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Introduction 

 
On April 16th 2021, the Higher Education Authority (HEA) and the Department of Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science (DFHERIS) commenced a public consultation process 

for the new National Access Plan that will run from 2022 until 2026. The DFHERIS have confirmed 

that October 1st 2021 is the commencement date for the Technological University of the Shannon: 

Midlands Midwest (TÚS: MM). From that date, AIT and LIT will all be working in the new TÚS: MM 

and it is within this context that AIT and LIT are presenting a joint submission which supports and 

promotes the development of strong social and cultural links between the Technological University 

and the community in the region in which our campuses are located. 

 

Together as TÚS: MM, we know that there is great reason to believe that we can achieve much as 

one. As outlined in our application document for Technological University (TU) status; 

The TU goal is to become an accessible, progressive and impactful technological university – 
a higher education institute that reflects the educational demands and economic needs of 
the regions and the communities served. 

 
(AIT-LIT Consortium 2020, p. 39) 

 

In TÚS: MM we will be a strong committed team who have high levels of experience and expertise 

that will continue to provide opportunities for higher education in terms of widening participation 

and supporting progression. Over the past twenty- years we have witnessed tremendous growth and 

development with the collective support of our HEI’s, DFHERIS, the DoES, the HEA and the National 

Access Office (NAO). The DFHERIS, is committed to ‘support and encourage Ireland’s social and 

economic development’ and to ‘make sure that public investment and policy in these areas give 

opportunities to everyone, including the most vulnerable in society’. 

 

AIT and LIT welcome the development of a new national access plan which speaks of an inclusive 

higher education system as being a national and European priority. The call for a new plan provides a 

welcome opportunity to engage with our key stakeholders and provide evidence-based 

recommendations for the strategic direction of the new national plan. 
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Executive Summary 

 
The consultation process for the development of this submission took place over a six-week period 

between April and June 2021. The levels of engagement attests to the collaboration that exits 

between stakeholders, students, external partners and their respective commitment towards 

dismantling the barriers that exist for many members of our society in accessing higher education. 

 
Of central importance is also recognising that this consultation process is testament to the individual 

successes achieved by both Athlone Institute of Technology and Limerick Institute of Technology. 

We refer specifically to the comments from our current students who participated in the 

consultation focus group and are highlighted in the appendices (Appendix 5). We also refer to our 

growth in numbers in supporting students and our strong record of participation by national targets 

groups in our student body. Yet, despite these positive developments, we know that there remain 

challenges as was evidenced in the consultation process with our students, external stakeholders, 

management and staff. Forefront amongst these concerns pertain to the development of a 

sustainable funding and resourcing model. It is difficult to build strong relationships, gain trust, and 

embed a higher education presence within disadvantaged communities and groups when we are 

constrained by short-term funding periods and short-term staff contracts. 

 

We will refer to focus group constituents throughout this report, to avoid repetition we will use the 

following broad descriptions of students, external stakeholders and internal stakeholders: 

 
• Students: Mature students, Lone Parents, 1916 Bursary Award Recipients, students from the 

Travelling community, students with disabilities and members of Ethnic Minorities. 

• External Stakeholders: Secondary School representatives, Senior Youth Workers, Childcare 

Services, Community Development Project representatives, Youth Employment Workers. 

• Management / Staff/ SU: Vice Presidents, Assistant Vice-Presidents, Central Service 

Managers, Heads of Departments, academic staff, staff working in pastoral care, counselling 

services and Students Union representatives. 

 
The evidence from this consultative process point to funding structures which are disjointed and 

unsustainable and places an administrative burden on access and disability services. The associated 

challenges include creating innovative funding proposals, project management and associated 

reporting. Short term funding models are counterproductive in building effective and sustainable 

relationships that will have long-term educational impacts which are detrimental when working with 

marginalised communities. It is our recommendation that future funding models be cognisant of the 
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resource implication of sustaining the core work of the Access service and supporting the widening 

access agenda across the HEI. 

 
In addition, and in conjunction with supporting staff resourcing and structures in the HEI sector, it is 

imperative that second level schools (in the form of support and HEI liaison personnel) are 

adequately resourced to support students from access cohorts with their third level educational 

aspirations. We are committed together to increasing our relationships and developing sustainable 

links with the primary and post primary sector. In its new joint venture as TÚS: MM, we will have 

under its auspices a total of 133 DEIS schools. It has been our experience that schools, both primary 

and secondary do not have the time or resources to develop such partnerships. While this area has 

been terra incognita in the past, it needs to be addressed in the development of the next plan. As 

such it must be recognised that our education systems can no longer continue to work in isolation of 

each other and a re-organisation of the structures that support the holistic access journey is 

required. 

 

AIT and LIT serve a predominantly rural region in the Midlands and Midwest. The findings of this 

consultative process point to the challenges in accessing Higher Education experienced by those 

living in rural Ireland. As is stated in our TU Application, ‘it is recognised that the region has specific 

educational needs to meet the goal of both broadening education provision and creating inclusive 

environments for all learners’ (AIT-LIT Consortium 2020, p. 120). We are also cognisant of the urban 

context in which we operate i.e. Limerick City, which according to the Census 2016 results, has some 

of Ireland’s most disadvantaged areas (CSO 2016). Indeed, figures from CSO 2016 further reveal that 

almost half of Limerick City’s 38 electoral divisions (ED) are unemployment blackspots (CSO 2017). 

 

In the case of the focus groups with students, the importance that mentoring and the presence of 

role models was highlighted. Indeed, a more complete understanding of the development of the 

learner from a child to adulthood and the importance of strong connections between the family unit 

and various other settings is supported by national and international research (Bargary-O’Neill 2021; 

Bronfenbrenner 1979; Epstein 2001; Goodhall 2014). External stakeholders advocated on similar 

lines for a wrap-around approach in that the student is fully supported via connections in the 

community, their schools and the HEI. Indeed, the creation and retaining of strong connections 

between services, schools, community organisations with their local HEI and which are underpinned 

by appropriate funding and resourcing structures are an issue of particular significance to the 

external stakeholder group. For management and staff of AIT and LIT, maintaining an access and 

inclusive orientation in the new TU is of paramount importance as is a sustainable approach to the 

funding of access and disability services. 
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SECTION 1-Consultation Overview 

 
1.1 Submission Document Overview 

 
This submission opens with an introduction, executive summary and details the process of 

consultation with our key stakeholders, students, external stakeholders and staff. This is followed by 

a response to each of the questions posed to these stakeholder groups. The submission closes with a 

synthesis of key recommendations arising from this consultation process. Appendices, found at the 

end of the document details the focus group interview schedule and the THEA Statement on the 

Vision for equity of access to higher education in Ireland for the period 2022-2026. Transcripts/notes 

of the interviews with students, external stakeholders and internal stakeholders are also found at 

end of this document. 

 

1.2 Consultation Process 

 
AIT and LIT undertook the Consultation Process over three Phases from April –June 2021. The Access 

team took responsibility for question development, consent form, online survey, inviting Focus 

Group participants, facilitating Focus Groups, note taking, gathering of data, analysing of the material 

and final write up. Table 1 below outlines the consultation chronology: 

 

Table 1: Consultation Chronology 

 
Consultation Participants 

 
 
 

Phase 1: 
April -May 2021 

Access Officer AIT, Access Officer LIT 
Academic Administration and Student Affairs Manager 
LIT, Student Resource Centre Manager AIT 
Disability Officer LIT 

Local AIT and LIT consultations with senior management 

Recruitment of students, staff, management and external 
stakeholders for focus groups 

Survey sent to 2840 students 

Focus group interviews 

Phase 2: 
May-June 2021 

Familiarisation with the data, analysis and write up 

 

Phase 3: 
June 2021 

 

Extensive discussions and final consultation process in 
AIT and LIT 
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Phase 1: 

 
Joint meetings were held with key personnel from AIT and LIT to discuss the request from DFHERIS 

and HEA regarding the Consultation Paper for the National Access Plan 2022 – 2026. Access Service 

representatives from their respective Institutes met with senior management teams to identify a 

timeframe and plan of action to begin the consultation process across the Institutes. 

 
 

Online Survey 

The Access teams in both AIT and LIT also consulted via an online survey with students who were 

registered with the Access and Disability Services. The survey was sent to a total of 2,840 students. 

30 AIT students and 11 LIT students responded. This low-level response is disappointing, however, 

not surprising as the timeframe coincided with end of semester exam/continuous assessment 

preparation and completion. 

 
 

Focus Groups 

In the context of this consultation process, four key themes were explored; 

1. The barriers and facilitators in accessing higher education 

2. Target groups for inclusion in the next national plan; mainstreaming access 

3. Vision for access 

4. Impact of Covid-19 on our target groups 

The Access team organised three Focus Groups as follows - Students, External Stakeholders, and 

Internal Stakeholders. Focus groups were conducted with the aim of offering ‘multiple angles of 

vision’ (Galletta 2013, p. 22). The Access Service teams began to recruit individuals and 

representatives of students, staff, management, collaborators, community-based projects, and 

NGO’s. A representative of each of the following groups attended the three Focus Groups: 

 
• Students: Mature students, Lone Parents, 1916 Bursary Award Recipients, students from the 

Travelling community, students with disabilities and members of Ethnic Minorities 

• External Stakeholders: Secondary School representatives, Senior Youth Workers, Childcare 

Services, Community Development Project representatives, Youth Employment Workers. 

• Management / Staff/ SU: Vice Presidents, Assistant Vice-Presidents, Central Service 

Manager, Heads of Departments, academic staff, staff working in pastoral care, counselling 

services and Students Union representatives. 
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The participants were from across the Midland and Midwest region. The focus group was facilitated 

by the personnel of the Access Services of AIT and LIT. Access personnel also acted as notetakers, 

recording key points of information (Appendix 9). Focus groups were recorded using a Digital Voice 

Recorder (DVR) and later transcribed (See appendix 6 and 7). Table 2 which follows, provides an 

overview of the strategies adopted to ensure that the consultation process was conducted in a safe 

and ethical manner. 

 

Table 2: Ethical Strategies 
 

Core Principles of Ethical 
Research 

(Braun and Clarke 2013) 

Strategies 

1.  Informed Consent Participants were fully aware of the nature of the 

consultation process and what participation involved 

2.  Confidentiality Participants were advised that there would be no 

identifying markers 

3.  The right to withdraw Participants were advised of their right to withdraw from 

the process at a number of different junctures such as the 

recruitment stage and the interview stage 

4.  Honesty and Accuracy in 
reporting of results 

An accurate (Cresswell and Miller 2009) careful and honest 

representation of the data (Mason 2018) is presented in this 

document. 

 

Phase 2: 

 
During Phase 2 the data from the online survey along with the Focus Groups was gathered and 

analysed. The data and findings were written up and key recommendations and proposals were 

identified. 

 

Phase 3: 

 
The final consultation phase involved management of AIT and LIT reviewing the final document prior 

to submission. 
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SECTION 2: Consultation Findings 

 
Q1: Who do you think experiences barriers in accessing higher 

education in Ireland? 

 
The opening question posed to all focus group participants related to those that experience 

barriers and the types of barriers experienced. This question saw universally similar responses 

with multifaceted indicators as to who they thought experienced barriers in accessing higher 

education in Ireland. All three focus groups broadened their discussions to identify groups in 

society who were disenfranchised which highlighted various nuanced reasons why such barriers 

exist. 

Collectively, participants identified the following as those who experience barriers in accessing 

higher education: 

• *People from Rural Areas 

• Travelling Community 

• Other Ethnic Groups 

• *Refugees 

• *Wards of the State 

• Mature Students 

• Lone Parents 

• People with Disabilities 

• *People with Intellectual Disabilities 

• People living in Disadvantaged Areas 

• *Direct Provision occupants 

• Social Welfare Recipients 

• *People with a Criminal Record 

• People who are not successful with the CAO Points System 

• *Young People with Care Experience 

 
 

*Denotes people who are currently not identified as target groups in the National Access Plan and 

to be noted for consideration in the future National Access Plan 2022 - 2026 

 

 
The following section illustrates the key points raised in the focus groups with each of the 

stakeholder groups regarding those experiencing barriers to education and the types of barriers they 

face. 
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Key messages re. barriers from Student Participants 

 
Student feedback is broken down into the following distinct themes and key messages relating to 

barriers in participating in education. The student cohort consulted in our focus group included 

Mature students, Lone Parents, 1916 Bursary Award Recipients, students from the Travelling 

community, students with disabilities and members of Ethnic Minorities 

 

Rural Disadvantage 
• Rural Transport – where limited transport links curtail the students’ access to education. 
• Wi-fi connection – where poor connectivity limits the students’ access to learning resources 

and ability to study. 
 

Students with Disabilities: 

• Students with disabilities and learning difficulties are particularly impacted and need support 
in accessing education. 

 
Point System: 

• Points too high for CAO courses which excludes learners 
 

Lack of Supports at Second Level 
Students not getting information about progressing to 3rd level and the supports available to 
them (e.g., HEAR/DARE/SUSI) 

 
Lone Parents 

• Lone parent (home studying; childcare) and parents raising children on their own (Fathers 
living in other countries) 

 
Direct Provision/ Ethnic Minorities/Refugees 

• English as a barrier to accessing information 

• Ethnicity- plays a role with regards to barriers to education 
• Minority groups such as refugees in direct provision centres do not get access to clear 

information on education, which prevents people from engaging 

• Some individuals already have degrees from their own countries, and these are not 
acknowledged 

 
Social Welfare Information 

• Lack of understanding and support, trying to negotiate the social welfare system is difficult. 
 
 

 

Key messages re barriers from External Stakeholders 

 
External stakeholder feedback is broken down into the following distinct themes and key messages 

relating to barriers in participating in education. The cohort consulted in our focus group included 

Secondary School representatives, Senior Youth Workers, Childcare Services, Community 

Development Project representatives, Youth Employment Workers. 
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Members of the Travelling Community 

• Male population – very under-represented 

• Literacy levels are low in the Travelling community 

• Travellers moving into 3rd level education connected with literacy levels 

• If a Traveller student has bad literacy skills or little technical knowledge, how can they 
complete a SUSI application form? 

• Schools not just about education they are about Social Inclusion 
 

Students from Disadvantaged Areas 

• DEIS and Rapid Areas are underrepresented. 
• Need to support the child/young person and they need to be inclusive of all, as we have 

different ways of learning, visual, academic 

• Finance is a barrier as students cannot afford to go to college, even with SUSI. 

