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NCI Submission to HEA Access Consultation Process 

 

Introduction 

The 2021 Consultation on Access to Higher Education (HE) states that “An inclusive higher education 

system is a national and European priority”. National College of Ireland (NCI) fully supports this 

statement and has been at the forefront of access routes to Higher Education since its establishment 

in 1951. NCI believes that “The source of educational disadvantage is rooted in differential 

economic, social and cultural capital of families” (Clancy, P., Wall, J., (2000), Social Background of Higher 

Education Entrants, Higher Education Authority pg 52). 

Inclusion is the key founding principle of National College of Ireland. NCI promotes an integrated 

approach to the multi-dimensional needs of individuals and communities in accessing higher 

education in Ireland. NCI’s mission is ‘To Change Lives through Education’ and this mission is 

recognised as a longstanding national policy priority, an objective of the European Pillar of Social 

Rights and in full alignment with the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science (DFHERIS) priority to deliver a more equitable higher education system. NCI 

believes that access to higher education should be available to individuals independent of their 

socio-economic background, ethnicity, gender, geographical location, disability or other. 

NCI is in the unique position on the Irish higher education landscape of starting its provision of 

education services to children from birth to Pre-school through its Early Learning Initiative (ELI) 

Home Visiting programme. At the other end of the Higher Education (HE) spectrum NCI is the largest 

provider of higher education to mature students nationally. 50% of NCI’s students are first time 

mature students. 52% of NCI’s CAO students are in receipt of SUSI grants which is significantly higher 

than the national average. CAO entry points for the majority of NCI programmes are 250 on average 

which widens the net to the range of students targeted by previous National Access Plans. Many of 

the students who access NCI either through the CAO system or as mature students are first 

generation students. NCI’s position provides in-depth insight into the challenges experienced by 

many in accessing higher education and this is presented in this submission. (Appendix 1 provides a 

profile of National College of Ireland.) 

The objective of this submission is two-fold: 1) to highlight examples of NCI best practice which have 

the potential to be replicated and scaled up nationally to achieve greater equity and inclusion 2) to 

indicate areas in need of improvement based on the college’s direct experience.  

Equity of access for all to higher education must be matched with equity of resources. In this context 

both the HE institution and their students need to be treated in a fair and equitable way. This is 

addressed in this submission. 

The methodology for the preparation of this submission has been a series of interviews with staff 

members, student representatives, graduates, Governing Body members and community 

representatives. Such a ‘Community Action Research’ methodology is routine for NCI as consultation 

with stakeholders is core to the college’s dialogue with its diverse communities. 

The questions posed by the consultation document include NCI’s initiatives in the following areas: 

• Early Learning Initiative 

o Home Visitors Programme 

o Language Café Initiative 
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• North-East Inner-City Work Placement Programme 

• P-Tech 

• Access and Supports for CAO Applicants 

• Further Education and Higher Education Integration 

• Higher Education Apprenticeships 

• Autism Friendly Campus 

• Ease of Access and Supports for Mature Students 

What should our overall vision for equity of access to higher education in Ireland be for 2022-

2026?  

The overall vision should ideally balance the needs of the marginalised minority and the 

marginalised majority and be reflective of the whole population. Access to higher education should 

be open to all irrespective of life’s challenges or socioeconomic status. That broad definition 

facilitates diverse pathways into college, and programme delivery which allow people to access 

education at a time, pace, and place of their choosing.  Pathways to HE commences at birth and 

continues through an individual’s life. Ireland lags behind the European average for life-long 

learning, and our system needs to look at the ‘whole of life’ (not just from 18 years of age) 

pinpointing learning opportunities at every stage of development.  

Life-long learning is about encouraging people to understand possibilities of the world around them, 

the creation of educational ambition. While early childhood education interventions are the optimal 

way to ignite educational ambition, there are many critical points in a learner’s life-journey that can 

highlight the wider context, develop life goals, and personal, family, community, and societal 

contributions. Education should be an ‘always open’ opportunity, and not considered a fixed term 

continuum. 

While the number of people completing third level has dramatically increased this positive trend 

mostly impacts those living in advantage and sits alongside pockets of extreme disadvantage. An 

early exit from education carries a huge personal and societal cost. People who don’t attend HE have 

reduced employment opportunities, lower earnings, decreased self-esteem, and shorter life 

expectancy. Education is potentially the great leveller, a mechanism for individuals, families, and 

communities to improve their social and financial circumstances. Education can convert the 

ambition of the 1916 Proclamation of the Republic to ‘cherish all of the children of the nation 

equally’ into a working reality. Education is the space where talent can surface and can serve as a 

catalyst for social change. 

To harness this potential a systems perspective needs to be taken. Universal access requires the 

delivery of interventions to individuals, families, and communities, within each layer of the 

education system and across the political spectrum.  

If we imagined a future point in time where universal access to post- secondary education is 

achieved what would we see? 

• Students from disadvantaged areas and ethnic minority groups aspiring to and progressing 

to third level education at the same rates as those from middle class areas 

• Students with disabilities reaching their full potential by being offered the requisite supports 

• ‘Second chance’ education pathways facilitating mature students either in or out of the 

workforce to upgrade their skills and knowledge 
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• Seamless transition between each stage of education especially between further and higher 

education  

The inequalities that we observe at the point of entry to higher education are the result of a 

cumulative process of disadvantage which first manifest themselves much earlier in the educational 

cycle. The most critical environmental factor impeding educational progression is the relatively low 

levels of educational attainment of parents and close role models of many young disadvantaged 

people. There is a very strong community dimension to educational disadvantage with educational 

outcomes poorest where concentrations of social disadvantage in particular schools and in particular 

housing estates are found. 

While educational disadvantage is often perceived as individual failure, it is typically mediated 

through the local community in which one lives. In this sense, poverty and disadvantage are as much 

about the experiences of communities as about the experiences of individuals. This implies that the 

elimination of educational disadvantage requires an approach which combines both individual and 

community development. This is further elaborated at Appendix 4. ‘Integrating research, capacity 

building and practice to improve educational outcomes’ by ELI Director Dr Josephine Bleach.  

Who are the target groups that should be specified in the next National Access Plan?  

The current National Access Plan targets the following groups: 

• entrants from socio-economic groups that have low participation in higher education. 

• first-time mature students. 

• students with disabilities. 

• part-time/flexible learners. 

• further education and training award holders; and 

• Irish Travellers 

These groups would benefit from being broken down further into subgroups. For example, the 

entrants from socio-economic groups that have low participation in higher education is a very broad 

target group. Within that group are: 

• New immigrants 

• Asylum seekers 

• Refugees 

• People living in Direct Provision 

• Homeless people living in temporary accommodation 

• Homeless people living on the streets 

• People living within the care system 

• Families where neither parent has completed secondary education let alone third level 

education 

The group ‘students with disabilities’ also fails to differentiate between the diverse range of 

disabilities ranging from psychological to physical.  

Target groups such as LGTBI, gender programme typing, mature students, also need to be 

considered. 

How do we ensure that vulnerable members of our society are included (e.g., learners currently in 

care or who have experience of being in care)?  
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NCI believes that responding to the needs of vulnerable members of our society requires a holistic 

approach, commencing with the overall well-being of children from birth, and continuing with an 

integrated system that supports well-being and development. NCI is a national leader in early 

intervention through the work of its Early Learning Initiative (ELI) in partnership with other agencies 

and funded through both government (Area Based Childhood Programme/Tusla) and private 

philanthropic funding. Empirical evaluations and outcomes of ELI programmes are excellent, and the 

programme is in early stages of expansion to a nationwide service and a world leading Research base 

though ELI’s Centre for Excellence in Research and Innovation (CERI). However, for large scale 

transformational change, ELI and partner programmes need to be supported by a national strategy 

such as that advised by the OECD in its 2018 report ‘Opportunities for All: A Framework for Policy 

Action on Inclusive Growth’.  

In 2018, the OECD Inclusive Growth Initiative launched the ‘Framework for Policy Action on Inclusive 

Growth’ to help countries sustain a more equitable distribution of the benefits from economic 

growth. The report recommends that OECD countries develop cross-cutting systems and wide well-

being strategies with a focus on vulnerable children, in order to build resilience and to overcome the 

range of adversities experienced from an early age. Investing in vulnerable children is not only an 

investment in disadvantaged individuals, families, and communities, it is an investment in more 

resilient societies and inclusive economies. 

The Framework is supported by a dashboard of indictors and consolidates key OECD policy 

recommendations into three areas for action: 

1. Invest in people and places that have been left behind through (i) targeted quality 

childcare, early education and life-long acquisition of skills; (ii) effective access to quality 

health care, justice, housing and infrastructures; and (iii) optimal natural resource 

management for sustainable growth. 

2. Support business dynamism and inclusive labour markets through (i) broad-based 

innovation and technology diffusion; (ii) strong competition and vibrant entrepreneurship; 

(ii) access to good quality jobs, especially for women and under-represented groups; and (iv) 

enhanced resilience and adaptation to the future of work. 

