universities.  

• Like the approach taken by GMIT and Galway Roscommon Education and Training 
Board (GRETB) to create progression pathways for the FE sector, the creation of a 
direct relationship between Education and Training Boards and Institutes of 
Technology across the country. 

 

 
5 https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/action-plan-increasing-traveller-participation-in-
higher-ed-2019-2021.pdf 
6 Evaluation of Foróige’s College Mentoring Programme in Conjunction with GMIT May, 2020 
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Social Inclusion Initiatives and the Higher Education sector 
Higher Education has a key role in supporting and promoting Social Inclusion. Key 
recommendations are outlined below:  
• Relationship building between the HE and wider community is essential. The Institutes 

need to embrace their role in civic engagement by providing space and opportunities 
for greater synergy between community and HE provider.  

• Civic engagement within the HE providers should be prioritised to play a role through 
the developing of volunteerism and work placement opportunities which ensure 
students are linking/ working with local communities. 

• The National Access plan should promote a Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 
approach as an effective framework to improve the learning experience of all students 
within the mainstream teaching environment. 

• Develop collaborative programmes between Community, Voluntary and Statutory 
agencies and Higher Education Institutions which create and support social inclusion. 

• Develop an affordable transport system for students to ensure they can travel to, and 
from, Higher Education Institutes.  

• Support the development of affordable and accessible housing for students to ensure 
that they can fully participate in Higher Education. 

• The Action Plan to Promote Traveller Participation in Higher Education is a much-
needed framework to increase Traveller participation and success. We would 
welcome additional and dedicated resources to funding in order to ensure the full 
scope of the plan can be achieved. 

 
Challenges Covid-19 Presented  
Covid-19 has presented significant challenges to all staff and students within Higher 
Education Institutions.  The following challenges were noted as part of the consultation 
process: 
• Limited access to reliable WIFI and ICT Devices and general issues of computing and 

broadband access were evident for a number of students 7. 
• The lack of face to face engagement with vulnerable groups was a significant issue. 

Students are less aware of supports from not being on the ground, uptake of non-
academic activities lower. 

• There is an anecdotal view that drug use and mental illness has increased due the 
Pandemic. As a result, there is a need for more drug awareness campaigns and mental 
health initiatives aimed at students in Higher Education. 

• There were significant challenges for Access Staff to bring people on Campus for 
taster days and introductions to college. Furthermore, there was difficulties 
associated with HEI staff not getting into schools to promote access programmes and 
access scholarships.  

• Positive outcomes of the pandemic are COVID has addressed the difficulty many 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds face in paying for college (most lived at 
home). The laptop scheme has also helped to level the playing field. Creativity in 
relation to the delivery of education moving forward may help embed these 
developments. Some students enjoyed online tutorials and don't want to return to 

 
7 GMIT’s Access and Participation Office completed ‘Digital Capability’ research with 1st Year HEAR Students.  
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face to face (social anxiety). Supports will be required as students return to on-
campus education. 

 
Current Funding Projects as a mechanism for achieving the objectives of the National 
Access Plan 
There are some general comments relating to Access which should be considered in the 
development of the next National Access Plan 2022-2026 and these are outlined below: 
• New and innovative schemes to widen access and support disadvantaged students are 

welcome.  However, the administration of each scheme challenges already 
overstretched Access Offices.  Resourcing of the administration of new schemes 
within each college needs to be a key consideration in devising and implementation 
such schemes. Dedicated Resources for the IOT Sector such as ring fenced money for 
Access Officers, community liaison staff for specific cohorts, mental health support 
coordinators for Access Students, continuation of scholarships and significant financial 
support for students who can't afford college without this specific support.  

• The development of programmes and activities needs to be evidence based.  There is 
a need for national research on the needs of students in the target cohorts to inform 
local initiatives.  

• There is a need for a more integrated and student-centred online support systems for 
application, guidance and supports to course choice and awareness of processes. 

• Strategic change can only happen from the top down in a cohesive systematic 
framework. Communication, training and awareness raising must be integral to any 
strategic change.   

• Provision and supports should be available to students who are not eligible for the 
SUSI grant due to being in Higher Education previously but cannot get a job with their 
qualifications. 

• Benchmarking with National spend in other HEIs to determine if we are delivering 
value-for-money. Benchmark funding linking to positive outcomes. 

• Include pay scales for support staff employed in Disability Services in the Public 
Service Stability Agreement 2013-2020 and the Public Service Pay and Pensions Act 
2017.   

Key Overall Recommendations 
1. The West/North-West region is one of the most disadvantaged regions in the 

country and the HEI’s in this region have a key role in the economic and social 
development of the region.  Specifically, in the creation of Access routes to Higher 
Education for current, and emerging, Target Groups and this should be highlighted 
within the National Access Plan (NAP).  Furthermore, the evolution to TUs should be 
viewed as an opportunity to further expand and fund the work of Access Offices 
across the CUA.  

2. The growing scope of Access is beginning to emerge and the need for the expansion 
of those being targeted is becoming more evident. The focus of the NAP 2022 to 
2026 should be expanded to include individuals from the following target groups: 
LGBTQ+ Community, Individuals with intellectual disabilities, Individuals affected by 
Homelessness, Asylum Seekers and Refugees and Domestic Abuse Victims. 
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3. The funding of the NAP should be delivered in the context of a long-term strategic 
vision for funding the work of Access Offices. The current model of funding involves 
the allocation of funding from various funding sources, each with different reporting 
and administration requirements. The next NAP should provide dedicated resources 
for the IOT Sector to implement a wide range of pre-entry and post-entry supports 
for those being targeted through the NAP. 

4. The NAP should highlight the role of Mentoring in supporting students to transition 
to, and participate in, Higher Education. Through the PATH 3, GMIT in partnership 
the Big Brother Big Sister/ Foroige Programme delivered an evidence-based College 
Mentoring Programme. An evidence-based College Mentoring Progamme should be 
supported and resourced within the context of the NAP.  

5. The PATH 3 funding stream has facilitated the development of Higher Education 
Sector and Community/ Voluntary Sector Partnerships. It is our view that these 
partnerships will have a key role in the long-term development of Access routes to 
Higher Education for individuals from under-represented groups.  Therefore, it is 
imperative that the role of sectoral partnerships is highlighted within, and facilitated 
by, the next NAP.  

6. Societal and economic issues have a significant impact on individuals who may have 
potential to access Higher Education. Housing, more specifically appropriate and 
affordable Housing, is a significant issue which is impacting on students accessing 
and fully participating in Higher Education. This NAP should strongly note this 
requirement and ensure broader government policy supports the housing needs of 
students in Higher Education. 
  

Conclusion 
GMIT is committed to achieving equity of access, participation and outcome for 
underrepresented groups where all students, regardless of age, disability, marital status, 
ethnic background, or socio-economic background can fully participate in higher 
education. GMIT will continue to meet and exceed targets set out in the National Access 
Plan and contribute to achieving an inclusive higher education system that reflects diversity 
in society. Furthermore, GMIT believes the next National Access Plan should be focused on 
Inclusive Access and Student Success. GMIT welcomes the development National Access 
Plan, 2022-2026 and with additional resources and funding will to the forefront in its 
delivery. 
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