• Different socio-economic backgrounds, e.g., living in poverty 

• Limerick employment blackspots 

• Youth Employment growing because of Covid-19 
• Poverty – both financial and aspirational- ‘A poverty of aspiration’ 

 
Geography 

• Geography is a barrier- Rural Disadvantage 

• Admission to third level and there is a need to identify the areas where progression to third 
level is very limited 

 
Adverse Childhood Experiences 

• Adverse Child Experiences (ACE) – pre-development pieces need to be introduced and 
maybe third level institutions can make it more welcoming for students. Parental 
experiences can also play an important role. If parents have a bad experience it puts them 
off encouraging their child 

• A disconnect with colleges -more work needs to be carried out at a pre-entry level 
 

Lack of Diversity 

• Lack of role models for Travellers – lack of support- Who is like me? 

• Lack of representation for young people- Roma young people, Refugees, resettlement 
programmes 

 
Early Intervention 

• Parents need support to think down the line regarding encouraging their children to 
consider higher education 

• Access intervention programmes required in second level as well as third level 

• Access for Travellers by means of an intervention programme that starts in secondary 
school. Many students do not have the supports in their home environment, such as a pc, 
internet access etc. Parents need to buy in to the education system so that they will 
encourage their children and ultimately support them. 

 
 

Building Awareness 

• Lack of awareness of the Culture of Others 

• Traveller culture needs to be incorporated into the education system – into the curriculum 
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Key messages re barriers from Internal Stakeholders – LIT 
 

Internal stakeholder feedback is broken down into the following distinct themes and key messages 

relating to barriers in participating in education. The cohort consulted in our focus group included 

Vice Presidents, Assistant Vice-Presidents, Central Service Manager, Heads of Departments, 

academic staff, staff working in pastoral care, counselling services and Students Union 

representatives. 

 

 
Peer Pressure 

• A person’s background or environment - Students who are first in their family (men in their 
30’s especially) to go to college are often jeered by their peers 

• LIT has a good reputation in supporting disadvantages – a Technological University may 
seem a step too far for some students 

 

Technological University Status 
• It’s important the new TU does not generate a barrier with its new status – contacts with the 

local community need to be upheld 

• Progression routes need to be maintained: A lot of students come in at level 6 and then add 
on their level 7 and 8. A lot will not apply for a level 8. A level 6 equals one foot in the water. 
Something we need to be cognisant of as we move to a Technological University 

Finance 

• Mature students have commitments to maintain. Many have jobs and may look to attend 
part-time but are not in a situation to pay fees and will not receive support from employers 

 
Refugees/Asylum Seekers/Migrants 

• Not fluent in English and do not have the same access to information 

• They may be highly qualified in their own country but there is a lack of one-year transitional 
courses that apply to their qualifications 

 

Criminal Records 

• This is challenging in terms of placement for students 
 

Part Time Students 

• Part-time students – changing parameters in terms of grants – structural changes do not 
translate into day to day – lack of infrastructure to support HEA changes 

 
 

LGBT+ Students 

• LGBT students applying for SUSI are means tested often against estranged family members – 
may not be in a great financial position 

 
Early School Leavers 

• Youth outreach – what it’s about rather than what we offer – education is a possibility no 
matter what route you take rather than this is what LIT offers – it gives students ambition 

• School visits in disadvantaged areas are paramount especially prior to young people leaving 
school 
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Key messages re barriers form Internal Stakeholders - AIT 
 

Internal stakeholder feedback is broken down into the following distinct themes and key messages 

relating to barriers in participating in education. The cohort consulted in our focus group included 

Vice Presidents, Assistant Vice-Presidents, Central Service Manager, Heads of Departments, 

academic staff, staff working in pastoral care, counselling services and Students Union 

representatives. 

 

 
Intellectual Disability 

• People with Intellectual Disability (ID) or what is often termed as ‘hidden disability’.  (Also 
comes as a response to the HEA asking if people have a programme for people with ID as a 
specific target group and for it to be looked at in this national plan). 

 

Lower Socio-Economic Background 

• Students from lower socio-economic backgrounds. It is important to build on initiatives such 
as fees waiver as a stepping-stone for students getting into college. 

• Lower socio-economic backgrounds with particular emphasis on students with no 
generational experience of Higher Education. We need to build on outreach type 
programmes that can access the parents, through evening programmes etc. that can support 
adult literacy or technology barriers and anxieties around accessing Higher Education 

 

Travelling Community 

• Traveller communities very obviously experience barriers to Higher Education but within 
that community necessary to highlight young female Travellers. 

 
Lone Parents 

• Barriers experienced by lone parents – particularly tough Covid-19 experience with home 
schooling etc. 

• Frequently arising is the situation of single mothers. Many students have had pregnancies 
over the course of the programme – causing access problems and barriers. 

 
Refugees 

• Refugees – we should be doing more with this group. 
 

Care of the State 
• Additional supports for students or those wishing to become students who are or have 

been in the care of the state 
 

First Generation Irish 

• The group who are first generation Irish who will have come through school with non-Irish 
parents. 

 
Prisoners 

• Prisoners and those soon to be released from prison. They would also fall into other 
categories like lower socio economic and low literacy issues, so there is overlap. 

 
Mature/Adult Learners 
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• Mature/Adult Learners – They do experience additional barriers e.g., finance, childcare, time 
management 

 
Students from Springboard Programmes 

• Students coming from springboard programmes – because of meeting eligibility 
requirements re: citizenship – often have poor standards of English not picked up and 
students they are not able to write in an academic manner and keep up with classes. 

 
Students with Autism 

• Students with autism experience serious challenges – we need to do more to incorporate 
this student group into third level education. 
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Q2: In your experience what facilitates and supports access to higher 

education? 

 
The AIT-LIT application for TU designation states: 

We will make our programmes accessible across different platforms (online, blended, face to 
face), to people in different locations, at a range of levels (from foundation to PhD level), and 
always in as clear, user friendly and uncomplicated a manner as possible. 

(AIT-LIT Consortium 2020, p.41) 

This question regarding the facilitators of access to higher education saw the three Focus Groups 

identify similar supports and factors. The most highlighted groups were those who are lone parents, 

in receipt of social welfare, or who live in rural communities. A ‘wraparound’ approach was 

suggested on several occasions during the group sessions. This ‘wraparound’ service would have to 

involve the HEI, schools, local services in the community as well as social and familial supports. There 

was a strong indicator that it was important that all services were in harmony for the best interest of 

the student. The provision of a good clear communication from college to student was also stressed. 

 

The following section illustrates the key points raised in the focus groups regarding the facilitation of 

access to higher education. 

 

Key messages from Student Participants 

 
Parents/Lone Parents – Family Support and Childcare 

• Financial assistance plays a big part and is the key to accessing education such as SUSI, Social 
Welfare and SAF. 

• Family member support 

• Creche facilities 

• Encouragement from peers 
 

Awareness of Supports – Pre-Entry 

• Secondary school visits 

• It is important for students to receive advice on the supports, services and financial grants 
available as early as possible, this eases anxiety and worry. (Start in Secondary level) 

• Possible to work 20 hrs a week if on welfare 

• Better publication of resources 
• Measure of support- information needed by DES 

• Dept of Education should visit Direct Provision Centres to promote education 
 

Mentoring 

• Mentoring should be available for students of all ages. This should be available in Primary, 
Secondary as well as Third Level. 

• Laptop Loan Scheme 

• Laptop scheme has been critical and should continue 
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Accessing Higher Education 

• Access to Higher Education Course 
• The Access course gives students the opportunity to return to college 

 
Transport 

• Transport is a significant factor in enabling students to commute to Higher Education 

 
 

 
Key messages from External Stakeholder Participants 

 
Mentoring and Access Services 

• Having a mentor- the Access Service 

• Access Officer - role within the college that gives confidence, especially with regards to 
support, direction, and examination confidence. 

 

Supports Outside of College 

• Role models- family, friends, or youth workers 

• Supports – The extra check in can be very constructive, loaning out a laptop 

• Access to information about finances 

• Wraparound services – Building of relationships with local community supports 
• Space to make the links with Access 

• Complex problems that need a partnership approach- the solution to the problem 

• Partnerships – There can be complex problems at Higher Education but we all need to work 
together to bring a solution to the problem, if we work in isolation nothing will be solved. 

 

 

Key messages from Internal Stakeholders -LIT 

 
Progression Routes: 

• Liaison with ETB – progression routes – FETAC students find their feet – more comfortable in 
IOT than a university – keeping the familiarity between lecturers and students and not losing 
that when we move to a TU 

• Hard to reach categories – long term unemployed – how do you encourage them past ETB – 
Transition to higher education programme is a positive introduction to Higher Education 

 
Community Collaboration: 

• Bringing in and working with local communities as part of a consortium as LIT currently has 
with Mary Immaculate College and University of Limerick – the Go4It programme – Can be 
limited by funding timelines. 

 

Access to Space: 
• Access to books/library: important to have access to free books and laptops – students need 

space to study – to have access to the building at weekends – they need a quiet space that 
they would not get at home 

• Having a safe quiet space to study 
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Key message from Internal Stakeholders - AIT 
 

Blended Learning: 
• There are a whole group of students that can be better accommodated now that we have 

moved into a blended learning environment. Example: those with mental and social anxiety 
– they have done better in the last year as blended learning suits them better. 

 
Child Care: 

• The need for childcare is critical for a lot of parents 
 

Open Days: 
• Introduction to college days, as per AIT/Access 2019 Youth and Mature students invited and 

engaged in activities on campus for a day. 
 

Rural Communities: 

• Students living in rural communities – access to transport / childcare and other supports are 
important issues that can facilitate access to Higher Education 
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Q3: What is your vision/expectation (top priority) for the new 

National Access Plan to promote and support access to higher 

education at a local level and a national level? 

 
This question was posed to all three stakeholder groups. The findings from this question point to a 

diverse set of responses. For students, the key message was that student supports should be 

universal and irrespective of the HEI where a student is attending. Of central importance also is early 

information on financial and other supports. Attention to the issue of rural disadvantage featured 

highly in the student group. For the external stakeholder group, sustainable financial support is 

needed to address the challenges with a commitment required for community-based funding. In 

addition, of key importance in the next plan is the creation and strengthening of connections 

between all those engaged in education (schools, community project, families, HEI’s). For 

management, the creation of Access champions within the HEI’, a more holistic approach to access 

and the resourcing of access services featured highly. 

 

The following sections illustrates the key points raised in the focus groups with each of the 

stakeholder groups. 

 

Key messages from Student Participants 
 

Similar Supports Across All Colleges in Ireland 

• All IOT’s and universities should offer the same support and services to students, the 
standards and service levels should be equal across the institutions. 

 
Accommodation (Incl. Direct Provision) 

• Accommodation very expensive, wheel-chair accessibility needs to be addressed. 
Accommodation for disabled students is in short supply and again is not up the expected 
level regarding standards and quality. 

• Accommodation needs to be reviewed, it is too expensive, and the standard of 
accommodation is not up to the required level. 

• Direct Provision- Internet access in direct provision centres and other resources 
 

Financial 

• Financial assistance offers students piece of mind, especially for those students with 
children. 

• Social Welfare needs to be stable so that students can plan ahead. 

• Information regarding grants and payments needs to be clearer, 

• SUSI is a great system, but thresholds need examining especially for those that are 
marginally above. 

• Plan is always about cities and urban, rural disadvantage needs to be addressed 
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Key messages from External Stakeholders 
 

Funding 

• Community based funding- more funding and resources needed on the ground in the 
community and not just the bigger HEI’s 

• Commitment based projects need more funding and resources to drive them forward. 

• Funding local and national for Travellers to transition through education 
• Commitment based projects need more funding and resources to drive them forward. 

 
Community Engagement 

• The importance of role models in the community- in many cases students’ parents did not 
attend third level or their friends’ parents or older siblings so they are the first. Role models 
and ethnic identifiers are so important for Travellers to inspire the next generation. 

• Investment needed in local Traveller educational groups. 

• Strengthen the links between HEI’s, family support projects, probation services, family and 
community projects. 

• Support systems in place for Travellers to transition into higher education. Reduced 
timetables for Traveller children is having a negative impact- ‘We need to stop blaming the 
children’ 

• Traveller budgets cut after the last recession- Generations are lost 

• Local champions and promote that, space where young people-, entry requirements need to 
be explored, apprenticeships, 6 weeks programmes for early school leavers, equine 
programmes etc, hands on practical approach. 

• Local champions that promote the student’s success, IOT’s need to look at their pre- 
requisites in terms of apprenticeships or programmes of engagement to get young people 
interested. Pathways need to be established for 18-23-year olds. 

 

Key messages from Internal Stakeholders -LIT 

 
• The importance of diversity- “diversity is our bread and butter” 

• The creation of an Access Champions forum 

• It is important that students need to continue receiving the same support in a new TU 
structure. 

• We have to address the leaving certificate – highlighting other routes to college – the LC is 
not the be all and end all 

• Better communication with the general public about who we are and what we’re doing 

• We need to promote our accessibility more 

 

Key messages from Internal Stakeholders -AIT 

 
• There has been a wide variation of student’s experiences of supports and services available 

between IOTs and Universities. 

• The importance of enhancing the status of Access Departments and programmes needs to 
be emphasised. They are the singular route of access for anyone from Target Groups and 
communities - that is their pathway into college life, career and brighter future for 
themselves and their children. However, Access is sometimes tagged on to other 
departments and it should be a department in its own right, which is adequately resourced 
and funded in recognition of the really important work that it does. 
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• In order to meet the targets, Access services need to be to be resourced adequately. Even 
within the IOT sector, there is a variation of the resourcing attached to Access services. 

• The need for better communication between departments and between services such as 
counselling. Example: Students coming from lower socio-economic status, more commonly 
will have had adverse childhood experiences, and those contributing factors make Higher 
Education quite challenging and difficult and they require additional supports. 

• Access Services need more funding and protected/ ring fenced funding that is built upon 
each year (not just a honey pot). 

• In relation to the Local and national level, there is a national effort to promote programmes 
for people with Intellectual Disability – INHEF, which needs to be supported. At a local level, 
we should encourage more conversations about where a programme for people with ID 
would sit. 

• At a National Level, the ideal scenario is that the whole process is streamlined for students, 
so that it is not daunting and bureaucratic. There needs to be a principal shift in the sense 
that there could be a ‘One Stop Shop’ approach. This would give students the sense upfront 
that there is a process and they can afford college overall without living term to term. At an 
Institutional level, resourcing Access and broadening the initial concept of access with core 
funding and give it the priority it needs and recognise what it is doing for the community and 
allow the whole of the institution to feed into that. 

• Nationally, it is about the resourcing, profiling and the principal of access. Example: as long 
as we continue to see Access as the alternative route, the people who come in through 
access will never see themselves as equal to others and are at danger of seeing it as ‘not for 
them’. 