3. Build efficient and responsive governments through (i) aligned policy packages across the 

whole of government; (ii) integration of distributional aspects upfront in the design of policy; 

and (iii) assessing policies for their impact on inclusiveness and growth. 

Vulnerable children need consistent, coherent, and coordinated support throughout childhood. A 

whole-of-government approach to child policy is required for the development and implementation 

of child well-being strategies. A whole-of-government approach is recommended, breaking down of 

silos, and historical poor co-ordination and cooperation. Such an approach allows the required 

consideration of the inter-connection between policy areas. For instance, mental health policy 

interacts with education policy in schools and social services. It also suggests one ministry, or a 

stand-alone agency take responsibility for coordinating the strategy and ensuring overall 

accountability (OECD, 2011[21]). 

The well-being of society is most improved when investments are made in children. An analysis of 

133 significant policy changes in the United States over the past fifty years shows that public 

investment during childhood has the strongest returns over any part of the life course. Direct 

investments in low-income children’s health and education generate the highest payoffs, many 

paying for themselves in the long run through increased tax revenue and lower social transfers. This 
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potential does not decline as children get older. Moreover, returns on adult investment can be 

higher when there is positive spill over effects on children (Hendren and Sprung-Keyser, 2019[22]). 

Investing in vulnerable children is most effective when it happens across the life cycle. In OECD 

countries overall, the share of public expenditure on families with children is much lower than that 

on older people. Interventions that substantially enrich the early learning environment are 

important for closing gaps that emerge early in life, and should be followed by later investments 

(Heckman, 2008[23]). 

This approach is underpinned by the United Nations Environmental, Social and Governance (USG) 

goals, particularly with regard to education and with linked goals. Sustainable Development Goal 4 

‘Ensure inclusive and quality education for all and promote lifelong learning’ is supported by 10 

Targets and 11 Indicators, each aligned with the content of this submission. Very specific to this 

submission is Target 4.5: ‘Eliminate all discrimination in education’.  The target is that by 2030, 

gender disparities in education will be eliminated and equal access to all levels of education and 

vocational training ensured for the vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, indigenous 

peoples, and children in vulnerable situations. https://sdg-tracker.org/quality-education  

The lack of early childhood (0-pre-school) education supports are a weakness in the existing 

educational inclusion measures in Ireland and have reduced the overall effectiveness of the state’s 

investment in providing access to third level. For young people to develop the skills needed for third 

level and employment, an integrated community approach is required, where the different strands 

of access are linked together within third level institutions. NCI has developed pioneering 

programmes to support children and their families as they progress through the education system 

and onto employment, which can be scaled across Ireland to address educational disadvantage and 

access to third level. 

How can pre-entry and post-entry activities be developed?  

At National College we pride ourselves on our pre- and post-entry activities, commencing, as 

referenced earlier, with our Early Learning Initiative in the lead up to entry to higher education and 

career guidance, and access to future employment for graduates.  The following NCI initiatives are 

presented as ‘best-in-class’ in pre- and post-entry activities and suitable for national scaling. 

Pre-Entry Activities 

• ELI Services  

The full suite of ELI services are outlined in Appendix 3 but in summary ELI provides a Home Visiting 

programme which provides support to families and young children aged from 0 to 6 focussed on 

increasing participation in the education system, supporting parents to develop children’s social, 

language and thinking skills from an early age and thereby, ensure that children enter school ready 

to learn. Supports continue to parents with Stretch to Learn Programmes (4 years +), an educational 

guidance programme in 5th and 6th classes, family celebration awards, and second level tuition 

along with support for third level students. At all points the programmes within ELI are aimed at 

increasing and developing numeracy and literacy for the child within a positive educational context 

and developing the parental skills and resilience required to support the child.  

Educational support and Educational Guidance at end of Primary and early Secondary stage 

programmes are key in providing guidance to the student and the parent, for approaching the many 

pathways from secondary education to higher education and careers. As previously mentioned, 

there are critical points in the students’ journey to higher educations, and following supports 

https://sdg-tracker.org/quality-education
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through Primary education, the start of Secondary can often commence a disengagement by 

parents, and subsequently, the students. ELI supports, Educational Guidance in 1st and 2nd Year, 

Language Cafes, Discover University summer programmes, TY Work placement and mentoring, and 

key subject tuition, all form part of ELI and NCI’s suite of pre-entry activities,   

In addition, NCI is also involved in the following pre-entry initiatives: 

• P-TECH 

P-TECH combines post primary school with elements of third-level education and workplace 

experience. When students graduate from the P-TECH programme, they earn both their traditional 

second-level qualification and a third level qualification and will have the work experience needed to 

be a highly qualified candidate for employment in IT and related areas. Each second-level school is 

partnered with National College of Ireland and one or more companies, who work together to help 

students complete second and third-level coursework, and to participate in workplace experiences 

like mentoring, workplace visits and learning, and paid internships.  

• North-East Inner-City Work (NEIC) Placement Project 

NCI works in partnership with the NEIC and businesses across Dublin 1 and Dublin 2 to place 420 

students from 6 local schools in meaningful Transition Year and Leaving Cert Applied placements. 

Work placements can often repeat patterns of inequality, with working class students unable to 

access networks of career-based contacts, while middle class pupils experience the benefits of 

‘professional placements’.  

• School Liaison Programme 

NCI conducts annual programmes involving students, parents, career guidance counsellors, teachers, 

and principals. These include School, PLC, and FE College visits (virtual in Covid times) designed to 

give students the chance to speak to current NCI staff, students, and faculty members, taking the 

mystery out of the higher education proposition. 

NCI also participates in the Disability Access Route to Education (DARE) and Higher Education Access 

Route (HEAR) Schemes providing a vital supplementary access route for students from economic or 

disability disadvantage.   

Post-Entry Activities 

National College of Ireland is guided by the Wellness Concept, which values a student’s social, 

physical, psychological, and spiritual wellbeing. We offer several different services to support this 

concept as Academic, Disability, Counselling and Wellbeing and Financial supports.   

Academic Supports 

The following supports are offered to all full-time, part-time, and off-campus students in their 

academic studies.  

• Learning Support Service 

The Learning Support Service is a drop-in ‘Getting to Grips’ service centred around core areas such as 

academic writing, reading, researching, studying, note-taking and exam revision. 

• Mathematics Support Service 
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The Mathematics Support Service is offered both individually and through a number of Workshops, 

both in-term and in preparation for exams. Mathematics Support is considered by NCI as a critical 

service as students with lower points often find mathematical modules, programming, finance, and 

statistics, challenging. Outcomes from this support have been positive and clearly support 

achievement of qualifications. 

• Library Help Centre 

The Library Help Centre offers tailored and personalised support that focuses on helping students to 

find information for your assignments; structure and present assignments; get a better 

understanding of referencing; understand how to approach academic writing. 

Disability Support 

NCI offers several supports for students with disabilities in an open relaxed, friendly, and 

confidential way which facilitates a student’s disclosure of a disability early in the academic year to 

ensure that necessary supports are provided such as:  

• Educational needs assessment 

• Assistive technology 

• Learning support 

• Library support 

• Support for autistic students. NCI is an Autism Friendly Campus (Certified by AsIAm)  

Student Counselling & Wellness Service 

NCI offers a Student Counselling and Wellness Service to address individual challenges of both full 

and part-time students.  These challenges may be academic, career based, or personal problems 

that can interfere with student's ability to take full advantage of the College experience. In addition, 

it is noted that students who are attending College as the first family member to go the Higher 

Education, often require additional supports. 

Financial Support 

Full- and part-time students who are experiencing financial difficulties may be eligible to apply to the 

Student Assistance Fund (SAF) for financial support. The SAF is co-funded by the Government of 

Ireland and the European Social Fund as part of the ESF Programme for Employability, Inclusion and 

Learning 2014-2020. This includes Grants and the Student Assistance Fund. In addition, NCI has a 

special appeals process, through the College Registrar, that considered cases of need that may not 

qualify through SAF. 

How can current funding programmes be better utilised to further the objectives of the National 

Access Plan?  

Universal Funding for Part Time Mature Learners; NCI was originally established with the intention of 

educating mature students and the College added delivery of CAO programmes in 1990’s. While 

many successful funding mechanisms exist for the low cost or in some cases no cost education of 

mature part time students such as Springboard+, Skillnet, Human Capital Initiative and 

Apprenticeships NCI is recommending a universal approach to government funding for part time 

mature learners. This group of learners, often in employment but at lower skilled level, may never 

have accessed higher education. With a clear commitment to life-long learning, and need for up-
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skilling in the workforce, here is now an opportunity to invest in universal access for all to part time 

higher education, as evident in a number of OECD countries.  

Digitalisation: Information and communication technology (ICT) has revolutionised our economy and 

workers unable to navigate complex digital landscapes will struggle to participate fully in the 

economic, social, and cultural life around them. ICT training is critical to all employees and enhances 

employment prospects and earnings. 

Further the past 18 months of Covid restrictions have shown that digital technologies hold 

enormous potential to enhance quality, equity, and efficiency in higher education. Digital 

technologies can widen access to non-traditional learners, reduce instructional costs, and expand 

individualised and adaptive instruction. In addition to technology investments this raises issues 

about funding of institutions and learners; how instructors are trained and supported; how quality is 

assured; and how learning is credentialed.  

How can the goal of mainstreaming be further embedded within HEIs?  

National College of Ireland has historically mainstreamed its holistic approach to access for all 

aspiring students across its services and offerings. Further it is NCI’s contention that initiatives such 

as the implementation of Universal Design for Learning and becoming an Autism Friendly campus, 

are college wider initiatives that improve the learning and teaching experience for all.  For example, 

there is a benefit to all students and visitors and staff to increased accessibility of the built and 

technological environment, to the development of an institution-wide, universally designed, and 

inclusive approach to access and participation. This approach is recommended as a core tenant of 

strategy for all HEs. 

How can a whole-of education approach to widening participation in higher education be 

achieved? needs to consider 

This submission previously recommended a system wide, all of government approach to widen 

participation in higher education. Key to this is the recording, collection and analysis of accurate data 

that is universally shared across all education providers and support services. The New Zealand Child 

and Youth Wellbeing Strategy (Appendix 2) is an excellent example of such an approach. It is notes 

that education policies and practices, structural features of an education system, the resources 

invested in education and the way they are distributed, the learning environment, student 

background, and education outcomes, are all interrelated and need to be addressed. In addition, 

equity issues need to be considered at all stages of lifelong learning, through early childhood 

education and care, schooling, tertiary and adult education.  

Mandatory education in Ireland is only to age 16 even though many progress to age 18, even so NCI 

recommends later stage opportunities for any learner to ‘catch up’. At present participation in adult 

learning, is strongly biased in favour of more advantaged members of society. It is recommended 

that access and focus on the participation of less-advantaged individuals in adult education is 

required to address the widening of social divides. 

How can pathways between further education and training and higher education be better 

developed?  

National College of Ireland has outlined detailed proposals at Appendix 6 to create more visible 

pathways between FET and HE with a particular focus on the needs of the learner.  New pathways 

should go beyond current advanced entry and matriculation arrangements and consider offering 

direct access to the full Level 8 programmes through the FE college. Recognition of Prior Experiential 
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Learning (RPEL) should be formalised to benefit people wishing to transition to higher education 

from a variety of different backgrounds. The co-design, co-development, and co-delivery of degrees 

between FEs and HEs is proposed and NCI are offering the college as a pilot site for such an initiative, 

in conjunction with relevant agencies and QQI. This is further outlined in Appendix 6 under a 

proposal ‘New Pathways to Higher Education’ which has been the subject of preliminary discussions 

with Solas and DFHERIS. NCI plans to recommence these discussions as the country emerges from 

the pandemic. 

How can other social inclusion initiatives outside of the higher education sector be harnessed to 

support equity of access objectives?  

Many of the initiatives outlined in this submission are also social inclusion initiatives supporting 

equity of access objectives. As highlighted earlier NCI is deeply rooted and connected within its 

community and actively engages with Community Action Research (and is a leading Irish institution 

in this area) with both statutory and NGO agencies working in the community. A more effective 

sharing platform for initiative across the HE and other educational sectors, with a wholistic, whole-

of-government focus, combined with funding for pilots and initiatives, is required to stimulate equity 

of access objectives.  

What challenges has Covid-19 presented in relation to an inclusive higher education system and 

how can they be addressed? 

As noted above Covid-19 has increased digitalisation of programmes and student supports and has 

brought many advantages, facilitating access to education at a time that suits the learner. However, 

for many students access to equipment, space to study and broadband access has been an issue. It is 

worth emphasising that access to study space is as critical as technological devises. With regard to 

support services and specifically Disability support, Covid-19 has accelerated the adoption and 

adaption of supports with notable benefits on access to education materials and content.  

Response to Questions for Students 

NCI consulted with current students, alumni, and the NCI Students Union to answer the following 

questions. The issues raised are presented verbatim to ensure that the views given were not filtered 

by the perspective of the college.  

What aspects of equity of access to higher education currently work or do not work from a 

student perspective?  

• SUSI   
o Those students who are estranged from their parents cannot avail of SUSI and 

do not get classed as an ‘independent’ person until the age of 23. This means 
that students are automatically disadvantaged when it comes to the application 
process.  

o Often when students call SUSI they are in a state of panic. Sometimes the 
response of the SUSI staff may act in a way that results in the student 
withdrawing from college. Further training of the SUSI staff to deal with such 
issues would be beneficial. 

o Students who do not have a permanent address also experience problems with 
the SUSI system and they feel that is discriminatory.  

• Digital Divide  

o This was already an issue before the pandemic due to varying levels of access to 

broadband which has now been exacerbated by the pandemic, especially as all 
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NCI students were learning and being taught remotely. Specific IT software 

became increasingly needed as students could not access on campus IT 

laboratories, in addition to access to devices and software that they may require 

for their programmes. Uploading of large files continues be a common problem 

for students. 

o The level of sophistication of personal IT equipment needed by students 

increased which resulted in upgrades being required.  

o Lack of ‘promotion’ of schemes such as HEAR, DARE, the Travellers Progression 

Fund and the Community Mentor Programmes. These are excellent programmes 

but too often students do not know about these schemes until it is too late. Lack 

of knowledge of these schemes limits peoples’ aspirations.  

What is the biggest challenge for students in accessing higher education?  

• Targeting financial barriers is the biggest challenge and the expansion of the target 

groups such as minorities and those living in direct provision. 

• More focus needs to be placed on PATH funding to extend beyond undergrads and for 

part time students. 

• Continuation of the laptop scheme beyond the pandemic should be kept in place. Many 

times, we assume students have these devices but a lot of time they don’t. This could 

mean that certain individuals choose not to attend college. This means extending the 

laptop scheme. 

• Providing dongles for students who live in rural areas to support them with a lack of 

WIFI post pandemic would also be beneficial  

• Flexible learning accommodation Post COVID - this year has shown us that further 

accommodation can be made for those with a disability, chronic illnesses, lone parents, 

careers, or students in direct provision. 

• HEIs need to be more aware that many students are in full-time employment while in 

College too and that there are external barriers, we may not be aware of and recognise 

that students have different learning and different requirements. 

• Assessment design should be flexible enough to allow students to express themselves 

and not limit their engagement. This can be done through the adoption of Universal 

Design principles. 

What can make a difference for students accessing and completing higher education? 

• There are many barriers facing students today in accessing higher education in Ireland. 

As referenced above, financial barriers, lack of awareness, accommodation and criteria 

for SUSI are big challenges, particularly for students who come from more socio-

economically disadvantaged backgrounds. However, the largest challenge facing 

students in accessing higher education today is the Student Contribution Charge (SCC). 

• Most college students in Ireland will have to pay €3,000 for their SCC to attend college. 

This charge has risen from €825 in 2008 to the current charge of €3,000 as of 2016. At 

the same time, government funding of the higher education sector has continued to fall, 

which has led to institutes becoming increasingly reliant on these huge charges for 

funding. Ireland’s SCC now stands as the highest in Europe. For context, the equivalent 

charge in France stands at €170, in Spain it stands at €750 and in several other European 

Union countries, there is no charge such as in Germany. 
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• At the same time, the decrease in government funding of SUSI has led to a higher percentage of 

the grants awarded going towards the SCC as opposed to maintenance, creating more financially 

stringent situations for the students as they deal with the other barriers to education. 

 

How has Covid-19 impacted on students e.g., academic, financial, health, college experience 

and how can we address these impacts? 

• Students were placed in a particularly difficult situation over the course of the 

pandemic. The rapid shift to online learning which has continued broadly save small 

exceptions since the onset of the pandemic in March 2020, led to issues with students 

who did not have access to remote learning as they lacked either a device to use, 

remote connectivity (Wi-Fi) or both. 

• Many students also had busy and/or unstable home situations that disrupted their 

capacity to study. This is especially true of student parents who had to care for children 

when they would normally be in college. 

• Many students felt that the criteria for eligibility under the Laptop Scheme was unfair 

and didn’t take into account all the details of their situation. If a similar situation arose in 

future, a closer look at these criteria would be beneficial. 

• Financially speaking, a large percentage of students work in hospitality, retail, and 

culture (theatre, cinema etc). Three sectors that were hit especially hard from Covid-19 

and remained closed for much of the pandemic. Many of these students were awarded 

the Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP) but it has recently been announced that 

this income would count towards a student's SUSI application. This will mean many 

students will miss out on the grant that enabled them to access higher education prior 

to and during the pandemic. There must be a recognition from institutions that students 

will need support and flexibility in paying their fees next year due to this unexpected 

layer of pressure that will be created. 

• The lack of face to face college experience has had a substantial impact on students' 

well-being. Many students have been deprived of access to their informal support 

networks in college in light of the move to online learning. This may have been 

classmates, friends or clubs and societies they participated in, which all have a 

contributing factor towards students’ overall enjoyment of college and personal 

satisfaction. While the respective institutions worked incredibly hard to preserve the 

learning experience for their students, the college experience is one that cannot be 

replicated to the same quality remotely. 