• National Level Policy would need to go back and be supported the whole way back from 
crèche to third level – the most powerful support that the students will get a welcome, a 
kind word and a supported. Institutional: Support and resourcing are needed where we can 
we support students with continued encouragement and kind words. 
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Q4: How do you think that access can be more mainstreamed within 

the activity of the college? 

 
This new NAO plan talks about being innovative and radical and points to the importance of 

mainstreaming access and further embedding access within the activities of the HEI’s.  AIT and LIT 

welcome and support this statement as is evident in the most recent submission document for TU 

status: 

The new TU will be a centre of excellence in supporting access and progression to higher 
education for the most under-represented student groups, including students from 
communities experiencing the lowest levels of educational attainment, mature students, 
and students with disabilities. Committed to the national access strategy, the new TU will 
deliver targeted and innovative strategies for widening participation, which will provide a 
comprehensive range of pre- and post-entry supports for targeted students, including 
financial, academic and social supports 

(AIT-LIT Consortium 2020, p.113) 
 

For management, the creation of Access champions within the HEI was recommended to support 

the access agenda. Celebrating diversity in a way that avoids labelling individuals was also cited as 

being important as was the importance of retaining the value that we place on the access agenda 

within a new TU structure. Of key significance is retaining and making connections with the 

community. The importance of incorporating the principles of universal design was also highlighted 

as was the value of prioritising the positioning of access within the HEI. The following sections 

illustrates the key points raised in the management focus group. 

 

Key message from internal stakeholders- LIT 
 

Capturing the ‘access’ work of the Institute 

• We are not even capturing all the things that are happening that promote access 

• Forum within TU to drive and support access agenda 
• LIT very strong – we’re an access institute – it’s everyone’s responsibility to think about 

access – our message needs to stay the same “we might be a TU but we’re still focused on 
Access 

• Conversation needs to be had with marketing – how we present, engage and interact with 
students around the various campuses 

 
Pre-Entry initiatives 

• Getting the name out there – get students through the door at a younger age – familiarity – 
break down barriers 

• Transition year programme - students come in to experience different courses 

• Digital divide - there is the narrative that every child is digitally literate – we have to be 
mindful of the change in the delivery of lectures – internet – accessibility and technical tools 
and capability-Some students need physical books rather than reading from a screen 

• Celebrating diversity in a way that does not label people – in a careful and reflective way 
where they feel included – some students do not want a label at all 
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• Minorities – where English is not their first language – people are being excluded in the 
community 

 

Key Message from Internal Stakeholders-AIT 
 

Pre-Entry and Community Engagement 

• Engaging with community partners and promoting access days i.e. similar to open day. 

• For people who have come through the access programme – to do guest lectures but to also 
do some of the outreach with some of the student recruitment department. 

• Raising awareness via philanthropic or general sponsorship - corporate social responsibility 
connected to third level education through to placement informing people who have done 
well 

• National way to support, to be considered through industry with mentoring throughout 
the student lifecycle and beyond 

 
Universal Design 

• Universal design for the environment and universal design for learning will help to 
accommodate the need of some of the groups mentioned today – This needs to be done and 
explored in a linked-up way. UDL will create a more inclusive and accessible learning 
environment. This benefits students that experience challenges in their learning, including 
students with disabilities and learning difficulties. 

 
Profile of Access within the Institute 

• Value what happens in the Access space. All college should be looking to have a strong 
access profile that they can be proud of. 

 

Financial Support 
• Additional financial support to enhance this type of training throughout the college cohort of 

staff – to roll out nationally to all educational facilities. 
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Q5: How can we include community and other stakeholders in 

promoting access and inclusion in higher education? 

 
This question was posed to the external stakeholder group. The findings reveal the importance of 

creating and sustaining connections with HEI’s. The importance of early intervention strategies was 

also seen as pivotal to enabling learning and learner empowerment. In addition, the significance of 

HEI’s actively reaching out into to the community and working with communities through a ‘hands 

on’ approach was recommended. The following section illustrates the key points raised in the 

external focus group. 

 

Key Messages-External Stakeholders 

 
Funding 

• Finance needed on the ground/in the community for initiatives and projects 

Building Connections with the HEI 

• Links with the Access Services/Making connections is important 

• College Connect works with DEIS school and it shows them campus on AIT and gives 
students hope and shows them what’s possible. The project needs to be expanded 

• Hidden Workshops are so powerful, ran through College Connect, told by students for 
students to provide information and support. These workshops give students a sense of 
belonging. 

• Bridging the gap- LIT in the past, ‘LIT has been really good to us. ‘LIT has opened doors’ 

 

Pre-Entry Engagement 

• Exposure of what is there (more pre-entry engagement with communities from colleges) 

• Webinars for young people to engage in (breaking down what is SUSI, CAO - we take for 
granted that people know these things) -voice for young people 

• Workshops provided in third level, allow kids to see the place and opens the doors – it 
shows them it is not an ivory tower, it’s real, it’s accessible 

• Organise events or seminars to inform parents and students on their options for accessing 

education and supports whether it's financial support or academic support or both. 

• Creating Hope in Under-Represented Communities- ‘Hope is fundamental’ 

• I think there's a belief that everyone knows what they are eligible for to support them to 

access and progress through education when in reality particularly with marginalised groups 

with emphasis on Travellers, they are not aware of their entitlements 
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Creating Partnerships 

• Partnership and have a real presence, third level education needs to reach out in to the 

community to establish those relationships 

• Partnership between the HEI’ and community and youth projects (who are more than likely 

engaging with those most at risk of having difficulties in access to education) 

• Partnership between these organisations with schools/college is vital 
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Q6: How has Covid-19 impacted on students e.g., academic, financial, 

health, college experience and how can we address these impacts? 

 
This question was posed to all three stakeholder groups. As is evident from the findings that follow, 

and as is highlighted in Appendix 10- THEA Statement on the Vision for equity of access to higher 

education in Ireland for the period 2022-2026, the emergence of Covid-19 has proven to be an 

unforeseen and distressing complication for many students. 

For students, the points below reveal the impact that Covid-19 had on emotional health, study, 

learning a key message is the psychological and emotional impact of Covid-19. The loss of 

connections to the college physical environment and to the learning environment was strongly felt 

by many students. 

The consultation process revealed that for external stakeholders, problems in local communities 

have been magnified by Covid-19. The lack of an appropriate study environment for many students 

and prospective students is of serious concern. Growing levels of anxiety amongst students was also 

raised. The stakeholder group suggested that a ‘wraparound’ system of community and HEI supports 

was needed for students. 

The internal stakeholder groups of AIT and LIT also highlighted similar impacts, specifically noting 

the financial implications of Covid-19 for students now and in the next academic year. In addition, a 

key message from management is that working between learning norms will cause anxiety - 

government need to be strong in their messaging in the next academic year. 

The following sections illustrate the key points raised in the focus groups with each of the 

stakeholder groups. 

 

 
Key Messages from Student Participants 

 
Challenging academically and emotionally 

• Covid-19 has been challenging both academically and psychologically, more supports are 
definitely needed 

 
Impact on Mental Health/Counselling: 

• Supports needed to be implemented for students (waiting lists to see counsellors) 

• Impact on Student College Experience 
• Mentoring important for information/support 

• Lack of connections to classmates 

• Online and face to face going forward 

• Students can concentrate better when on campus, in a lecture room with their peers. 
 

Impact on Study: 

• Study space and challenges with internet connections (travelling community) 

• Study space – dependent upon where you live, you don’t have space to study and attend live 
lecturers, which can be disrupted by surroundings i.e. with children home schooling 
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• Too much time on- line with classes and then having to do assignments that night- too much 

• Managing home and children while trying to study very difficult 

• Childcare is a major issue, trying to attend lecturers and study with children at home and no 
support from family etc. 

 
Impact on Learning 

• Online learning- a challenge trying to keep motivated 

• Clear brief required for students studying online and flexibility also required for deadlines 

• Time needed to submit work 

 
Key Messages from External Stakeholders 

 
Mental Health-Lost Connections 

• Anxiety around work placement 

• Close relationship with AIT – 20 students would come to AIT to get a placement, but due to 
pandemic and CORU guidelines, students have high anxiety 

• Covid–19 some students have no facilities, no laptops or internet, no study space or work 
placement. Without support its very hard to cope 

• We could lose a generation of learners – we might need to look at the points for the leaving 
cert, as it does keep young people out of college 

• Overcrowding in houses 

• A main barrier recognised for the Traveller community was lack of facilities to engage with 
school/education online. Similarly, facilities like bad internet, or not having a space or even 
the knowledge on how to get online was another huge barrier. Additionally, there is the 
barrier as well regarding overcrowding particularly for Traveller families and homelessness 
also. Finally, there is a large concern around the transition from online to in person 
education particularly for students in first year of both secondary and college 

 

Key Messages from Internal Stakeholders - LIT 

 
• Students did well with how they coped – going forward Covid-19 is going to have a big 

impact 

• Minorities- difficulties with English – online learning much more difficult for them 

• Academic year 20-21 had clarity. 21-22 will be more challenging due to mixed messages, 
spikes in cases, students or their family members who are immunocompromised or students 
not taking the vaccine – HEA need to attune themselves to this 

• Students struggled with no access to the buildings, materials and people 

• The isolation people experienced can’t be underestimated – missing peer support – natural 
things that happen (e.g., overhearing about events etc., in the canteen) were missing 

• A peak on in mental health issues going forward 

• Financial implication will be huge – no savings – no jobs to creating savings, etc. 

 
 

Key Messages from internal stakeholders -AIT 

 
• Feedback from student: support, encouragement, understanding has been so important 



28 

 

 

• Overwhelming what has been heard in the counselling services is how staff have gone out of 
their way to support students. What we know nationally and internationally from research 
studies– mental health and finance has been the biggest impact of Covid-19. Isolation, 
loneliness and the lack of campus experience and connection has caused a worsening of 
mental health for those with and without pre-existing mental health 

• There is a moderating emotional management piece that happens when around peers that 
has been missing; unhealthy environments and stuck in those environments and stuck in box 
rooms to engage with their college work with some minimal contact they have has really 
worsened for some students 

• The Mental health impacts really has to be brought out from health, as it is the most 
significant impact of Covid-19. That and the impact of finance to come back to college and 
many saying it if it is online, they will not be back 

• Main issues coming back from students is the impact of isolation, lack of support from peers. 
People did not have the opportunity to make friends and make connections for support – 
this had been the big issue this year. Financial support – no income, many people lost their 
jobs 

• I would be concerned there is a narrative creeping in that we transitioned to online learning 
and it has been fine. It has not been fine; there are certain courses that it only makes sense 
to be on campus, for example, courses with a high practical element, simply do not work 
online. It is not a proper student experience, and it creates social challenges because these 
are students who need to learn not just by reading but also by doing 

• It would be great if we had more diversity and those from non-traditional backgrounds and 
to see that in college 

• Impact on staff, it has been really challenging. 

• Mentoring from peers in a classroom environment has been lost – no connection to peers is 
lost. People are really struggling 

• Implement the STATUS TOOLKIT in all Higher Education providers. The document uses an 
institute wide, Quality Assurance Framework, to promote inclusion and increase awareness 
of Traveller culture including policy and cultural awareness training 

• One of the biggest communications needs to be reported strongly to the HEA – all students 
need to have some on campus experience across the board 
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Key Recommendations / Findings arising from the consultative 

process 

 
The findings from this consultative process have demonstrated that despite considerable progress 

over a twenty- year period, there remains a number of barriers to higher education. In addition, the 

consultation process identified the following new target groups who experience barriers in accessing 

higher education and who require consideration in the National Access Plan 2022 – 2026: 

 

• People from Rural Areas 

• Refugees 

• Wards of the State 

• People with Intellectual Disabilities 

• Direct Provision occupants 

• People with a Criminal Record 

• Young People with Care Experience 
 
 

The following section synthesises the key recommendations arising from the consultative process. 
 

 

1. Funding 

 
We recommend that funding models which support the Access Agenda include; 

✓ The continuation of student financial support which is essential for access and 

progression. 

✓ Weighted, ring fenced funding models which supports the infrastructure and systems 

needed to build capacity and recognises the concentration of access profile students in 

the individual HEI and not just the national average. 

✓ Socioeconomic statistics which determine the participation rate within the HEI (and 

associated funding allocations) should not only rely on the non-mandatory annual access 

survey (completed by the 1st years) but also on the state/sectoral assessments including 

SUSI and HEAR. 

✓ Sectoral approaches and greater system efficiencies, where in addition to issuing 

guideline documents, it would be helpful for the sector to be issued with generic 

application templates, including student friendly FAQ’s, so there is consistency of 

approach across the sector in our implementation plans. 
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✓ Longer-term sustainable project funding which not only build capacity and resource 

with communities but position the sector to recruit suitably qualified professionals and 

build the knowledge capital in the HEI sector. 

✓ In targeting students with physical/mobility needs, and those who are deaf/hard of 

hearing and blind/vision impaired, it must be noted that these students may require 

supports with significant costs attached. 

✓ For students with sensory disability, generous allocations for learning support will be 

required, due to the significant disadvantage experienced by these students. 
 
 
 

2. Resources and Capacity 

 
The demands placed on Access Services have grown incrementally in the last number of years 

where rapidity of change, widening target groups and associated complexity of supporting larger 

volumes of students coupled with an increased reporting burden have put the Access and 

Disability Services under considerable pressure. As is highlighted in the THEA Statement on the 

Vision for equity of access to higher education in Ireland for the period 2022-2026 (Appendix 10), 

‘Genuinely whole of institution approaches can only be achieved when sufficient and sustainable 

Access resourcing is built into funding models in order to redress historic anomalies’. 

 
✓ Resources need to be addressed to adequately respond to the changing landscape of 

the present-day realities. 

✓ Staffing Structures will require review and support to ensure the continued success of 

additional schemes and to protect the critical student facing aspect of the access role. 

✓ Mainstreaming Access is fundamental to delivering on the National Access Agenda and 

will need to be supported and prioritised across the HEI sector. 

 
 

 
3. Regional Context 

 
From a strategic, socioeconomic, geographic and access enhancement context the TÚS: MM serves a 

predominantly rural region in the Midlands and Midwest coupled with significant urban context. To 

best serve our students and communities we recommend; 
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✓ Supporting the development of greater connectedness in the Midlands and Midwest to 

enable urban and rural communities develop educational pathways in the growth centres of 

Limerick and Athlone. 

✓ Deliver measures which address the barriers to education experienced by rural communities 

which may include; education information centres, transport facilities and access to 

broadband. 

✓ Prioritise appropriate and relevant initiatives and supports which can be embedded to 

address the significant urban educational disadvantage and employment blackspots as 

identified by the CSO. 