• Upon any potential return to campus, there should be a major emphasis on supporting 

students as they readjust to in-person learning and adequate opportunities provided to 

participate in the extracurricular activities that are so key to a satisfactory college 

experience. Many students will find this readjustment challenging after spending a long 

time studying remotely, so sensitivity and gentle encouragement could be very 

beneficial. Students’ Unions have a key role to play in this and institutions should work 

alongside their Students’ Unions to facilitate this 

 

Please note that for answers to the above three questions NCI consulted with current students, 

alumni and the NCI Students Union and answers are presented verbatim. NCI believes that these 

answers reflect and amplify the views of the College presented in the overall submission. 
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Conclusion 

As stated in the introduction to this submission it is NCI’s intention to, in the context of access and 

widening participation, 1) highlight examples of best practice which have the potential to be 

replicated and scaled up nationally to achieve greater equity and inclusion 2) to indicate areas in 

need of improvement based on the college’s direct experience. 

• NCI has provided details in the body of the submission and in the Appendices of a number of 

NCI specific initiatives that have been proven to widen access to higher education that have 

the potential to be replicated and scaled up in service of the objective of increasing access to 

higher education: Early Learning Initiative; North East Inner City Work Placement 

Programme; P-Tech. These have been set in the wider context of NCI’s institutional 

approach to access and widening participation which are embedded in NCI’s DNA. 

• Three key areas for widening access have been recommended as tangible system wide 

government level improvements that could be made for the benefit of all: 

o A whole-of-government approach starting with increased early childhood 

interventions 

o Universal access to higher education to include free fees for mature students across 

all disciplines matched by high level pre and post entry activities for all 

o The ‘New Paths to Higher Education’ (NPHE) proposed approach to Further 

Education and Higher Education Integration is a direct offer to the DFHERIS, HEA and 

Solas for NCI to pilot such a proposal.  

• In addition, views have been collected unfiltered from the NCI student body, NCI Students 

Union, and alumni body in response to the questions posed in the consultation document 

for students. 

NCI’s mission ‘To Change Lives through Education’ has guided its evolution for 70 years. One of the 

defining factors of the College is the ability to move from concept to practical solutions. To change 

the access and widening participation paradigm nationally NCI wishes to extend to DFHERIS and the 

HEA the College’s philosophy of ‘No-One Left Behind’. Each person lost to education is a system 

failure. This submission offers practical solutions which the College believes strongly are worthy of 

further discussion.  
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Appendix 1 National College of Ireland Profile 

1. NCI has been an annual recipient of free fees and core grant for CAO students since 1994. Initially 
receiving funding for 925 students’, this number increased to 1,000 in 2018/2019.  
 

2. NCI was awarded a capital grant from the Department of Education and Skills, receiving €8.9 million in 
2002/03 towards the cost of the building at the Mayor Street Campus. The Department of Education & 
Skills also holds a legal charge on the Campus building.  

 
3. NCI is a registered company limited by guarantee with no share capital, and a registered charity.  

 

4. NCI students receive SUSI grants as the College is an approved institution under the 1999 Higher 
Education Grants Scheme.  

 

5. NCI participates in both DARE and HEAR admissions schemes for students with disabilities or from socio-
economically disadvantaged backgrounds. NCI also receives funding under HEA’s Fund for Students with 
a Disability and the Student Assistance Fund. 

 

6. NCI provides HEA with full statistical data on its educational activity annually. 
 

7. NCI receives research grants from both EU and Science Foundation Ireland (SFI) for academic research in 
collaboration with HEI’s (Ireland and EU) and corporations.  

 

8. NCI administers the ISSI student survey annually participating with other designated HEI’s, has achieved 
4 Stars under the QS Stars HEI ranking, is Athena SWAN accredited (Bronze) and is an Autism Friendly 
Campus as designated by AsIAm.  

 

9. NCI is strongly aligned with DFHERIS Statement of Strategy 2021-2023:  
 

a. NCI is largest School of Computing in Ireland with 2,300 students (undergraduate and 
postgraduate), and largest single provider of Springboard+ Programmes in the State.  

 
b. NCI achieves 97% placement of graduates into employment (Sunday Times survey).  

 
c. NCI is sole provider of professional apprenticeships in International Services and in Recruitment 

Practice; one of the first HEI’s to respond to Government’s call for higher level apprentices.  
 

d. NCI provides multiple access routes into higher education through flexible delivery including part-
time, online and accelerated (2-year) honours degree programmes. Further Education students 
access NCI programmes from Level 6, progressing to Level 7 and 8 programmes on National 
Qualifications Framework.  

 
e. NCI developed the Early Learning Initiative in 2008 and continues to provide educational services 

to c.10,000 individuals, families and children in Dublin’ Inner City, addressing educational 
disadvantage in literacy and numeracy. 

 
10. NCI has a collaboration with Maynooth University to deliver PhD programmes, and has representatives 

on the National Forum for Enhancement of Teaching and Learning, the Regional Skills Forum and the IUA 
Access Steering Group for HEI’s.  
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Appendix 2 New Zealand Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy 

New Zealand’s first Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy was launched in August 2019. The Strategy 

sets out a shared understanding of what young New Zealanders want and need for good wellbeing, 

what government is doing and how others can help.  

The strategy was developed with input from 10,000 people – including over 6000 children and young 

people, who shared what makes for a good life and what gets in the way. It also draws on the best 

evidence from social science and cultural wellbeing frameworks.  

Led by the Prime Minister, the Minister for Children and a newly established Child Wellbeing Unit, 

the work is underpinned by new child wellbeing and poverty reduction legislation which ensures 

ongoing political accountability for reducing child poverty and requires successive governments to 

develop and publish a strategy to improve the wellbeing of all children, with a particular focus on 

those with greater needs. 

The newly published Strategy provides a unifying framework and way of aligning efforts across 

government and with other sectors. It includes an aspirational vision, nine guiding principles, and six 

wellbeing outcomes that outline what children and young people want and need for a good life. The 

current Programme of Action that accompanies the Strategy brings together 75 actions and 49 

supporting actions led by 20 government agencies. While the Strategy is aimed at improving the 

wellbeing outcomes for all young New Zealanders under 25 years old, it also reflects the strong call 

to urgently reduce the current inequity of outcomes. 

The Government has prioritised the wellbeing of children and young people who are living in poverty 

and disadvantaged circumstances, and those with greatest needs, including children and young 

people of interest to Oranga Tamariki (New Zealand’s child protection and youth justice agency). 

This involves work to address child poverty, family violence, and inadequate housing, and improving 

early years, learning support and mental wellbeing for children, young people and their families. 

A set of indicators has been established to help inform an annual report to Parliament on 

achievement of the outcomes. The legislation also requires that the Strategy be reviewed at least 

every three years, to ensure it continues to address the issues and challenges facing New Zealand’s 

children and young people.  

Many of the issues facing children, young people and their families are complex, stubborn and inter-

generational, so change will take time. It will also require a unified response, so the Strategy seeks to 

support, encourage and mobilise action by others, and empower and enable people and 

communities to drive the solutions that work for them. 

 

Note: For more information go to  www.childyouthwellbeing.govt.nz. 

 

Source: Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, New Zealand Government. 
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Appendix 3 Profile of Early Learning Initiative 

ELI Services 

In addition to the Home Visiting programme which provides support to families and young children 

from 0 to 6 ELI provides a range of services all concentrated on increasing participation in the 

education system. For children to succeed, their parents need a positive local community 

educational network and infrastructure, which will give them the support they require to develop 

their parenting skills and support their children through the education system. Using a community 

action research approach, ELI operates as a partnership between local parents, early years services, 

schools, and companies. It has developed a range of complementary, innovative programmes to 

raise the educational aspirations of families and support children and young people in the Docklands 

to progress through the education system and on to third level. 

ELI’s Early Learning Programmes (0-6 years) helps parents to develop children’s social, language and 

thinking skills from an early age and thereby, ensure that children enter school ready to learn, with 

the skills they need to be successful throughout their education.  While priority is given to the early 

years, we also believe that if students are to progress through the education system, they and their 

parents will need the on-going support provided in our Stretch to Learn Programmes (4 years +), 

which include various literacy and numeracy projects, the educational guidance programme in 5th 

and 6th classes, family celebration awards, and second level tuition along with support for third level 

students. 

Support for Parents 

• ParentChild+ Programme 

o Originally from the United States, ParentChild+ forms a key part of The Early 

Learning Initiative’s family support programmes. ParentChild+ is an evidence based, 

‘learning through play experience’ for parents and their preschool children. It is 

designed to strengthen the natural bond between parent and child and to 

encourage a love of learning. It employs a non-directive approach and encourages 

the parent as the child’s first and best teacher. This programme prepares children 

for later success in school. ParentChild+ employs specially trained local women as 

Home Visitors, to model verbal interaction for the parent and child.  

o The Home Visitor visit the family twice a week, in their own home, for two short (1/2 

hour) play sessions, which are run during the (primary) school year only. The family 

then continue the activities in their own time, thereby enabling the ParentChild+ 

child and his/her siblings to develop their language, literacy, and numeracy skills. 