✓ Ensure the continuity of current work and enhancement and creation of partnerships which 

are critical to the access and progression of our target groups. 

✓ That the realisation of a National Access Strategy includes a regional focus and which 

addresses the full student lifecycle from pre-entry to employment. 

 
 

 
4. Mainstreaming Access. 

 
We are fully committed to realising the mainstreaming of the access agenda which embraces the 

whole community. We recommend that; 

 
✓ The National Access Plan 2022 – 2026 will set out a recommended approach with 

supporting templates to develop local HEI access strategies with a mainstream approach. 

✓ The appointment of personnel with an access agenda in the primary, second level and 

further education sector. This network will enable a whole of student lifecycle approach. 

✓ A sectorial approach needs to be supported for Universal Design for Learning (UDL). This 

approach to curriculum development and classroom practice offers an educational approach 

that reaches out to all students. UDL supports independence and autonomy for students and 

will contribute to a stronger learning experience 

 

 
5. Community Connections 

 
 

Community Partnerships are the cornerstone to building and promoting opportunity to support the 

needs of children and families with an intentional, enhanced and supported academic, social and 

emotional health platform. This can be achieved through; 
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✓ HEA Funding parameters to include ringfenced funding for community partners which will 

enable the development of long-term relationships and sustainable pathways to learning. 

✓ A ‘wraparound’ approach to involve the HEI, schools, local services in the community as well 

as social and familial supports. 

✓ Identifying role models who inspire and support opportunities for educational attainment. 

✓ Facilitating early intervention strategies was also seen as pivotal to enabling learning and 

learner empowerment. 
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Appendices 

 
Appendix 1: Focus Group Interview Schedule (Students) 

 

1. Who do you think experiences barriers in accessing higher education in Ireland? 

2. In your experience what facilitated and supports access to higher education? 

3. Are there any groups that need to be given priority in this new National Access Plan and what 

specific supports might they require? (The target groups in the current plan include:   

Entrants from socio-economic groups that have low participation in higher education; First 

time, mature student entrants; Students with disabilities; Part-time/flexible learners; Further 

education award holders; Irish Travellers.) 

4. What is your vision/expectation (top priority) for the new National Access Plan to promote 

and support access to higher education at a local level and a national level? 

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

and how can we address these impacts? 

6. Any additional comments/recommendations? 
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Appendix 2: Focus Group Interview Schedule (External Stakeholders) 
 

1. Who do you think experiences barriers in accessing higher education in Ireland? 

2. In your experience what facilitated and supports access to higher education? 

3. Are there any groups that need to be given priority in this new National Access Plan and what 

specific supports might they require? (The target groups in the current plan include:   

Entrants from socio-economic groups that have low participation in higher education; First 

time, mature student entrants; Students with disabilities; Part-time/flexible learners; Further 

education award holders; Irish Travellers.) 

4. What is your vision/expectation (top priority) for the new National Access Plan to promote 

and support access to higher education at a local level and a national level? 

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

and how can we address these impacts? 

6. Any additional comments/recommendations? 
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Appendix 3: Focus Group Interview Schedule (AIT and LIT Internal Stakeholders) 
 

1. Who do you think experiences barriers in accessing higher education in Ireland? 
 

2. In your experience what facilitated and supports access to higher education? 
 

3. Are there any groups that need to be given priority in this new National Access Plan and what 
specific supports might they require? (The target groups in the current plan include:   
Entrants from socio-economic groups that have low participation in higher education; First 
time, mature student entrants; Students with disabilities; Part-time/flexible learners; Further 
education award holders; Irish Travellers.) 

 
4. How do you think that access can be more mainstreamed within the activity of the college? 

 
5. What is your vision/expectation (top priority) for the new National Access Plan to promote 

and support access to higher education at a local level and a national level? 
 

6. How has Covid-19 impacted on studentse.g., academic, financial, health, college 
experience and how can we address these impacts? 

 
7. Any additional comments/recommendations? 
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Appendix 4: Focus Group Consent Form 
 
 

 

NATIONAL ACCESS PLAN 2022 – 2026 CONSULTATION 
 

Dear , 

The Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science (DFHERIS) and 

the Higher Education Authority (HEA) are preparing the next National Plan for Equity of Access to 

Higher Education (‘National Access Plan’) and are seeking feedback from all stakeholders. The HEA 

has prepared a consultation paper setting out the background to the National Access Plan which is 

available at this link https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2021/04/NAP-consultation_deadline-  

extension.pdf. 

As part of the feedback process Athlone IT and Limerick IT are running a series of joint online Focus 

Groups (group interviews) with key stakeholders. We would like to invite you to participate in one of 

these focus groups on Tuesday 11th May at 4pm. The Focus Group will be conducted using MS 

Teams and should take approximately one hour. The group will be digitally recorded, and notes will 

be taken. 

Themes for Discussion 
 

The following are an indication of the themes that we will be discussing during the focus group: 
 

• The challenges and barriers in promoting access and inclusion in Higher Education. 

• The priority or ‘target’ groups for the new National Access Plan. 

• Including community and other stakeholders in promoting access and inclusion in Higher 
Education. 

• The impact of Covid-19 on access and inclusion. 

 
If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact us at access@lit.ie. If you would like to 

participate in the focus group we would appreciate if you could read, sign, and return the consent 

form below to access@lit.ie  by Monday, 10th May 2021. 
 

Thank you for your support in this consultation process and we look forward to hearing back from 

you. 

Yours sincerely, 
 

Carolann Bargary 
Access Officer. LIT 

Jenny Cooper-Burke 
Access Officer, AIT 

https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2021/04/National-Access-Plan-2022-2026_Consulation-Paper.pdf
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2021/04/NAP-consultation_deadline-extension.pdf
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2021/04/NAP-consultation_deadline-extension.pdf
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2021/04/NAP-consultation_deadline-extension.pdf
mailto:access@lit.ie
mailto:access@lit.ie
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NATIONAL ACCESS PLAN 2022 – 2026 CONSULTATION 

FOCUS GROUP CONSENT FORM 

 
The Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science (DFHERIS) and 

the Higher Education Authority (HEA) are preparing the next National Plan for Equity of Access to 

Higher Education (‘National Access Plan’) and are seeking feedback from all stakeholders. The 
current National Access Plan was published in December 2015. A Progress Review published in 

December 2018 extended the plan until December 2021. 
 
 

I, , have been informed of the purpose of this Focus 
Group. 

 

I understand the information gathered from the focus group supports the DFHERIS and HEA 

consultative process. The full invitation is outlined on https://www.gov.ie/en/consultation/3ee28-  
consultation-on-the-next-national-plan-for-equity-of-access-to-higher-education-2022-2026/ 

 

• I consent to participate in this focus group and to share my experiences to support the 
development of the National Access Plan 2022 – 2026. 

• I can decide not to participate at any time during the discussion and I understand that I am 
free to leave the group at any time. 

• The information that I provide during the focus group will be grouped with answers from 
other people so that I cannot be identified. None of my experiences or contributions will be 
shared with anyone outside the group unless all identifying information is removed first. 

• I consent to data from the Focus Group being used in the consultation paper which will be 
submitted by LIT and AIT and I understand that all data will be anonymised. 

• I understand that I may have access to the Consultation Paper submitted. 

 
 
 

Signed: (Typed signature acceptable) 
 
 

Date:    

https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/06/National-Plan-for-Equity-of-Access-to-Higher-Education-2015-2019.pdf
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/01/HEA-Progress-Review-2021-NAP.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/consultation/3ee28-consultation-on-the-next-national-plan-for-equity-of-access-to-higher-education-2022-2026/
https://www.gov.ie/en/consultation/3ee28-consultation-on-the-next-national-plan-for-equity-of-access-to-higher-education-2022-2026/
https://www.gov.ie/en/consultation/3ee28-consultation-on-the-next-national-plan-for-equity-of-access-to-higher-education-2022-2026/
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Appendix 5: Email to Focus Group Participants 
 

Dear , 

 
The Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science and the Higher 
Education Authority has recently launched a public consultation process for the development of the 
next National Access Plan 2022 – 2026. As part of the consultation process for the next plan, the 
Access services of LIT and Athlone IT are organising dedicated focus group consultations with 
management, students and external stakeholders. 

 
We would like to take this opportunity to thank you sincerely for agreeing to participate in the focus 

group, as we consider your input invaluable to the continued success of the Access programmes run 

by LIT and AIT respectively. The feedback from these focus groups will be an important part of the 
LIT/AIT’s submission to the HEA and will help shape national future policy decisions. To provide 
some more context, please see attached the HEA’s consultation paper for the National Access Plan 
2022 – 2026 public consultation process. 

 

We wish to confirm that the focus group will take approximately 1 hour and will be held on: 

 
Date: Tuesday, May 11th

 

 
Time: 4pm 

 
Platform: MS Teams (an invite will follow this email) 

 
 

 
Also attached to this email is a focus group information sheet outlining details on the operation of 
the focus group and the themes open for discussion. In addition, we have attached the participation 
consent form which needs to be signed (typed signature is acceptable) and returned to access@lit.ie 

by Monday, May 10th. 

 
 
 

Should you have any questions, please feel free to contact us at access@lit.ie. 
 

We look forward to seeing you on Tuesday next. 
 
 

 
With best wishes, 

LIT/AIT Access Service 

https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fhea.ie%2Fpolicy%2Fconsultation-new-national-plan-for-equity-of-access-to-higher-education-2022-2026%2F&amp;data=04%7C01%7CRachel.Keyes%40lit.ie%7C964bb0406d034f4e687c08d910868bf0%7C61bfae99063840ac9c3a465c4059f96e%7C0%7C0%7C637558992314968997%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&amp;sdata=YGZH7B9ffQPxvYRDDPE55skzwEhGR8VI42SLHl5nql8%3D&amp;reserved=0
mailto:access@lit.ie
mailto:access@lit.ie
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Appendix 6-Focus Group Transcription (Students) 

 
The names of those who took part in the focus group have been removed for the privacy of the 

individuals, therefore in this transcription they are represented as Participants 1 to 6 respectively. 

Also note that this call took place over Microsoft teams which resulted in some audio and technical 

interference which has been represented below in the Transcription. 

Facilitator: Hi everybody, first of all thank you to everyone for taking the time to attend this morning, 

we really appreciate it and we know everybody is busy and it’s a busy time of year, but you        

know, it really is important to get the student voice in our feedback around the national access plan 

so that’s wonderful. I think, we have covered all of the basics around the research and you know 

confidentiality and you know all that part of it, obviously todays group is online, which is something 

we’re all used to at this stage hopefully, we’ve had classes and groups online, but just to remind 

everybody to try not to talk at the same time and you know, let the other person finish speaking,  

and of course everybody be respectful of everyone’s views and everyone’s right to express their 

views, and you know I think, one person speaking at a time is wonderful and it’ll be great for our 

notetakers as well, who are still there but have turned their cameras off. So that’s it, does anybody 

have any questions? 

(Unanimous no among participants) 

Facilitator: I’ll start off with our first question that we have for the focus group. Who do you think 

experiences barriers in accessing higher education today in Ireland? 

Participant 1: Well, I suppose from my point of view, I would say where you live, geographically 

where you live, so that’s a huge issue. I think, from personal experience, once you are beyond Ennis, 

you’re forgotten about, so here they don’t have the opportunity to go to college, because obviously 

finances are a huge barrier, but there is SUSI grants available, and realistically you can do with the 

with the SUSI grant but you need transport links. So we have no transport links to get us to college, 

even to get over to Ennis, because LIT is in Ennis now which is fantastic, but they can get over, then 

they’re hanging around for an hour before they can get in, the buses are after changing with covid, 

there’s less, obviously less people on the buses and people won’t have people in their car any more, 

due to covid, so that, prior to covid though it was a huge issues anyhow. So, from my perspective 

back here, I know a load of people that had the potential to go to college, they can do it financially 

because you can do it with SUSI because I done it myself as a single mom, with children, on social 

welfare, done it, so it can be done, but I’m lucky I had a car. So, transport is a barrier. 

Facilitator: Okay thanks a million. Are there any other groups that you think, experience barriers? 

Facilitator: Participant 2 you had you had your hand up there. 

Participant 2: Yeah, I think people with, obviously, learning disabilities and disabilities, it is very hard 

to reach like the point system is very high. Also, I think your ethnicity plays a big part in it as well, 

you mightn’t fully understand but process needs to be taken and I do think, I know for myself as a 

leaving cert student the school I came from wasn’t very supportive, so I did struggle to get that 

information, so I can’t imagine how someone else who was outside totally could have struggled as 

well. 

 

 
Facilitator: Okay, thank you 

Participant 3: Can I talk? 



 

 

Facilitator: Of course. 

Participant 3: I would say lone parents too. Myself, I am a mother of three and a lone parent, so, 

leaving the children, and my last one is three, three and half, so leaving the children and going to 

school is one of the biggest challenges. And also, when you go to school, home studying is another 

issue, because the child will be coming in to sit on you “Mammy put me to bed” and its whole other 

challenge. So, it’s effecting and it’s something that a barrier. 

Facilitator: Okay. 

Participant 4: The way I’m living is that I’m in the direct provision, I just want to speak on behalf of 

minorities. Minorites, due to their lack of information in regard to education, they possibly live with 

the fear of searching for information, depending on the local and non-profit organisations that are 

coming in, sometimes they come in and find that the person is not present and so that person 

doesn’t get the information regarding the access to education. Sometimes in previous years as well 

as the limitations, maybe they need to set a number, maybe they only needed two of three or five, 

where you find that the person that desires it most to study would not get that information and due 

to that because they didn’t get the information, it means that they would spend another year not 

getting any information to get access to education, and another thing that is more discouraging to 

them, is that when non-profit organisations brings some maybe practical things that are related to 

the education system, just to learn so different skills, those who think possible, maybe they’ve got 

diplomas from where they come from or a degree, they don’t want to only attend for one day 

because they feel like this is most very down level that they don’t attend, it’s possible it’s a very 

good place to start, but because maybe they didn’t have that chance to raise how they feel about it, 

so they end up withdrawing. So those are the kind of barriers, more of language, language is one of 

the challenges, people who come from countries where they couldn’t speak English. 

All I can say for example myself, I had to really try to look for information by going to any schools  

and what’s interesting is that if you go to any school, even if it’s the lowest level, there are so  

friendly in such a way, they will pass you on all the information with all their heart they want to make 

you want the position, but now some people could not use or follow the pattern or the way that I 

could get at information. So, people are indifferent, so that what I can say. Thank you so much. 

Facilitator: Okay, thank you.  Participant 5, had you any thoughts on that, on who it is that 

experiencing barriers. 

Participant 5: Yeah, like I’m just going to agree with him there and with Participant 1 about the 

country transport. Like myself, when I was in my first year, I lost my home and people were saying to 

move to the countryside, to be able to get a place, but I know if I had done that, I wouldn’t have 

been able to continue with my education, so I just said no, no. So, I had to go to emergency 

accommodation, for me to be able to keep up with my studies, you know and that’s a huge barrier. 

Yes I am a married woman, but I am single and I’m raising my kids here because my husband is in 

Nigeria at the moment, so it is a challenge for single parents, and sometimes another point I’m going 

to drop in, because I remember when I went back to college, my money, my kids allowance were 

slashed into half and the access knew about this when all of this happened, so all that I had to 

through all that I had to go to the TDs to the minister to intervene before it was rectified, so it’s like 

not encouraging you to study and yes I’m doing part-time work, so that should tell you a lot, at the 

time I wasn’t meant to, like if you’re in college, getting back to education, you’re not supposed to be 

signing on, but the fact that I had to do that qualified me not to sign on. 

Facilitator: Thank you for that. So then to move onto our next question and there is some overlap 

with what we have already been speaking about, but it’s basically our next question is in your 
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experience, what helps or supports people to access higher education. So, Participant 5 will we start 

with you, I know you’ve kind of touched on it already. 

Participant 5: Yeah, I’d say finances would play a big part, because if you have enough support 

financially, you’re looking at, especially for myself, I have kids, I have to pay for my kids, and I wrote 

these activities down, so you’re paying for that and my son’s creche and all that, so I think easing 

finances will help to access education. 

Facilitator: Thank you. Anybody else? Participant 1 your hand is up there. 

Participant 1: Yeah, I suppose, what Participant 5 was saying there, I agree with finances. I think that 

first of all to go to college you need support from your family members obviously [if you have] 

children, so that’s a huge issue for single parents, so it would be great if there was creches. Do you 

know? In my town, we don’t have many creches, we only have one and it’s very limited, so there’s a 

lot of challenges to get into college. I think though what’s most important, what needs to be done is, 

in order to go to college okay, first of all you need someone to encourage you to get there first of all, 

so I think the importance of teachers, in the VEC where I went, where I was studying addiction my 

teacher would always write me notes saying, you need to go to college, you need to go to college, I 

certainly did not have the self-belief that I could go to college, I did not think that I was smart  

enough to go to college, so somebody believed in me to go college, so that’s vital first of all, that’s 

number one. Number two I think there need to be, we were talking about this another meeting as 

well, you need to have somebody who is able to go into the secondary school level, okay, and 

explain about college, explain what finances are available, you can work twenty hours a week when 

you are in college while on welfare, a lot of students did not know this, okay, so there is a lot of 

challenges there with misinformation, then you’re told that you can’t work, but you actually can 

work, you know, you are allowed work twenty hours, so I think that the welfare office aren’t very 

good at communicating information, so I think that if somebody can go in and have all that facts to 

go in to encourage to go to available, that there’s this, this, available, but for us back here in Clare 

are biggest problem, because I have spoken to the school already is transport, we’ve had, we’ve had 

students to on to Ennis and they all had to drop out due to transport, so that’s a huge barrier for us, 

even for people with disabilities, a wheel chair access user, if they don’t have a car they cannot get 

down there to limerick, because you have to ring Bus Eireann so that they’ll know in advance that it’s 

a wheel chair bus etc because they do have them, so lots of issues there. But I suppose I think, if you 

know what you were entitled going to college, it certainly would help. 

Facilitator: Okay, that’s great thanks a million Participant 1. Participant 2 your hand is up there. 

Participant 2: Yeah, I think referring back to what everyone said, I think they made very valid points, 

but I do know myself when I was applying, as someone who has dyslexia, I found college very 

daunting, and no matter what open day I went to no one told me what resources were there for the 

college, and I do think that should be way more publicized that these supports are in place, because 

for me I remember going for the first day in college and I was so terrified because I was like, I’m not 

smart enough, I’m not good enough for this and then on the first day there was that introduction, 

but I think that if that introduction was a bit sooner on it would have really eased that anxiety. 

Facilitator: And did you find that there were supports for dyslexia and disability when you started? 

Participant 2: Well for myself anyway, as I mentioned, it wasn’t very supportive I would say for 

someone like myself, for the first time ever, in the last three years I’ve been empowered and shown 

that I can do potentially anything that I put my hand so that all goes back to AIT. 

Facilitator: That’s great. Participant 4 you had your hand up there. 
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Participant 4: Not just finance, what is the major support that is needed? In the condition where I 

am, I think that maybe the department of education can play a role to just come in once a year to 

put out some information, and as well, what is important as well is to influence people, that when 

you choose this direction of education, just find someone who is just a mentor, that would be the 

best support, because and I’m just bringing it back to myself, but I don’t think I would have made it, 

most of the Irish are so helpful in such a way that my beginning I had a mentor and that mentor is 

the one who has shaped my direction for me and I am able to follow so that it one part that is 

needed and I believe that if you get someone relevant who can just support by giving that input so 

you know exactly the way in, once you have a mentor, absolutely you will make it. 

Facilitator: And is that when you are in college or when you start college? 

Participant 4: I would say maybe from the earliest level of education it would be very helpful, I don’t 

see it as something just for third level. Maybe from primary level or secondary level, yeah, because I 

see some children and youth and they do best when they have mentors, because they are able to go 

to their youth centres, where you can sometimes shape them when you interact with them 

personally and it helps them to find a direction when they are confused. 

Facilitator: Okay, that’s great, thank you. Participant 2 your hand is still up, had you something else? 

Facilitator: No problem, would anybody else like to talk about that, about what supports work and 

what would be useful? 

Participant 3: Yeah, I suppose the encouragement is another one that, for me, with the children and 

with Covid-19 I just wanted to stop, but I talked with a friend who told me, you can’t stop, keep 

going and that first year is the hardest one and that once you settle you will be able so I kept on and 

I kept thinking to myself oh God why did I start this I have to stop but they kept encouraging me, so 

the encouragement is another bit. So, I’m getting the social, the government support, so if the social 

welfare invites us and talk to us about the opportunities that is available and that we can have, that 

would be very helpful. 

Facilitator: Okay that’s great, thanks Participant 3. Participant 6 your hand is up there. 

Participant 6: I agree with what was said with the mentor thing because when I started LIT we had 

access like, there was the Access team and we know if we have problems, there is always that, you 

know, that you can go to like. So, I found that helpful that there was somebody. 

Facilitator: Okay that’s brilliant thanks you Participant 2, and Participant 1 your hand is up there as 

well. 

Participant 1:  Yeah, I just wanted to, when I was listening Participant 2 there, I just want to say that 

LIT are fantastic with their introduction day which I didn’t even go but when you go into LIT as a first 

year there’s a load of that go around and tell you what you are entitled to, so I have to say that LIT 

again, you don’t fall short on that, we had guys coming into the class room telling us that grants 

were there, which was brilliant, and what services were available for people with learning disabilities 

so I’m sorry to hear that you had that experience and I hope that will improve. I just wanted to say 

again well done LIT because you’re spot on there with that that one. 

Facilitator: Participant 2 was there something that you wanted to add there? 

Participant 2: Yeah, I think just, in regards to access and stuff, I think it really does come down to the 

college because from meeting with everyone last week, what I was really shocked by is that people 

don’t receive the same support that I would receive in AIT and I actually think that that’s quite sad a 
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thing that not every student is equal. But we are lucky here in AIT that we have such a good support 

system, but it was sad to see that other colleges don’t have the same supports that we have. 

Facilitator: Yeah, that’s a really good point. Okay, can I just ask, this year has been a different year 

but one of the supports that we had was the Government Laptop Scheme. Was that useful? 

Participant 4 I can see that your hand is up. 

Participant 4:  I just wanted to add that in LIT, it is the first that that I found myself in a condition 

where equality is practiced on a daily basis you can see how, even people who don’t know you, but 

the degree of care and lover is greater than anything that you can imagine and I just believe that 

every college and university should practice these principles. Even if you feel that you are a minority 

you become open, I find that I am really becoming connected, these people are really giving it out 

you know, to flow with me or me flowing with them, especially teachers, even if you were feeling  

low self-esteem, if you listen to what they say, you will rise up to the equality of others, that is what I 

can say. Thank you very much. 

Facilitator:  And is that in college that you have experienced that Participant 4? 

Participant 4: Even in I experienced this, there was only one black person in that class, but after one 

week I felt that I was at home, from teachers and students, I feel as though I am healing, I am healing 

every day and I’m improving every day. So that is what I can really comment on my experience as. 

Facilitator: So that’s around culture and having an inclusive culture. 

Participant 4: Absolutely. 

Facilitator: Okay, Participant 1, your hand is up there. 

Participant 1: Yeah, the laptop scheme was amazing, I actually have it and I’m using it right now for 

this meeting, my own one gave up the ghost so that was absolutely a huge burden taken off. Do you 

know, it’s funny, I was actually quite saddened to see that in college , that a lot of people didn’t have 

access to a laptop which is a basic need for college like, and they were in college the whole time 

using the computers in there which is fantastic, but I felt so sorry because they had to stay in that 

building, and then there is the other issue which I had which is Wi-fi, poor connection back here in 

Clare, Jesus it was a nightmare, sometimes it was frozen and you know it was like good and bad days 

so but there’s nothing that you can do about the connection but the provision of laptops was, I’d say 

it was very, very, very beneficial, I definitely would not have been able to complete because my one 

gave up the ghost  so a great scheme all round. 

Facilitator: Okay, that’s great and I can see that a lot of people are nodding along in agreement with 

that as well. 

Participant 5: I think it’s great, I don’t have one, but even though I didn’t actually hear about it 

during that time , not that I really needed it at the time when it was being advertised or something 

because I was out on placement and we actually didn’t hear much, I would say almost everyone in 

my class because we were all out, even for us to apply for the SAF, a lot of us didn’t apply for the 

SAF, it was actually when it was closed that someone mentioned it so I got on to the access office 

and it was reopened briefly again and we were able to apply. I think that maybe for especially for 

students that are out on placement if there can be extra, even if only an email to every student to 

say that this thing is on if anyone needs it, because a lot of us, eighty percent of us could have 

missed out on SAF and even the laptop scheme the day I heard about it was the day before it was 

going to stop and my desktop actually broke down and I was raging, I was due to submit an 

assignment and I was raging at my mates and she was said that there was something about the 

laptop scheme, and I said where? You know, I tried to submit the application that night but it 
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wouldn’t budge. I contacted someone in the access office and they were going to help me, but my 

computer they rang me from PC world and told me that they were going to be able to fix it 

temporality, so they helped me out very quickly so I didn’t get to take the laptop anymore, but it is a 

great scheme to have. 

Facilitator: Okay, thanks Participant 5. Participant 1 your hand is up there again. 

Participant 1: It is, I feel as if I’m the only one talking. 

Facilitator: Not at all. 

Laughter 

Participant 1: Going back to that point I was the student rep for almost two and a half years I 

suppose, I didn’t do it the last year but I do that that is the beauty when you are out on placement a 

good student rep, we had a Facebook page and we were allowed to send emails, but because of 

GDPR that’s all changed and it’s difficult to get emails out to students, but we had a Facebook page 

and I personally had a few guys who weren’t on Facebook so I would WhatsApp them, I kept them 

up to date, and to this day, and I’m not student rep, but I still have students coming back to me, so I 

think that that is a role that is very vital for passing on information and it should kind of be promoted 

more. 

Facilitator: Okay, okay and that’s something that lots of people have mentioned, getting information 

out there, that’s obviously a big thing. Has anyone any experience of Access Courses or I know in LIT 

our access course is call transition to higher education, that something that people have found 

useful? Participant 6 your hand is up there. 

Participant 6: Yeah, I did the access course before I started LIT, and I feel that if I hadn’t have done 

that I wouldn’t have come back to college. College was something that I did think about for a while 

but didn’t think I would be able to do it, but once I started the access programme, and the teachers 

were very helpful so I found that it was something that I would be able to do, but I do think without 

that I wouldn’t be here. 

Facilitator: Thanks a million Participant 6. Okay so I suppose our next question is there any groups 

that need to be given priority in the next national access plan? And just to let you know that the 

current target groups, the current priority groups in the plan are people in socio-economic groups 

with low rates of participation, first time mature students, people with disabilities, part time flexible 

learners, further education award holders and Irish Travellers, so they are the groups that are given 

priority in the current plan, and what do you think going forward, what groups need to be targeted. 

Participant 3: I think lone parents too, refugees, there are people who have the ability to go to 

college but don’t have the means to attend so giving them the opportunity yeah. 

Facilitator: Okay. Participant 4, you had your hand up there. 

Participant 4: More In line with what Participant 3 just said now, giving more information to these 

minority groups in direct provision and if there is enough information, they will be able to make a 

choice if they would wish to further their studies so that’s how I see it. I think there is enough 

relevant information given at a ground level where they are so they are still doubtful, and they also 

need to know the exact number which can be supported , or provided if they want to continue their 

further education, because at the moment they have nothing to start with, no resources, no assets, 

so that is something that I would like to see being focused or prioritized as well. 

Facilitator: Okay and what in particular do you think would help? 



 

 

Participant 4: What would help would be beginning with clear information, information is the best 

weapon that you can give a person because they can then take that and say, well do I really like this, 

do I want to try this, you know out of the information, and I think that would be good because there 

are quite good people who already have a diploma or a degree but they find themselves stuck 

because they don’t have the information, but once they are able to get the information absolutely 

they will be able to do something about their position, rather than them just sitting there doing 

nothing. 

Facilitator: Thank you Participant 4. Participant 2 your hand is up there as well: 

Participant 2: Yeah I think more reflection needs to be put on, you know the person who hasn’t 

gotten the points in their leaving cert, who doesn’t qualify as a mature student, you know I don’t 

think there is enough education out there to show the other access routes that there is for college 

and I do think that that person really does fall through the system because they don’t apply as a 

mature student and they’re told to maybe go away and work for a couple of years until you are a 

mature student, but I do think it’s quite difficult to return to education after such a break so I do 

think that those people do fall through the system just a little bit. 

Facilitator: Yeah, Okay thanks Participant 2. Participant 1? 