• 0-2 Programme 

o The Area-Based Childhood 0-2 Years Programme aims to provide an integrated 

programme of intervention and support for children, their parents, and families 

from pre-birth to two years of age. 

o The programme’s main focus is a home visiting service to offer intervention and 

support for children, their parents and families. The programme aims to improve 

children's overall development through the empowerment of parents, and is 

designed to focus on nutrition, health care, and overall child development. 

o On a weekly basis, for up to an hour, families will be visited in their homes by our 

trained Home Visitors. As the child becomes older this may move to once a month.  

The Home Visitors work with the family to strengthen the parents’ skills and build 
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self-esteem, to enable them to believe in their own capabilities and parenting skills. 

A weekly report is written by the Home Visitors to record the child’s development. 

• Restorative Parenting 

o The aim of the Restorative Parenting group is to support healthy parent-child 

relationships, develop good communication, and assist in building strong and happy 

families.  Being a parent is one of the most challenging roles in life, which is why it is 

important for parents to support themselves in that role.  

o The group meet over an eight-week period and explore the following themes: 

▪ 1. The nurture & structure roles of the parent 

▪ 2. Approaches to dealing with challenging behaviour 

▪ 3. Connecting feelings with needs 

▪ 4. Helping children to identify and name feelings 

▪ 5. Developing a supportive and encouraging relationship 

▪ 6. Connecting with children through play 

▪ 7. The importance of self-care in the parenting role 

Literacy and Numeracy Programmes 

• Early Numeracy Programmes 

o The Early Numeracy Project is funded through the Government’s Area-Based 

Childhood Programme (ABC) and aims to improve children's early numeracy 

outcomes in Dublin’s Docklands and East Inner-City area.  

o The project supports early childhood care and education settings and schools to plan 

and support children’s mathematical learning through play based activities while 

linking this to Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework and Síolta, The 

Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education. 

o It also promotes and supports parental involvement in their child’s development, 

learning and education by providing a variety of home-based activities for parents. 

o The ABC Early Numeracy Project uses an exciting and innovative approach to 

working in partnership with children, parents, educators and the wider community 

in the Docklands and East Inner City, and builds on earlier work done through the 

National Early Years Access Initiative (NEYAI) during 2011- 2014. 

• Doodle Den 

o The Doodle Den Programme, as part of the Area-Based Childhood (ABC) Programme, 

is an after-school programme designed to promote literacy and offers an intensive, 

multimedia and highly interactive opportunity for five and six-year-old children 

(Senior Infants class). 

o One of the key objectives of the ELI is to support the literacy development of the 

children in the Dublin Docklands and East Inner City. Aimed at improving a range of 

literacy skills, Doodle Den involves three after-school sessions per week, with each 

session lasting 1.5 hours, operating throughout the normal school year, over a 36-

week period. 

o In addition, the programme has been proven to bring about an improvement in child 

school attendance, improved engagement with learning outside of the school, and 

improved relationships with both their parents and with their peers. 

• Zoom Ahead with Books 

o The Zoom Ahead with Books project is designed to encourage parental involvement 

and promote children's enjoyment and motivation to read for pleasure. 
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o Each year almost 1000 children and families from 12 local primary schools and 

services take part, and this project is one of the highlights of the ELI calendar. 

o One of the key objectives of ELI is to support the literacy development of the 

children in the Docklands. Through its focus on creative expression, the Zoom Ahead 

project is accessible to all parents in the community regardless of their literacy 

levels. This year, we are delighted to also be able to share the resources for parents 

in English, as well as three further languages commonly spoken in our community - 

Polish, Mandarin and Romanian. 

o Each night over the three week programme the children take home a book from the 

class library, sit, read and discuss the book with their 'book buddy' and then both 

draw a picture representing the book. 

o The project finishes with a series of exhibitions of the artwork from the children and 

book buddies in the schools and NCI, which serves as celebration of commitment 

and effort of all of the families. 

• NCI Inter School Challenges 

o The NCI's inter-school challenges promote the development of children's literacy, 

numeracy, general knowledge, and social skills through board game challenges. 

o ELI is committed to supporting parents to play an active role in their children's 

learning, and to facilitating high quality and enjoyable learning opportunities. The 

inter-school challenges promote the development of the children's literacy, 

numeracy, general knowledge, and social skills, through playing board games like 

Monopoly and Rummikub and through interactive table quizzes. 

o ELI provides resources to each school so they can practice in advance of the events 

at NCI and parents are encouraged to come into the classrooms and work with their 

children. Parents and children then form teams and represent their schools at NCI. 

• Tuition Support 

o NCI offers after-school tuition support programmes in Maths and Irish for students 

sitting their Junior and Leaving Certificate exams. 

o At NCI we believe that carefully structured after-school tuition support programmes 

have the potential to make a difference to young peoples' academic success. Each 

year we organise group tuition support programmes in Maths and Irish, for young 

people doing their Junior Certificate and Leaving Certificate exams. The programmes 

are run between the NCI campus and local community centres and are facilitated by 

experienced tutors and/or NCI student volunteers. 

• Financial Literacy Programme 

o ELI was awarded funding from Ulster Bank’s Skills and Opportunities Fund to 

develop a financial literacy programme for children aged 4-12 years old attending 

afterschools in the Dublin Docklands. 

o The programme consists of play-based activities, book reading, arts, and crafts to 

promote discussions relating to high finance topics such as income, budgeting, 

saving, borrowing and currency. The aim is to introduce children to financial topics 

that they would encounter in their everyday lives, which will act as the foundation 

for them to progress through the education system and obtain the qualifications 

needed to be successful in the world of work. 

o The Ulster Bank Skills and Opportunities Fund supplied toys, board games, books, as 

well as arts and craft materials to each of the four afterschools participating in the 

programme. As part of the project, the afterschool children were asked to write 

their own stories to encourage other children to talk about financial topics. 
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Educational Guidance 

• Educational Guidance Programme 

o The Educational Guidance programme was developed for the 5th and 6th classes 

and aims to highlight the value and importance of further and higher education to 

secure better life chances. 

o The programme takes a project-based learning approach, with students focusing on 

honing group-work and problem-solving skills in stage one and exploring a chosen 

career path in stage two. The programme is designed to explore, with the children 

and their parents, how the decisions made throughout their education journey can 

influence their future. These decisions include choosing a second-level school, 

second-level subjects, subject levels studied and whether to proceed to further and 

higher education.  

o Students also visit a local company in the docklands area to explore how education 

translates into the working world. 

o The children's projects are exhibited in the school and NCI and judged by corporate 

volunteers. Corporate volunteers visit the classes to share their own education story 

and answer any questions the children may have about second level and college. 

• Discover University 

o Discover University is a summer programme held in NCI every June that aims to give 

young people aged 14-17 the opportunity to experience a taste of life at NCI and to 

see college as part of their future. 

o Students may apply to one of our four core subject areas of Business, Computing, 

Early Childhood Education and Care and Psychology. They learn about their chosen 

subject throughout the week, through groupwork and lectures. Students are 

mentored and supported by NCI faculty staff and team leaders, who are current NCI 

students. The programme also includes visits to exciting and innovative workplaces, 

as well as workshops, activities, and guest speakers. 

o The programme finishes with a Graduation and Prize-giving Ceremony with families 

in attendance 

o Discover University is free of charge for young people and priority is given to young 

people going to school or living in inner city Dublin and Docklands areas. 

• Language Café  

o The Language Cafés are run for EAL learners for whom English is an additional 

language. The term EAL learners refer to learners who speak a language other than 

English as their first language and need additional support to develop a proficiency 

in English. EAL learners come from diverse and multilingual backgrounds. EAL 

learners are often learning a new language at the same time as learning new 

knowledge, understanding and skills from the National Curriculum in this new 

language.  

o EAL learners are not all the same and will come into school with varying levels of 

English language skills, and therefore will not all learn in the same way.  

o EAL learners are typically at a disadvantage and if the learners experience issues at 

primary and second level then accessing further or higher education will become an 

issue. 

o At second level DES provide an EAL teacher per 14 students for 2 years.  There 

appear to be issues with EAL teachers having no official syllabus, with students with 

learning difficulties mixed with EAL students. There are two levels of English 
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language (BICS and CALCS) required yet there does not appear to be widespread 

knowledge of this.  Lack of the correct approach to EAL can impede on a young 

person’s potential to progress. The Language Cafes fill a gap that exists again with 

the objectives of equity and inclusion. 