Participant 1: Now if I remember currently only fifty-five students from severely disadvantaged area 

attended college, so that’s number one. When you are in college, okay in limerick you’re talking 

about disadvantaged areas within the city and I think that it is very important that, you know I’m in 

Clare but and my town is a very disadvantaged town and they don’t tend to talk about rural areas as 

much so geographics is huge. As I said already and I don’t want to keep repeating it is, for us back 

here, it is the transport to get them into college now I do believe that there is a bus that goes from 

Nenagh to LIT, I just heard that so I don’t know if that’s true, but that is fantastic, but I don’t see that 

happening for a Bus in Clare because there won’t be enough people accessing it so that’s our biggest 

barrier. If you are looking at socio-economics and all that you’ve got to look at the geographics as 

well, and it’s not just Limerick that’s disadvantaged, and there is huge disadvantaged areas in 

Limerick but they are here in rural areas as well and I just don’t think that there is enough emphasis 

in the rural areas so you know they’re there as well, so I really root for the rural areas, but that’s a 

huge barrier. 

Facilitator: Yeah, and Participant 1 you’re mentioning people from socio-economic backgrounds, has 

anyone heard of HEAR, higher education access route, and do you think that’s helpful or is there way 

that it could be improved? 

Participant 1: I went to the VTOS, so that’s where I went to, but I have heard of HEAR only in the last 

meeting, and they were saying, you know, that it would be very useful if you had a representative, 

like, like if I had more information I would have no problem going to the Schools talking, you know, 

because that’s the type of person that I am. But it would be great if you could have somebody who 

could represent LIT, or any college, you know just with the information. But I think from that 

meeting last week, and I think Participant 2 would agree with me, I think the ITs are way, way ahead 

in terms of information and access compared to the universities, and now that you’re going to be a 

university, you know you’re getting that status that where ye could change that like. It’s a pity like 

that they don’t see the excitement, and that’s another thing that stuck out to me and I think 

Participant 2 as well, I can’t understand how your all different, all third level education 

establishments surely should have one overall, under the same umbrella but have the same, and I 

know that we’ve been talking about social welfare and all this equal rights but shouldn’t there be 

one kind of like system that ye can all work from but, it seems to be working, every college is very 

individual but all of the ITs are way ahead than the universities. 
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Facilitator: Okay thank you Participant 1, you definitely have a good point to be fair. Participant 2 

your hand is up there. 

Participant 2: Yeah, I think that just kind of adding to what Participant 1 was saying, what I can’t 

fathom, personally, is the CAO. Like you do out your list and for the likes of myself, I put down 

Athlone as my first choice, but I ended up getting Dundalk and I got it in the second round. But I 

think that it’s very unfair that if you have someone who can financially only afford to go to a local 

college but is then shipped up to the likes of Dublin or, I know a girl who had to drop out of college, 

she got her second choice because she didn’t have enough points to get, let’s say Athlone, so she 

moved up to Dublin and ended up dropping out because she couldn’t financially afford it, so I just 

can’t understand how that really works to be honest. 

Facilitator: Yeah, yeah okay. 

Pause 

Facilitator: I think we’ve lost someone have we? Oh no, no it’s just switched around. Okay does 

anyone have anything to add onto that, about what groups should be targeted by the national 

access plan? 

(Unanimous no among participants) 

Facilitator: Okay, okay, well that’s brilliant. Well just to move on then to the next question. What 

are your expectations for the New Access Plan, what do you think should be given priority? If you 

could think about that, what should be given priority at a national level like we were talking about 

and maybe at a local level as well. 

Facilitator: Participant 2 your hand is up there. 

Participant 2: Sorry I’m doing an awful lot of talking. 

Facilitator: No, it’s great, keep going. 

Participant 2: But I do definitely think that being from both meetings, that the lack of everyone being 

on the same page, it’s actually shocking to think that we’re in 2021 and that people aren’t being 

treated with equality and that different services depend on different colleges, I don’t think that it 

should be that way, so I think that the biggest thing to get out of that plan is that every student gets 

the exact same services regardless of where you are or who you are. 

Facilitator: Okay, that great, thanks a million Participant 2. Participant 1? 

Participant 1: Not that it affected me okay, but it did come up in the meeting and it is something that 

ye are definitely going to have to address is accommodation, I travelled every day from Clare for an 

hour, but the complaints that were going on about the accommodation, it was very expensive, it was 

(inaudible), there was actually no accommodation that was suitable for anybody that wanted to stay 

near the college with a disability, wheel chair access for instance, they couldn’t find places to stay. 

That is something that would really need to be addressed for people with disabilities going to college 

so that was number one. Another issue that was getting brought up on in my area would be the bus, 

but there was something else now (Takes time to think), but it’s after going over my mind now, but I 

said I would just mention the accommodation even though it has nothing to do with me, the student 

accommodation wasn’t up to pair either they were saying so that’s something. 

Facilitator: Okay, thanks a million Participant 1.  Participant 3, can you think of what needs to be 

prioritized in the new plan? 
 

Participant 3: Just let me think on it (Inaudible) 
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Facilitator: Okay perfect. Participant 4 I can see that your hand is up there. 

Participant 4: Yeah, as long as direct provision still exists maybe it would be possible to get internet 

around direct provision, because I can never seem to source internet, I always need to buy it for my 

computer. So, if that is sourced, it would be much better so that you could study on your own time 

without any disturbances, so yeah, or any other resources that are related to education if they are 

there then I believe that things would be far better. 

Facilitator: Okay, thanks a million for your answer Participant 4. Anybody else? Participant 1 your 

hand is up there. 

Participant 1: Yeah, I suppose going forward, I know this is under review which is brilliant, but I 

suppose going forward for the plan, do you know, finances, if they could do, and I know they’re not 

going to but we have to talk about it, they don’t tend to, but look the first bursary grant, I got that 

and that was a lifesaver for me so that was fantastic. 

Facilitator: Was that the 1916 bursary Participant 1? 

Participant 1: I got the 1916 and you know the covid home school. I didn’t work this year, I did work 

every other year going to college I did night shifts on weekend, and that allowed me to stay at home 

with my children so it was just oh my God, I just had no financial worries over it, which is a huge 

burden going to college. So if they are going to work, have something in place where they are not 

going to lose thing benefit and that benefit, you know so social welfare is going to be stable like 

going forward so that you can go to college and know that you are not going to lose your money if 

you go doing this and that, you know, so that’s very important going forward, and again for 

everybody, to include everybody not just, again the national plan is all about cities and all about the 

people that access colleges within that area so they need to go outside and get people from rural 

area,  because that’s a huge divide, so they need to bring that in as well going forward. 

Facilitator: That’s great. The 1916 bursary, I see that other people are nodding saying that that was a 

help would I be right? 

(Unanimous yes among participants) 

Facilitator: Participant 5 do you want to go ahead there? 

Participant 5: I think for myself, yes I did get it and I think that if I didn’t get it I would have been able 

to be in college, like before I started college I was doing my full time work I did whatever I had to do, 

I didn’t get a penny from the social welfare, but when I made my choice to go back to college they 

reduced my hours, so that I can qualify, yes I know what everyone has been saying about getting 

information out there and how privileged all of this information is about how to get back to 

education but getting the finances and know that you can go back to college and I know a lot of my 

colleagues have told me to go back to college, but they can’t leave their job, if you know what I 

mean, so maybe they can include  people that are also working in a way, and yes I know maybe not 

those who are in full time work, but to help them go on to the next thing . One day in college one of 

my colleagues, not my classmate, she was two years over me she’s finished now in LIT, but she was 

having issues with the social welfare because she was having to work while she was studying and all 

that. 

Participant 5: But if they could just consider if there is someone within a household who is working 

but wants to come back to education, but they just can’t, because some of them they have 

mortgages that they have to pay and all that you know. But yeah, the 1916 Bursary is a lifesaver I 

must confess, without it I don’t know that I would have been able to continue. I’ve been working all 

my life and I’m used to having my own money you know. 
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Facilitator: That’s great, and Participant 3 I see that you were nodding on there as well. 

Participant 3: Yes, I got the 1916 bursary and it’s so helpful, it helped me to take care of the children 

and take the little one to the creche and helped to buy books and all the rest, so it’s really, really 

helpful. It also helped to keep me motivated because once I had it I knew that I had to keep going 

and pushing me, so if it could continue and go out to everyone that would be great. 

Facilitator: Okay, and that’s great Participant 3, and Participant 1 your hand is up there. 

Participant 1: Yeah, just going back to accessibility there, I suppose there are some situations there I 

was listening to some girls in college and I know it’s under review at the moment, but there was 

some people who were just short by, I think it should be on a person’s merit, you know go and see, 

because there were some people who were just short by a hundred euro or something and that’s all 

they were over and you know some of them actually couldn’t go to college over it so maybe just, I 

don’t know, I know it’s an overall thing but maybe  have it on an individual case, certain cases that 

are just over the threshold, maybe that something that could be looked at. 

Facilitator: Okay that’s great thanks Participant 1. Okay and Participant 2 your hand is up there. 

Participant 2: Yeah, just referring to the SUSI, I’m a student nurse obviously, so we were told to sign 

on to the PUP as a way of them paying us for our placement, but now I’m in a thing where my SUSI 

grant is going to be taken away from me because I went on the PUP like I was told to do, like it was 

never said that it would affect SUSI grants so I’ve done sixteen weeks of placement just this year 

gone by and now the SUSI grant, they’re thinking of not giving it to me so my final year is probably 

going to be one of the most stressful academically but now financially because of information. 

Facilitator: Okay Participant 2, and that sort of moves us on to our next and our final question then, 

is about how has Covid-19 impacted and affected students this year? Would anyone like to speak on 

that? How has it impacted on us and what can we do about it? Okay Participant 2, your hand is up 

there again do you want to go? 

Participant 2: Yeah, I know as the class rep I had a lot of fellow classmates come forward and it has 

been very challenging both academically and emotionally and I think that was something that came 

across as well in the meeting last Friday, while student’s are struggling both physically and 

psychologically from the stress of college and I do think that more supports do need to be 

implemented for students because it has been a very tough year for every course across the board. 

Facilitator: Okay and what kind of supports do you think are needed? 

Participant 2: I know that something that was brought up last Friday was counselling. 

Facilitator: Okay, and Participant 4 you had your hand up there. 

Participant 4:  I found it very difficult in the beginning of it, it really does affect you depending on the 

day, your personality or your individuality you know, you are strong when you are in the collective in 

a class or with mates but being alone, sometimes you can be frustrated by very small things because 

maybe you are ignorant when it comes to a computer or any other little things and when they trigger 

they hinder your enjoyment of what you are studying. But it takes time, but I have found that there is 

still potential when working as individual , especially when you don’t know who can help you          

out today, you are always trying to find a way out, it causes you to go deeper in whatever you are 

doing in order to have the correct information, so it’s not an easy path, that’s why you always do 

best when you have a mentor. Sometimes you can get so confused in such a way that you forget to 

ask your mentor or someone you know because you feel as though you are in the world of 

individualism. So that what I can say thank you. 
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Facilitator: Yes, and I suppose all of that sort of thing was exacerbated by covid. 

Participant 4: Yeah, unlike when we were participating in a class, like I would prefer to be in a class, 

when you know me face to face it means more like than if we were just connected online like. 

Facilitator: Yeah, yeah, and Participant 4 how do you think sort of going forward next year we could 

help around that or what would be good supports to kind of make up for the last year where people 

have been frustrated with the covid restrictions? 

Participant 4: Learning online has its own outcomes, I would say it would be far better combining the 

two because if you use one tool, some people have already adopted another tool so both of these 

tools to those who have tried to record them, both of them are great the outcomes will be great if 

you are able to combine them. 

Facilitator: Sort of online and in person, is that what you’re trying to get at? 

Participant 4 : Yes, if online and face to face, if I have to attend the class that fine I’ll get to attend 

with the class for a practical with the teacher, that’s important because you would not always do 

your work outside there when you are working online, you would be able to consult people face to 

face and that’s what used to be more my one, so to incorporate both of these because all of them 

are there to produce good results so they are all functional so we should use all of them. 

Facilitator: That’s a good point that you Participant 4. Participant 6 how did you find the covid, did it 

have much of an impact and what do you think might help going forward? 

Participant 6: I don’t know if it would have helped before, but I find that for me it was kind of like 

study space, I don’t know like, especially when the kids, like brother, he’s getting home schooled so 

they all need a space and you need a space so it just gets awkward, and then the internet was a 

problem then as well. So, I think that was my biggest trouble any way, just finding a space. I live in a 

caravan so like, and then house, the kids would be in there so like finding somewhere quite was 

tough. 

Facilitator: Okay, okay and next year will you be going into the college more or is there anything that 

would help with that. 

Participant 6: I don’t, maybe going back to college and with the kids going back to school I’ll be able 

to go back into the house more, I’ll have a quite space I suppose. 

Facilitator: Okay, that’s great, thanks a million Participant 6. Participant 3 your hand is up there? 

Participant 3: Yeah, for me this is my first year of being in college and studying at how, so I’d say 

there was no connect there was no concentration with the laptop, being at home didn’t help me. I 

have children at home and several of them would be talking, playing, watching TV, so you cannot 

concentrate. So, I think that going into the school would be better, you can go into the school and 

connect and if you have any problem then you can ask for support. 

Facilitator: Okay that’s brilliant, thank Participant 3. Participant 2 your hand is up there. 

Participant 2: Yeah, I think the social interaction has really been a miss this year obviously due to 

everything, I know for me, my course is very assignment based anyway so it would be quite a heavy 

course, so if you were sitting from eight O’clock, or Nine O’clock in the morning I was in until six 

O’clock in the evenings the majority of the evenings, you don’t even want to sit down and do an 

assignment afterwards with respect after doing nine hours a day just staring at a screen or even 

trying to get in contact with a lecturer, you might email them and you might not hear back for a day 
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and at that point it’s too late, whereas if you are in the college you could just pop in and say oh God 

can you help me with this. So, I think it has been quite difficult for all of us. 

Facilitator: Okay, that’s great and Participant 5 your hand is up there? 

Participant 5 : Yeah, I suppose to be honest, it didn’t really affect me that much , because for myself 

I’m lucky in a way that, if I look at it from that angle of a mother with kids, it’s the kids that could 

stop me while I’m in class, like in one of the classes we are all in a big group and it was an issue 

because it was a personal development class that you had to be in your own space and with the kids 

it was really hard. I have a toddler that can’t handle herself when she is doing her own class in a 

room, but with my other children I was fortunate that when the lockdown happened and the whole 

country shutdown along with the creches and only the frontline workers kids were able to come in 

so my son could go but others couldn’t so I was fortunate enough that I was able to be at home in a 

quite space and I was able to juggle everything, because I know at a point I was talking to one of my 

friends and I said Jesus, I just want to see you come on let’s go for a coffee ( laughter) 

Participant 5: Yeah, you know so like that, we are hoping that we won’t need to go back into 

lockdown or anything like that. 

Facilitator: Touch wood, please God. 

Participant 5: But being able to go back to college and attend creches and I things like that I think 

that will be helpful. 