• Third Level Support 

o The ELI third-level participation grant is a community-based pupil support scheme 

for students from Dublin’s Inner-City Docklands Area who are attending full-time 

third-level higher education. 

o This programme provides a range of supports for students to fulfil their full potential 

as learners. The programme offers: 

▪ Participation grant towards the costs of attending third-level education 

▪ Opportunities to attend personal development, study, and career-related 

workshops and to participate in peer mentoring and outreach to local 

primary and secondary school students 

Quality Support and CPD Programmes 

• Síolta & Aistear Learning Network 

o A key objective of ELI's work with early learning providers is to promote Síolta 

standards in preschools and implement Aistear in participating services. 

o Síolta is the National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education. Since 

January 2010, the Early Learning Initiative has been providing mentoring and 

training for nine Early Years Education Services in the Docklands area to support 

them in implementing Síolta Standards in their practice. 

o ELI integrates all work on these standards with Aistear: The Early Childhood 

Curriculum Framework. A key goal of the CPD programmes is to support the full 

implementation of Aistear in these settings, as a fundamental tool in the planning of 

learning experiences and assessment for learning. 

• Restorative Practice 

o Funded by the Government's Area-Based Childhood (ABC) Programme, Restorative 

Practice is an approach to building and maintaining interpersonal relationships, 

resolving conflict, and repairing damaged relationships. 

o One of the key objectives of ELI is to support the emotional and social development 

of the children and families in the Dublin Docklands and East Inner-City area. 

Restorative Practice provides a framework that can support a wide range of 

organisations and sectors, including schools, early years services, youth services, 

workplaces, communities and families – while complementing and supporting other 

approaches, such as coaching, mediation, and restorative justice. Its aim is to build 

strong, happy communities and to manage conflict or tensions, by actively 

developing good relationships and resolving conflict in a healthy manner. 

o Restorative Practice is a collaborative and fair approach to working in partnership 

with children, parents, educators and the wider community in the Dublin Docklands 

and East Inner City. 

• Mentoring Support Programme 

o Funded by the Government's Area-Based Childhood (ABC) Programme, Restorative 

Practice is an approach to building and maintaining interpersonal relationships, 

resolving conflict, and repairing damaged relationships. 
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o One of the key objectives of ELI is to support the emotional and social development 

of the children and families in the Dublin Docklands and East Inner-City area. 

Restorative Practice provides a framework that can support a wide range of 

organisations and sectors, including schools, early years services, youth services, 

workplaces, communities and families – while complementing and supporting other 

approaches, such as coaching, mediation, and restorative justice. Its aim is to build 

strong, happy communities and to manage conflict or tensions, by actively 

developing good relationships and resolving conflict in a healthy manner. 

o Restorative Practice is a collaborative and fair approach to working in partnership 

with children, parents, educators and the wider community in the Dublin Docklands 

and East Inner City. 
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Appendix 4 Integrating research, capacity building and practice to improve educational outcomes 

Title: Integrating research, capacity building and practice to improve educational outcomes 
 
Abstract:  
As a higher-education provider, the National College of Ireland (NCI) has, through its Early Learning 
Initiative (ELI), a unique relationship with its local community. NCI partners with a range of ‘cross 
border’ stakeholders, use community action research to address educational disadvantage. Over 
7,500 children, parents and professionals actively engage with ELI each year. Evaluations have found 
that the educational aspirations and attainment of children and young people in the area has 
increased. As the ‘bridge’ between the different interest groups, NCI enables stakeholders to create 
knowledge; learn from each other’s experiences and work together to find solutions to common 
problems.  
 
Introduction 
Since its inception in 1951, National College of Ireland (NCI) has distinguished itself in the provision 
of access routes to higher education and in its unique relationship with its local community. Through 
its Early Learning Initiative (ELI), a community-based educational initiative aimed at addressing 
educational disadvantage, NCI has developed a range of innovative programmes to raise the 
educational aspirations of families and support children and young people to progress through the 
education system and on to third level. Operating as a partnership between NCI, parents, public 
health nurses, early years services, schools, community and corporate organisations; all involved in 
ELI are committed to providing the best possible education for children and young people both at 
home and at school (Bleach 2010).  
 
This paper examines the key elements of NCI’s partnership with its local community in improving 
outcomes for children and creating a high-achieving cohesive community. It describes the 
community action research process used along with the benefits and challenges of doing this 
innovative ‘cross-border’ work as part of NCI’s ‘third mission’ activities.  
 
 
National College of Ireland (NCI) 
NCI is a third level learning, teaching and research institution with an unwavering commitment to 
widening access to higher education. In 2002, NCI re-located from its original site on Sandford Road, 
Ranelagh to its current, purpose-built facilities at the IFSC on Mayor Square. With the development 
of the Irish Financial Services Centre (IFSC) and the Dublin Docklands, the Dublin Docklands 
Development Authority (DDDA) wanted an academic institution that would develop strong links with 
the local community and help to address educational disadvantage. NCI was selected by the DDDA 
to fulfil this brief due to its history and ethos, both of which remain core to its mission today.  

The area in which NCI is located in the Dublin Docklands contains significant clusters of high 
deprivation, which are masked by the extreme influx of largely affluent people in the wake of the 
inner city’s gentrification (Haase 2008). The level of educational disadvantage appears more acute as 
it co-exists with modern knowledge sectors and international companies, which attract the most 
highly educated people (Dublin City Council 2013). Over 4,500 families, more than 25% of which 
include children under the age of 15 years, live in the area. All of the schools in the area have 
disadvantaged status and six primary schools having the highest concentration of disadvantage in 
Ireland. A considerable proportion of parents with children in these schools are early school leavers 
with 28% listing Junior Certificate (taken at 15) as their highest level of education.  
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Regarded as ‘our college’ by the local community, NCI is an iconic symbol in the locality, providing a 
visible tangible reminder to the local community that third level education is not only a right but 
within reach.  
 

They’re also making children in our school aware of the college – the National College of 
Ireland – it’s just on their doorstep and by inviting us into that – the NCI […] the children are 
more aware of third-level, and they’re more aware of what a college is […] so maybe it may 
influence them when they get to Leaving Cert to […] hopefully go on to college 

[DS-3] (Share et al 2011, p. 48)  
 

When NCI relocated to the Dublin Docklands, Early Learning Initiative (ELI) was established, at the 
request of the local community, to address the generational, long-term problems of social 
deprivation, poverty, poor educational attainment and mass unemployment in the area. The aim 
was to ‘change lives through education’ (ELI 2016) through the provision from birth, an integrated 
programme of activities, training and support for children, parents and educators. 

 
There is a symbiotic relationship between ELI and NCI. While ELI is a discreet centre within NCI with 
its own dedicated staff and Advisory Boards, NCI takes full responsibility for the financial, 
management, contractual, reporting and governance requirements of ELI. NCI staff from various 
Departments works closely with ELI to ensure its programmes are delivered to a high standard.   
 
In addition, there is a great collaboration on teaching, practice and research projects, particularly 
where there are clear benefits to NCI, ELI, staff, students and the local community. Engagement 
between academics, researchers and practitioners afford all involved with valuable opportunities to 
inform each other’s work. ELI staff sit on many of the committees in NCI and have been involved in 
the development of and marketing of NCI programmes. Similarly, NCI faculty have supported the 
development and delivery of ELI’s programmes. Through ELI, NCI students get practical experience 
of assessments, evaluations and research methods in real-life situations, while the data is used by 
ELI as evidence of outcomes and impact.  
 
NCI is regarded as a safe place within the community, where in the words of a local nine-year old, 
‘Good things happen’. Holding events in NCI gives children and their families a positive experience of 
a third level institution as well as making them more aware of third level education in general (ELI 
2012). As a result of this engagement with the NCI building, staff and students, some of whom come 
from the local community, the local community feels comfortable in NCI and uses it as an accessible 
point of advice, information and referral for educational issues. 
 
While ELI enhances NCI’s reputation across a range of community, statutory and corporate 
stakeholder groups, NCI provides assurance to these stakeholders that ELI is committed to the 
highest standards in terms of corporate governance and programme delivery. Publications in peer-
reviewed journals; conference presentations and submissions on national policies by members of 
the ELI team and their NCI colleagues helps to heighten NCI’s research visibility, both nationally and 
internationally.  
 
 
Early Learning Initiative (ELI) 
A lot of work was been done locally and elsewhere to address educational disadvantage and 
improve access to third level education. However, the focus was on addressing educational 
disadvantage both in later childhood and through the formal education system (ELI 2012). A major 
gap was the lack of an integrated approach to supporting parents and the communities in which 
they live to provide positive home learning environments, where children’s social, language and 
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mathematical concepts and skills are developed from an early age. Through ELI, NCI provides parents 
with the positive local community educational network needed to develop their parenting skills and 
support their children through the education system.  
 
ELI is a complex community initiative (Share et al. 2011) consisting of multiple interventions, which 
operate at multiple levels (e.g. individual, family, service systems and community levels) and with 
multiple stakeholders with a range of ideas and perspectives. Influenced by Bronfenbrenner’s 
Ecological Model of Child Development (1979), ELI aims to enhance the child’s complex interactions 
with their immediate environment and the people and objects within it. Funding for ELI’s activities 
comes from the Irish Government along with philanthropic, corporate and individual donations. 
Chevalier & Buckles’ (2013, p.32) image of ‘Multitudes of nodes, flows and connecting lines give rise 
to rhizomatic growth rather than clearly delineated systems’ is a good description of ELI. 
 