Facilitator: Okay, that’s great and thanks for that Participant 5 and Participant 1 you have your hand 

up there. 

Participant 1: Yeah, I suppose one of the main issues with the online learning other than the 

connection is the motivation, trying to keep yourself motivated. 

Facilitator: That’s great, thanks a million Participant 1. 

Facilitator: Okay, so does anyone have anything else to add? 

(Unanimous no among participants) 

Facilitator: That’s great, so we’re just over the hour now so we stuck to it pretty well, so if everyone 

is happy we’ll leave it there and the Access team will come back to us. 
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Appendix 7-Focus Group Transcription (External Stakeholders) 

 
The names of those who took part in the focus group have been removed for the privacy of the 

individuals, therefore in this transcription they are represented as Participants 1 through 9 

respectively. Also note that this call took place over Microsoft teams which resulted in some audio and 

technical interference which has been represented below in the Transcription. 

 

 
Facilitator: As you know the focus group, it’s not a debate I suppose we don’t have time for that or 

the leisure for that today it’s getting opinions across, they will be noted, Colleague 1 and Colleague 2 

are taking notes of those. So, I just wanted to start off with a question basic enough, but who do you 

think experiences barriers in accessing higher education in Ireland? Who experiences barriers to 

coming into third level? 

Participant 1: Ahmm, well I suppose like it’s all different sectors different groups, so you have like 

obviously people with disabilities would be a huge barrier, people from different socio-demographic 

backgrounds, you know poverty, where there would be a lot of poverty and things like that. I suppose 

obviously like, just from my own perspective there would be a huge barrier in relation to Travellers 

going on to third level education, specifically when we take in consideration that fifty-seven percent 

of Traveller boys leave school at primary school, you know? Thirteen percent of Traveller girls 

complete secondary school, and just one percent of Travellers go on to third level education, and I 

suppose for myself what’s very alarming about that, we have seen an increase in Travellers going onto 

third level education, so I think at the moment the figure is something like, we have 167 Travellers, 

that we know of that identify as Traveller, which is a very important aspect as well. An awful lot of 

those Travellers are mature students, so effectively like our young Traveller people again, are not 

going down the same milestones or paths, as a lot of non-Traveller students, you know, they’re missing 

that part in their youth, in their life. 

Facilitator: So, Participant 1, you’re saying, there is a huge gap there between, say a Traveller lad or 

girl coming from leaving cert, coming into third level, impacts a very absent group. 

Participant 1: Yeah, I mean, like I can only (pause)…. Look I suppose it’s across the country, where like 

the literacy levels among our community are like, I think it’s like nearly seventy percent, you know, of 

Travellers have difficulty reading and writing. So, an awful lot of Traveller children, and this isn’t in 

every area, an awful lot of Traveller children are at an immediate disadvantage, even when they begin 

school, in secondary school, because their reading writing skills wouldn’t be very strong, you know. 

Schools aren’t just about education either, they’re about social inclusion, you know, and things like 

that, different parts of life. Yeah, it’s difficult to get the children, and I understand it like as well, from 

the child’s perspective. It’s a big ask for Traveller children, a lot of Travellers to complete the junior 

cert, you know, and unfortunately, we are in a situation now where, like we have come across, in my 

work I have come across where we have Traveller, young Traveller students, in secondary school doing 

the leaving cert, and they’re colouring pictures in leaving cert. That’s just the reality, and I’m not saying 

that’s reflective in every school now or anything like that, but unfortunately that is just the reality 

Facilitator: Participant 1, thanks for that, we’re going to move on again, I’m just conscious of our time, 

but great insight for us there. Participant 1 thank you. I’m going to shoot across the screen to 

Participant 2 again, who do you think experiences barriers going into third level? 

Participant 2: Again, I suppose, from my perspective I work with children from RAPID areas and DEIS 

Schools. I think the barrier, I suppose would be supporting the child or supporting the young person, 

though, and not everybody learns the same way, you know, we all have a different way of learning 
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things, you know, some are visual, some are academic, and others aren’t, so it’s just to be able to find 

a way that is inclusive for all children to learn and make that barrier a little bit easier. 

Facilitator: Okay, so you want focus on DEIS and the RAPID areas there. Okay thanks Participant 2. 

Participant 2: Yeah. 

Facilitator: Can I move across? Participant 3, can you maybe name another group or groups that you 

have identified? 

Participant 3: Yeah, I suppose listen, I work in a school, and we have a lot of Traveller students, and I 

suppose it’s been touched on already. You would hope, to get them students progressed through the 

system and that is a challenge, and it’s a societal challenge, and I’ve worked in schools we’re there’s 

peer pressure to miss out in school. But I suppose, it may be worth a mention here, I’m coming from 

the angle, and I see it every day, the cost of education, and the barrier that that cost of education 

provides, and we talk about free education and free secondary school education, but there is certainly 

not free third level education. I was very lucky, as someone from North West Ireland, who had to 

travel three hours to get to a university, my parents could afford it, but the reality is our parents cannot 

afford to send their kids to education, and we have some cases every year of kids who are getting four 

hundred and fifty, five hundred points, who we know would be great kids to progress to the third level 

sector, but cannot afford to do it, and they are working in the local shop, and that’s a sad reality, and 

SUSI do wonderous work in relation to the grants and all that there, but the cost of it, the money 

provided by a SUSI grant does not cover the cost of college, and I suppose that to me, it’s more like a 

hidden group. 

Facilitator: Has that something to do Participant 3, with isolation or how far a child is from university 

or a third level, does that play a factor? 

Participant 3: Sorry, say that again [to facilitator]. 

Facilitator: Does the geography play a factor? 

Participant 3 : Oh absolutely, listen, it’s a different topic, I would have done research a couple of years 

ago, maybe four or five years ago, and I looked at the geographical impact of people undertaking 

research, and the simple reality is, it’s harder for someone in North West of Ireland to undertake 

research as opposed to someone where I live in East Coast of Ireland, because I’m right beside a 

university, and obviously that translates as well maybe in the college opportunities. We in West-Meath 

in theory have great access to Maynooth, Athlone IT, to Galway, to Sligo, but it’s the cost for me is the 

number one barrier, the cost is the barrier for me to education to be honest with you. 

Facilitator: And that will come up again, I’m sure Participant 3. Participant 4, can I ask you there as 

well is there another group that you, have experienced, that have experienced barriers coming into 

third level? 

Participant 4: If people are okay, I might just turn off the camera for a second just while I’m speaking, 

and it might give a stronger signal. 

(Turns off Camera) 

We had to do piece there last year, for a group that were coming, and there just happened to be a 

piece in the paper there about the electoral divisions, and they were saying that in Pembroke West in 

Dublin, 83.8 percent of those, went on to have a third level degree, whereas our neighbouring parish 

here has 4.1 percent. So, like, that’s a massive gap, like when you look at the stats on that page that 

you sent us out, it shows a 10 percent, like our view of it is that it’s nearly twenty times that, when 



 

 

you look at divisions and that there. I suppose, employment is another one that is there, because we 

are one of eight top ten unemployment black spots in the city. 

The unemployment black spots, eight of the top ten national ones are in Limerick. We have seventeen 

in the city, with employment, particularly with covid, youth unemployment, it’s anything from 27, to 

kind of 60 percent there. I suppose the other thing, getting the talk in some of the circles that we’re 

moving in is the ACES, The Adverse Childhood Experiences. That for us, seems to be having a huge 

impact on some people, and we bemoan here, a poverty of aspirations, is what it has been termed as, 

in that young people, you know, you go to four or five year olds and they want to be guards, doctors, 

astronauts, pilots, whatever else with it, you ask a sixteen year old, what he wants to do next week 

and he’s not actually able to tell you. So there’s a piece of work somewhere, that kind of 

predevelopment piece, and I think there’s a piece of work that third level colleges can do, I suppose 

to make it more welcoming to young people, and I suppose the parents as well, they have had negative 

experiences with schooling and education , and they don’t put that value on it, and I’m not saying that 

it’s the third level institutions fault but just that there is a disconnect, and there is a bit more that 

would probably need to be done just to make that work. 

Facilitator: Yes, there’s a history there. Participant 4, thank you. I’ll move across there, Participant 5, 

could you add maybe any groups that you identify that haven’t already been risen? 

Participant 5: Yeah, like to be honest I think I would  just be reiterating what people said, my 

experience working with Travellers, and as Participant 1 said we are working with children that are 

leaving primary school, pretty much unable to write their name, or read, and that is being reinforced 

through secondary schools, so there is a massive barrier, to the community there. And as well, 

whether it’s social classes, is a blunt way to say it, but people are living in poverty like the other speaker 

said, there is the financial thing, but there is that poverty of aspiration, it was expected, for me to have 

the opportunity and the financial support to have that life transition of a few years where you go to 

college and figure things out. So that’s a huge privilege to be able to say I’ll have the support and the 

space and these few years to figure things out and to go to college and be supported financially and if 

I make these steps then something will happen. I find that a lot of the young people I work with, 

because of poverty, because of trauma, because of the ACES, everything is in the exact moment now, 

so I would prefer to do something now where I get fifty euro extra now in my dole than to actually, 

but, but that’s because they haven’t seen it in their parents, they haven’t seen it in their neighbours, 

they haven’t seen that capacity that works for them, you know, where you spend that time and you 

have that support and then at the end of that you have a job or you have access, so when you don’t 

see that it’s very difficult to envision it, and I think that around poverty and that’s around the ACES as 

Participant 4 said. 

Facilitator: Okay, thanks Participant 5 for that. Quick welcome to Participant 9, who we will come to 

shortly. Can I go up to Participant 6? Participant 6 have you a group that you might have identified in 

your work? 

Participant 6: Well, I suppose, with my work and working with young, personally I feel that Travellers 

are a priority. There’s a lack of role models and Ethnic identifiers, within education in general, so like 

you have a Traveller student in a class room, they’re willing to learn, but what’s happening is they 

have no role model, and there is a lack of support and there is no one to reach out to if they don’t 

have that support, and then it’s a matter of, I don’t have the support I don’t have anyone that I can 

see like me in that role so they give up and they leave, because there isn’t that support for them, I 

think that’s massive, not having Traveller culture in the educational system in general, within your 

history, music and art. 
 

Facilitator: On the curriculum you’re saying? 
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Participant 6: Yeah, and the other thing is the need for more communication for those that are from 

a lower socio-economic background, Travellers, others of ethnic minorities that there needs to be a 

bridge and a support from the schools that helps those individuals that will potentially suffer that 

disadvantage to get to third level. 

Facilitator: And that’s something that we will address very shortly. Thanks very much Participant 6 

Participant 7: Hi, yeah I suppose I’ve just been reflecting on the experiences of the others who have 

spoken, definitely we would see a huge lack of representation for Traveller young people, and also 

within ethnic minorities in new communities and Roma young people and there I suppose at the 

moment with the refugee resettlement going on around the country as well that they are supported 

in access in their education and moving onto third, and just reiterating what we spoke about the ACES, 

young people from backgrounds of poverty and intergenerational poverty and that we very much see 

that reflected that living in the now that it’s just survival mode a lot of the times for the families and 

parents having the breathing space and the support to be able to think down the line, but definitely 

that you know thinking about young people’s education, is not just about the young person and the 

school maybe it’s also about the parental support. 

Facilitator: Giving them the information? 

Participant 7: Absolutely, because if they can’t see the benefit of it or like that if they aren’t given the 

information in a way that they understand, like we still have young people. Those things that we might 

take as very basic, like people are entitled to free third level education in Ireland, not everyone knows 

that, and it’s not talked about at home. Where do you see that information? We don’t even know if 

that comes down to career guidance because I think people believe that they will already know that. 

And I think disability as well, and when we talk about disability I suppose usually young people’s 

disabilities such as mental health difficulties, maybe ADHD, things like that, we have a lot of early 

school leaving with those young people because the system isn’t set up in a way that addresses their 

needs, and it is sometimes fairly hard to support that young person in being able to manage their 

behaviour around the education setting and seeing that that place could be for them you know? 

Facilitator Sure, that’s’ a valid point, thanks Participant 7. Participant 8 can you identify a group that 

maybe hasn’t come up. 

Participant 8: To be fair, I’ve just finished my dissertation as well and it was based on Travellers in 

third level. I mean even from just doing my thesis, the Traveller community are the most 

underrepresented in the whole of higher education and that comes from the department of education 

themselves, and I suppose when we look at the bigger picture of this, Participant 1 was talking about 

social inclusion for me this can be built through better means of access and that for me happens not 

in third level but in second level, I think for me there needs to be an intervention programme where 

Travellers can then transition into third level, like Participant 6 was saying there is no role models, 

these young Travellers might be the first in their family to be in education, they might be their own 

support systems if they have come from a family where education isn’t of value, if there is a lack of 

awareness. Some young Travellers come from homes where there is no wi-fi, they don’t have a secure 

base to study and be in their education phase. 

Facilitator: They are all very valid points, and they are going to come up again, and very interesting 

insights there Participant 8, thank you. Participant 9 you’re welcome. 

Participant 9: Sorry about being late. 

Facilitator: Not at all Participant 9 you’re welcome. Participant 9 is from a community-based group in 

a city context. Do you just want to say a couple of words about the work you do Participant 9? 
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Participant 9: Okay, so we are a community-based group promoting education, we are based in the 

city. A lot of students we have can’t afford to compete with other students who have got more money, 

so we have an allowance of budget, that covers whatever, it allows them to compete with others in 

the leaving cert which I think is another thing that comes in in relation to disadvantage. We also bring 

in workshops we have career guidance, because what we have seen, it depends on the school and the 

situation, some can be getting career guidance some may not be getting career guidance, so in our 

programme the students get career guidance, they get a variety of bits and pieces and the goal is that 

they will progress into third level, so we also have a third level, there’s about fifty students in various 

colleges, we give them a grant and a big aspect of that is about the role models and mentoring, and 

we filter it back then to the younger students going back into second level and primary level. 

Facilitator: That’s very comprehensive, Participant 9 you’ve answered the first question for us there 

about that target groups. I’m going to go through the questions and I’m conscious of time, we’ve 

actually addressed quite a number of topics already. The second question that’s coming up, it’s very 

much a one sentence answer, because I’m conscious of people’s time. So, if I come back to you 

Participant 1, in your experience what facilitated and supported access to higher education, in a 

word, from you’re experience, be it your own, a collage, fellow students, what supported people 

coming into and staying in education. 

Participant 1: I suppose, having a mentor, you know and the access department. So personally, Staff 

member 1 and actually Staff member 2, so I had that one person, you know, if anything went wrong, 

I always had Staff person 1 to turn to. 

Facilitator: I apricate that, thanks Participant 1. 