Research from a wide range of countries has found that early intervention contributes significantly 
to putting children from disadvantaged backgrounds on the path to development and success in 
education (Heckman 2006; OECD 2006; Melhuish 2011). At 3 years of age, there are already big 
differences in language and mathematical development between children from rich and poor 
backgrounds (Hart & Risley 1995). Those who start school among the least advanced of their class 
remain so throughout their schooling and often do not go onto third level. If young people are to 
succeed in third level education, they need to begin school with the language, concepts and skills 
required for success throughout their educational journey (ELI 2012). Therefore, NCI begins its third-
level access initiatives at 18 months and earlier through ELI rather than at 18 years. 
 
ELI’s Early Learning Programmes (0-6 years) helps parents to develop children’s social, language and 
thinking skills from an early age and thereby, ensure that children enter school ready to learn, with 
the skills they need to be successful throughout their education. Programmes include home visiting 
programmes, parent toddler groups, parenting courses, professional development and mentoring 
for Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) practitioners as well as the Parent Child Home 
Programme (PCHP).   
 
While priority is given to the early years, we also believe that if students are to progress through the 
education system, they and their parents will need the on-going support provided in our Stretch to 
Learn Programmes (4 years +), which include various literacy and numeracy projects, the educational 
guidance programme in 5th and 6th classes, family celebration awards, and second level tuition along 
with support for third level students. 
 
 
Community Action Research 
Since 2005, NCI, through ELI, has been collaborating with parents, public health nurses, early years 
services, schools, statutory, voluntary and corporate organisations, to address educational 
disadvantage (Bleach 2013). Approximately, eighty one organisations are involved with ELI at local 
level. At national level, ELI is involved in Irish Government Programmes, which are co-funded by 
Atlantic Philanthropies as well as other organisations that are committed to improving outcomes for 
children and their families. 
 
An initial survey of need (Dartington Social Research Unit 2006) found that while local parents had 
high educational aspirations for their children, they did not understand their pivotal role and were 
not confident that they had the skills to support their children’s learning. With support for parents as 
the primary educators of their children a priority, involving local people as co-constructors of 
programmes (Bleach 2013) and in the decision-making processes was perceived as key to 
educational change.  
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As a result, a community action research (Senge & Scharmer 2001; Bleach 2016) approach was 
chosen to develop ELI’s programmes. Acknowledging, respecting and utilising the expertise and 
experience within the local families and communities is at the heart of the cyclical process, which 
revolves around participants coming together to deliver high quality services and share their 
learning.  
 
Over the past ten years, the process has evolved from a simplistic ‘plan, do, review’ model (Lewin 
1946) into a developmental process of incremental change, informed by data and judgement that 
has led to the significant cumulative evolution of our theory, practice and programmes (Patton 
1994). These changes are the result of a multitude of ‘dynamic conversations’ (Schön 1983) at each 
stage of the process through the systematic involvement of children, parents and front-line service 
delivery staff in all aspects of programme planning, implementation and evaluation.  
 
Learning networks are a critical element of the community action research approach described 
earlier (Bleach 2016). Key criteria for networking are the individual and organisation’s commitment 
to improving the quality of the service they provide to children and their families along with their 
ability to work in partnership with others. Sustaining an ethos of genuine partnership and respect for 
all involved in the network is a crucial element of the work for both NCI and ELI. Priority is given to 
individuals, organisations and networks that focus on action research, early childhood development, 
educational disadvantage and support for parents. Networking with other practitioners, researchers 
and policy makers, locally, nationally and internationally, challenges underlying assumptions and 
provides fresh insights into both theory and practice. Further, continually engaging with others is 
important for ELI to secure funding and influence thinking in the public sphere. 
 
A key strength for both NCI and ELI are the local Home Visitors, who deliver many of ELI’s 
programmes, including the Parent Child Home Programme (ELI 2012). Most are early school leavers, 
who have been employed and trained by NCI. Easily recognisable in their distinctive uniforms, they 
are the ambassadors for NCI, ELI and education on the street and provide an accessible point of 
contact, information and referral for families on issues relating to education. This has a dual benefit 
of ensuring community ownership and creating a ripple effect throughout the area, with more and 
more people appreciating and understanding the long-term educational benefits of talking to, 
reading and playing with their children. 

Since its beginning in 2005, ELI was funded through the generosity of a consortium of socially 

minded Irish companies (Bleach 2013). Involving the employees of these companies as volunteers 

increases the social capital of the young people in the area and help them develop the knowledge, 

skills, attitudes and behaviour needed for employment. Described as ‘REAL’ people and ‘really kind 

and nice’ by the young people in their evaluations, the volunteers felt that having the opportunity to 

meet people who work in the offices surrounding their neighbourhoods would encourage the young 

people involved to aspire to work in these companies one day (ELI 2013). These opportunities for 

engagement between local young people, companies and their employees is helping to create a 

more cohesive high achieving community in the Docklands. As one ten year old said, ‘I learned how 

to play with new people [corporate volunteers]. I learned lots of things. That anybody can be smart 

as long as you try’, while another 11 year old stated, ‘I really liked getting our feedback because it 

made me feel professional’ (ELI 2016). 

 
Impact 
Approximately, 7,630 children, parents and professionals take part in an ELI programme each year 
with satisfaction rates of 99% (ELI 2016). Ten years of using action research has developed a sense of 
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ownership and responsibility for the educational welfare of children from all involved. Participants’ 
skills in working collaboratively to provide a positive, supportive, yet challenging learning 
environment for children have increased. Having to structure implicit practices and theories into a 
coherent explicit theory of practice, which others can understand and relate to, has helped to 
increase the participants’ reflective, relational and representational knowledge (Park 1999; 2001). 
 
Evaluations indicate that the educational outcomes for children in the area are improving (Share et 
al. 2011; McKeown et al. 2014; ELI 2016). Parents are more engaged in their children’s development 
and are developing the understanding, skills and knowledge required to support their children’s 
educational journeys. Up skilling local people to work in programme delivery means that many 
families who might otherwise have shied away from involvement have embraced the ELI.  
 

ELI are doing tremendous work in our community. The children are benefiting, the parents 
are being educated and the teachers are getting so much support! It is such a positive 
experience to be part of it and I feel very lucky to be part of it as a Mammy and a teacher! 
Keep up the good work (ELI 2016)  

 
All of ELI’s stakeholders feel comfortable in NCI and use it as an accessible point of advice, 
information and referral for educational issues. There is an enthusiasm and excitement about 
learning (Share et al. 2011; Bleach 2013). Relationships between the various stakeholders in the 
community have improved with the process “bringing the family and all the educational sections 
together, bonding links in the community” and helping “to foster a learning environment where 
home and school learning comes together” (Bleach 2013, 258).  
 
Through ELI, NCI

As a result, the ‘educational capital’ of the community 
has increased and the educational and career aspirations of all the stakeholders have been raised. 
 
 
Challenges 
Working with real people within real social systems, people do not act as one might wish and things 
do not always go according to plan (Bleach 2013). With evolving programmes and new stakeholders, 
each action research cycle is different from the previous one. Ensuring continuity and progression 
from one action research cycle to the next, in an evolving, rapidly changing environment of constant 
feedback and change (Patton 1994), is important for sustainable programme development and 
implementation.  
 
Engaging a range of ‘cross border’ stakeholders in the action research process and ensuring that all 
voices are heard can be challenging. Regular safe opportunities for group reflection and discussion 
are critical at each stage of the cycle (Bleach 2013). Leadership from key stakeholders, including NCI, 
is important. Encouraging participants to openly question and critique programmes and to amicably 
disagree is a key leadership task. The more action research cycles the stakeholders experience, the 
more their trust in the process develops and the more relaxed they are with each other. As a result, 
stakeholders become more willing and open to examining their own practice and engaging with the 
practical wisdom of the other participants.  
 
Time and resources from all involved is also an issue. Effective networking requires regular 
structured opportunities for dynamic conversations (Schön 1983), which can be very time 
consuming. Balancing the learning to be obtained from engaging in networking with programme 
implementation and the needs of the children, families and services we work with can be a dilemma, 
particularly when resources are tight.  
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While there are tangible reputational benefits to NCI from ELI, NCI has to be careful of its effect on 
the process and ensure that the opinions of all the stakeholders are included and respected.  The 
demands from funders and policy makers for programmes to be evidenced-based has to be balanced 
with the inherent tensions in a community development project (Taylor 2000). Managing these 
conflicting positions is an on-going challenge, particularly as stakeholders applaud ELI’s flexible and 
non-prescriptive approach to programme design and delivery and see it as key to the programme’s 
success (Share et al. 2011).   
 
 
Conclusion 
There needs to be more recognition that inequality in education begins at an early age and attempts 
to mitigate educational disadvantage must begin even before a child starts school (UNICEF 2002). 
Successful change also requires an emergent, evolutionary and educational process of engaging with 
others that needs to be sustained for significant periods of time (Herr and Anderson 2005). Through 
ELI, NCI and its partners enable children, their families and the community, to acquire the skills and 
self-confidence needed to fully benefit from the educational system. As the ‘bridge’ between the 
activities of different interest groups, NCI facilitates stakeholders to create and share knowledge; 
learn from each other’s experiences and work together to find solutions to common problems. 
Harnessing the creativity, enthusiasm and commitment of the community in this way supports all of 
NCI’s ‘third mission’ activities and builds capacity within all sectors of the community, including NCI, 
for reflection and change. 
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Appendix 5 P-TECH Overview 

A pathway to a career in the digital economy 

P-TECH combines post primary school with elements of third-level education and workplace  

experience. When students graduate from the P-TECH programme, they earn both their traditional  

second-level qualification and a third-level qualification, and will have the work experience needed  

to be a highly qualified candidate for employment in IT and related areas. Each second-level school  

is partnered with a third-level college and one or more companies, who work together to help  

students complete second and third-level coursework, and to participate in workplace experiences  

like mentoring, workplace visits and learning, and paid internships. 

In November 2018, The Taoiseach, the Minster for Education and Skills and the Minister for Public  

Expenditure and Reform announced the piloting of P-TECH (Pathways in Technology) in Dublin’s  

North East Inner City. The first schools in Ireland to participate in P-Tech will be Larkin Community  

College, Marino College and St Joseph’s CBS, Dublin. Enrolment of new students will begin in March 

2019, with the first classes to start in September 2019, at the three participating schools. This  

Programme will be implemented as part of the Dublin North-East Inner-City Initiative (NEIC) in  

conjunction with the Department of Education and Skills. Ireland is the first country in Europe to  

introduce the P-TECH model. 

P-TECH Goals 

• Provide young people with an innovative and highly relevant education opportunity that enables  

them to earn a third-level qualification, along with the skills required to enter the workforce or  

continue their education. 

• Address the “skills gap” and strengthen the economy by building a workforce with the technical  

and professional skills required for 21st Century jobs. 

The Student Experience 

• Take regular second-level courses required to earn normal second-level qualifications. 

• Gain experience of third-level courses while at post primary school, as early as Transition Year. 

• Participate in structured work experiences to learn teamwork and develop the skills needed for  

the 21st century workplace. 

• Receive one-to-one mentoring from industry staff, and explore various careers through paid  

internships and workplace experiences provided by industry. 

• Graduate from the P-TECH programme with traditional second-level qualification and a third level 
qualification directly aligned to job opportunities in digital technology related roles. 

• On completion, be ‘first in line’ for jobs with industry partners, subject to availability and  
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standard interview and hiring processes. 

• Or continue in education e.g. applying to other third-level courses.  

How It Works 

1st year of post primary school: 

Students follow the normal Junior Cycle programme and participate in P-TECH taster  

activities, such as industry talks, demonstrations, workshops etc. Students are invited to enrol  

for P-TECH.PTECH Ireland (overview) 2018 

P-TECH Years 1-2 (2nd and 3rd year of post primary school): 

Enrolled students start P-TECH, taking specially developed Short Courses as part of the Junior  

Cycle, e.g. Robotics or Coding. Every student is assigned a mentor from industry. Workplace  

learning, site visits, industry talks, visits to 3rd level colleges. 

P-TECH Year 3 (Transition Year) 

Students commence third-level modules, workplace-related learning, talks, mentoring engagement  

with industry continues. Industry partners provide paid summer internship programme for  

students at the end of Year Three. 

P-TECH Years 4-5 (5th and 6th Year of post primary school) 

Students follow the normal Leaving Certificate programme for six subjects, together with third level  

modules, mentoring and internship opportunities.  

P-TECH Year 6 (post Leaving Certificate) 

Students take further third-level modules, mentoring and internship opportunities, with the aim of  

graduating with a Level 5/6 qualification. 

Graduation from P-TECH 

At the end of Year 6, or earlier if the student has achieved the educational goals, successful  

graduates may apply for any suitable jobs with the industry partner, but may also choose a different  

job or to continue in education e.g. to complete a bachelor’s degree. 

There may be revisions to ‘How it Works’ during the implementation year 2018-2019 while the 
programme is be  

refined. 

The international experience with P-TECH 

The P-TECH model was developed by IBM, along with the New York City Department of Education  

and The City University of New York. The first P-TECH school was launched in Brooklyn, NY in  

September 2011. Today, more than 110 schools are operating across the U.S. Australia, Morocco,  

and Taiwan, serving tens of thousands of students. More than 550 large, medium and small  
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companies are partnering with schools across a wide range of STEM disciplines, including IT,  

healthcare and advanced manufacturing.  

By summer 2018, more than 150 students had graduated from IBM P-TECH schools in four U.S.  

cities. These students graduated with both their high school and a post high school degree allowing  

them to start entry level positions in partner companies or continue to a bachelor’s degree. Many of  

the students have completed the six-year programme early — some in under four years — and many  

will be the first in their family to earn a college degree. 
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Appendix 6 New Pathways to Higher Education (NPHE) 

Working Document for Discussion Purposes 

NEW PATHS TO HIGHER EDUCATION (NPHE) 

Introduction 

National College of Ireland would like to discuss further with DFHERIS, HEA and Solas our ambition to 

offer new paths for HE degrees through co-delivery partnerships with Further Education colleges. 

Preliminary discussions about this ambition were had with colleagues from DFHERIS (then DES) and 

Solas in the weeks leading up to the pandemic. Understandably from all perspectives this was not a 

priority at the time but now as we hopefully emerge from the pandemic discussions to progress this 

can resume. 

The basic premise is the co-design and co-design, co-development and co-delivery of degrees 

between FEs and HEs. We at NCI are offering ourselves as a pilot site for such an initiative.  

These new pathways go beyond current advanced entry and matriculation arrangements by offering 

direct access to the full Level 8 programmes through the FE college.  

NPHE involves sectoral innovation and genuine ‘game changing’ opportunities; it is entirely 

compatible and consistent with current national policies and strategic aims.  

As an independent, not-for-profit, higher education institution, NCI is ideally placed to collaborate 

with Further Education providers.  

While recognising the scale of the challenges involved, our belief is that NPHE provides a means to 

enhance tertiary education provision. The intention of this briefing document is to facilitate 

discussion with interested collaborators and stakeholders.   

A Co-Delivery Model 

A full co-delivery model is characterised by two or more providers working together to deliver an 

accredited programme. In this case the proposal is that NCI as a HE provider will collaborate with a 

number of FE providers to deliver specifically designed and validated QQI Level 8 BA Honours 

awards.  

Co-delivery means that from the onset providers work together to support the full four-year learning 

trajectory of the students. Therefore, Programme Teams will comprise of teaching faculty from all 

collaborating institutions working to ensure learning outcomes at all stages can be achieved by the 

students. 

The usual structure of Level 8-degree programmes is as illustrated in the table below. 

 Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 4 

Full BA Level 8 
degree (240 
credits) 

60  
Level 6 Credits   

60  
Level 6 Credits   

60  
Level 7 Credits   

60  
Level 8 Credits   
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Blended delivery approaches (involving a mix of in-campus and supported on-line instruction) offer 

new affordances that can be harnessed to facilitate co-delivery.  

All three courses (BA in Early Childhood Education and Care, BA in Business and BA in Computing) 

will also require work experience components that may be facilitated through either institution. 

Although there will be an emphasis on the supportive FE environment for the first two stages and 

the HE environment for stage 7 and 8, there is no complete ‘handover point’ – both institutions 

remain responsible throughout the entire programme. 

 

 Advantages for students  

From the student’s perspective NPHE offers many advantages: 

• Access to a full QQI degree programme through the ‘local’ provider 

• Access to the specialist environment provided by FE Colleges to support non-typical and 

second chance students 

• Access highly effective teachers at all stages of the programme 

• Flexible and agile pathways to progress from other courses to full degrees 

• Local involvement of employers in work experience and job opportunities  

Advantages for Further Education Colleges   

• Faculty involvement in student progression to full awards 

• Recognition of the FE Provider as key enabler of student success 

• Full-degree options added to the repertoire of courses offered 

• Options for students on other programmes to progress unto degree programmes  

• No limit to student aspirations 

• Professional development in subject specialisms by means of membership of full degree 

programme teams  

Advantages for the Tertiary sector 

• Genuine extension of provision possibilities leveraging existing institutions  

• Pathways to high-quality degrees that nurture in-demand graduate attributes  

• Providing an appropriate mix of local and centralised delivery 

• Taking full advantages of new technology affordances 
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• Greater employer involvement at local level 

• Bringing Higher Education opportunities to marginalised populations 

• Providing new paths for typical and non-typical students. 

 

Tasks/challenges involved in making this happen 

 

• Collaboration infrastructure – process to establish ‘steering group’ to facilitate inputs 

from participating institutions   

• Learning design – process to develop and validate new awards (or differential validation 

of existing awards) 

• Faculty development and collaboration teams  

• Learning support collaboration teams  

• Registration collaboration teams 

 

 

 