Participant 2: Well, my personal experience as an early school leaver myself and I’ve also come 

through the IOTs. The main support I had going in college, as going back as an adult learner was the 

access officer, and their role as well within the college as support, because I myself had, it’s not that I 

doubted myself academically, I knew I had it up there it was just a matter of getting it on paper 

(Laughs) 

Facilitator: And you found that support in the access office. 

Participant 2: Yes, I found that support also, because I’ll tell you why, my main fear, and it was fear 

that I can’t even describe it was the exam situation. You know, I would have it all in my head, I would 

have it all studies and next thing brain freeze, everything’s gone. 

 

 
Facilitator: I think right across the system we need to look at that don’t we? 

Participant 2: I think so. So, I think that the access office who helped me and having someone in there 

give you that help and support or give you the direction where to go for that support. 

Facilitator: It’s good to highlight that, thank you. Participant 6 can I go to you again in a word can you 

tell me what facilitates and supports someone staying on in third level. 

Participant 6: I think that, basically a role model or a support system, so whether it’s family or friends, 

youth work, someone just to support. 

Facilitator: Okay so Role Model, thanks for that Participant 6. Participant 7? 

Participant 7: I would agree, Supports for young people, whether it’s a youth worker like that 

mentorship is massive, and then supports like the access programme, I benefited from the access 

programme myself and SUSI when doing my undergraduate so just that little bit of an extra check in 
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with individuals can be massive, the support around that time, it was loaning out a laptop or whatever, 

just those really practical supports, that might be the difference between someone thinking they have 

hit a roadblock here. 

Facilitator Okay, thank you for that Participant 7. Participant 5 would you be able to highlight for us? 

Participant 5: Yeah well, knowledge of and access to the financial supports that are available, like you 

were saying some people don’t know what they are or how to access them properly. But definitely 

from talking to other people, the access programme and that wrap around support, seems really 

important. I suppose just from my point of view, it’s that space between me working with guys outside, 

in the community on the street, like making that link between that and the access is probably where 

there seems to be a gap or, that’s where space seems to be missing, you know like lads who have very 

little focus, just bridging that gap between them and the access programme. 

Facilitator And the wrap around is very important, thanks Participant 5. Participant 3 can you give us 

an idea maybe? 

Participant 3: Yeah, I suppose listen I have huge experience working with a University Access 

Programme and I’ve seen people try the access programme, and I have to reiterate what people have 

said, I’ve seen students enter college through those programmes, and it would not be possible 

without, and I think that’s been transformative, it’s given them a real shot at achieving something, 

that like has been said, they might have not have thought possible, so absolutely. 

Participant 9: So, I wrote down my one word and I wrote the one word was partnership, I just think 

that these are complex problems for whatever the group is and I think that whether it be a third level, 

a school, a parent or a community based organisation, it’s all working together is going to be the 

solution to the problem rather than a school working in isolation or a community working in isolation 

or an access programme working in isolation. I think everybody needs to be working in partnership 

for the student. 

Participant 8: Yeah, for me it’s mentorship and better representation within access. 

Facilitator Okay, better representation in access? 

Participant 1: We need to see more Travellers in access. 

Participant 8: Yeah, access services yeah. 

Facilitator: Excellent, thanks for that. Have I missed out on anybody on that one? 

Participant 4: For me if it was one word there, it would be belief. That the young believing that they 

can do this, believing that they part of it, believing that they’re welcome, believing that they have a 

right to be there, believing that they can gain something from being inside there, along with everything 

that people have already mentioned, the financial, the technological, and I suppose that’s one of the 

other questions that the covid piece has highlighted for us, is that gap and that divide that’s there. 

Facilitator: Right, the next question talks about are there any groups that need to be given priority? 

I think we’ve actually named them, let me list out a group that the department has focused on. The 

target group that they have identified are Irish Travelling  community, further education award 

holders, part-time flexible learners, students with disabilities, first time and mature student entrants, 

students from socio-economic groups, poorer backgrounds, so they named all of those groups as 

having low participation. 

Participant 1: Sorry I know, we said socio-demographic backgrounds, but I think the reality is /now 

you know, homeless children are a specific cohort onto themselves, do you know? Like homelessness 
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is long-term now at this stage, you know, it’s not a couple of months it’s a couple of years, and we are 

losing generations to homelessness, I know it’s probably covered in the socio-demographic, but I 

actually believe homeless children now …. 

Facilitator: Naming it is very important, and thanks Participant 1, because it’s not named, and we are 

not going to name that now because of you. Participant 9, you wanted to come in there. 

Participant 9: Yeah, I was just going to say off the back off what Participant 1 said there, that’s popping 

up in our programmes as well, of kid who might be in a DEIS school or whatever, but they are living in 

a hotel, so it’s almost a new group in a sense, it’s magnified what other kids have experienced in the 

area. 

Facilitator: It’s real and it’s frightening, yeah, it’s another day’s discussion. Does anybody else want to 

come in there, shall I move on? I don’t see any hands up, okay, we’re nearly there. This question asks, 

what is your vision or your expectation, your top priority for this new national access plan to 

promote and support access to higher education at a local level and a national level? Bit complex 

there, but basically, what do you think is the top priority, locally and nationally for this new plan, and 

again, I’m only giving seconds for people to think about it, I’m conscious of time. Can I go around? 

Participant 9: I’m being totally biased because this is our view, but we are a community based project, 

we are doing a lot in schools and with colleges and all that, and I think that there should be, in relation 

to funding and resources, more poured into the community as a community project, you know, we’re 

a facilitator in a sense, because we’re in the community with these communities and the bigger 

institution and you know get large sums of money, and we’re struggling, I think if that this is a 

partnership then community projects should be resourced as well. 

Facilitator: Okay thanks for that. Participant 8? Can you hear me Participant 8? Okay, top priorities, 

locally and nationally, can you identify any of them? 

Participant 8: Sorry, for me it’s about having that support system in place, for having a more Travellers 

to transition and that’s at a local and national level. 

Facilitator: Okay that you for that. Participant 3, I’ll go to you, can you identify locally and nationally 

a top priority. 

Participant 3 : Yeah, I actually have to agree with Participant 8 there, locally we are doing a lot of work 

with our local SEP, we actually have a Traveller working group, in relation to trying to progress 

Traveller education, and not just in our school but in our wider area, and I think it’s an absolute priority, 

and trying to, I think someone used that word role model, trying to get that one student through who 

can come back and show that it can be done, not just Travellers in our school but a lot of kids in our 

school, don’t think it can be done because their parent didn’t’ do it, their older brother didn’t do it, 

it’s trying to break that cycle. 

Facilitator: Excellent. Can I ask you the same Participant 7? 

Participant 7: I think, just strengthen that link between the Access Office and the community groups 

that are out there. That we are working within the community and building strong community link, so 

utilizing things that are already there, like (inaudible) services, you have youth projects that have 

filtered down from a national level to a local level, and using things like family support so that you 

have that holistic wrap around, and it doesn’t just end, that young person, it’s not just about them in 

the third level institute but it reflects back into their home town, and into their families. The services 

are already there, it’s just sometimes, making those links a little bit stronger. 
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Facilitators: Okay that’s great thanks. Participant 6 can you give me an indicator for both local and 

national? 

Participant 6: So yeah, I agree with the partnerships and getting representation for Travellers and 

having the ethnic identifiers in for Travellers as well as other minorities, so that they can have that. 

Facilitator: The sound isn’t great, but I think we got some of the words there, okay Participant 6. 

Participant 4: Can I come back there, I’ve reconnected so I think I have better signal this time, 

apologies. I think that something Participant 3 touched on there, local champions, if we can find those 

local champions and promote them, I think that would make a big difference, because I mean look it 

would be like us telling young lads here that they shouldn’t be smoking, you could be saying it for forty 

years and it makes no impact, whereas one of their peers who is giving them up and tell them why 

and that they can do it all of a sudden that has an impact. But I think, within that group of local 

champions, I think there is a space, or could there be space put into the level, whether it’s in the I.T’s 

or universities that there’s a cohort of young people that we work with that don’t have the 

prerequisites and will not meet the requirements of the individual demands on them, so if the college 

could change those prerequisites, it’s not like take the young fella out of here and shove him into 

becoming a doctor, because we know that’s not going to work, he’s going to struggle, but that there 

could be something within, such as medicinal or equine that there is something that could engage 

those young people, because I think I could really, be involved or work with something like this and 

it’s like how we mentioned that apprenticeships earlier, that they could say after six weeks I’m thinking 

of becoming a tiler or electrician and I might be helping a tiler or electrician for six weeks and then say 

gosh I would really like to this and an employer sees that this guy shows up has taken instruction and 

direction and then say okay here is the pathway for you to do this now. 

Facilitator: Yeah okay, and you know, I think that age group between the age of eighteen to twenty- 

three, up to a mature student, there’s a huge gap there. Look they are looking at this apprenticeship, 

the minister has said that it has to applied at third level and it is going to be through the CAO system, 

I think probably the next time, so yeah, I think the future is looking well for apprenticeships, but we 

need to know more about it at a community level. Have I missed anybody there guys, does anybody 

want to come in there? Participant 1 come on in. 

Participant 1: I’ll keep this very short now, but, for me and I don’t know if this is suited for this 

question, but it’s the disproportionate use of reduced timetables on certain children. I was in a 

meeting recent with the Ombudsman for Children, and like there is no proper regulation around this, 

you know, the reduced timetables are supposed to be a positive intervention, and we know that a lot 

of children are being disproportionately impacted by that. And just to reiterate, what Participant 9 

was saying these are about investments, in the community development, like for us as Traveller 

groups, our education budget was cut by 86 percent, after the last recession, our Traveller specific 

teachers were taken away we need something to replace that. 

Facilitator: It was really sudden wasn’t it. 

Participant 8: Yeah like, you know it was done overnight, we’re after losing generations and we are 

going to continue to do so, and it’s not to put all the pressure and the blame on the schools either, 

there is an awful lot of work being done in the communities, that the children will connect with more 

so than maybe within the school environment, and these community workers need that proper 

investment because that’s where the delivery will be done, and sometimes children, if they fall 

through the cracks, it’s our community workers that will catch those children, it’s not to put the blame 

on the schools, but there’s obviously something not working, and it’s not the children, we have to stop 

blaming the children, do you know, we’re the professionals like, do you know, across the board. 
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Facilitator: I’m just going move on and go to our question number six, I think we’ve addressed it in 

some respects, but again if you want to add another word or two do. How can we include community 

and other stakeholder in promoting access and inclusion in higher education? I think we’ve 

addressed that one about putting the money into the community for example. Any other way that we 

can include the community and other stakeholders, into ways that institutes can do? 

Participant 7: Yeah, sorry, just something as simple as webinars for young people to engage in, that 

are run maybe by the Access Office, what SUSI is, breaking it down, breaking down the CAO, in very 

real terms for them, and then like I said earlier, we just take for granted that a lot know, we use these 

short hand phrases, we use these acronyms, and there is this assumption that people know what this 

means and on a very basic level sometimes I think it just goes over people’s heads. I participated last 

week it was through college connect, they did a webinar for Traveller young people around the 

financial bursaries that are out there, but I found it really good that it was young people, they were 

just talking about how they found filling out the application form, and like Traveller young people, say 

that there were issues with addresses and that the office could not understand why we couldn’t get 

proof of addresses for everywhere, or bills in my name because I was married when I was seventeen 

and they couldn’t connect with that, and then sharing advice that helped them, and I just thought that 

was so powerful, it’s a very simple thing that could be done and rolled out through youth community 

development projects, that it comes from students in the likes of UL or UCC or where ever they are, 

telling their stories, and I suppose like that we have all gotten better at the webinars, and as 

challenging as last year has been it has proven that you know, you can disseminate the information 

very readily and very easily, so I think that could something. 

Facilitator: Webinars and information, okay, thanks for that Participant 7. Participant 3 do you have 

something to say about that. 

Participant 3 : We were one of the pilot programmes for the college connect programme and I 

suppose we have seen the impact that had on our students and I’ll come back to that again, in all of 

my time working in DEIS schools, when you’re older brother leaves school at thirteen or fourteen, or 

your parents leave school at primary school, it’s very hard to see a path way into college, and it’s very 

had to see what college is truly about, and they put students, in our case into IOT into lectures and 

show them what lectures are about, gives them that hope, and I think hope is fundamental to this 

here, I think expanding the college programme and those things absolutely, I would be a massive, 

massive advocate of them. 

Facilitator: Okay, excellent, thanks for that. Participant 4, can I ask you the same again? How can we 

include community groups in a more substantial way and other stakeholders in promoting access to 

third level? 

Participant 4: I think there is a couple of things, and some of the stuff isn’t even rocket science, and 

some of the things are actually happening, so I think it would be wrong to you know, to be sitting here 

and giving out about everything that isn’t being done, there are some good things that are actually 

happening, I know that even from our own experience as a community group. It’s about how to maybe 

match those pieces up, we’re doing a piece of work at the moment, or we’re trying do a piece of work 

at the moment where we are trying to match up with industry, industry are looking for workers, we’ve 

a whole host of young people that are unemployed, and we’re saying okay, how do we bridge that 

gap, and it’s literally about them coming in and telling us what they need people to be able to do. Now 

some of it is very basic, they need to be able to show up, they need to be on time they need to be able 

to take direction, they need to be able to take construction, I don’t think that there’s any college 

programme that’s going to teach that, but where you actually have something that makes it worth 

having to show up to and something that there is a benefit in being on time that type of stuff. 
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Facilitator: So, help with the hands-on stuff. 

Participant 4: Very much so, but also the young people brought over the pieces that needed to be 

done, and they saw it, and said oh what happens here, what goes on here, how would you get here? 

It’s that type of exposure that they weren’t signing up to be there for the next four years they were 

actually going to be there for, you know the next two hours, they were coming in, workshop wasn’t 

being used, the technician set it up, he was really, really kind to the lads, showed them all of the 

different machines as they were waiting for stuff to happen. It’s that type of thing, and respect to AIT, 

I just don’t have experience with ye, but our experience with LIT for the past couple of years with that 

they have been really, really good and kind of us and they’ve kind of opened doors and used a bit of 

leverage, and the likes of the Mary I’s and ULs of this world have stepped up to do things. Now what 

can they do for us? I’m not asking them change everything that they’re at, but there are somethings 

that would actually maybe help a bit more. 

Facilitator: Okay, Participant 4 thanks for that that and for the compliment. Participant 9? 

Participant 9: Just back to my one word thing about partnership, I think that third level institutions 

and LIT are quite good at this, is to you know, partner up, have a real presence, be serious and reach 

out into the community project, rather be based in a certain location and wait for everything to come 

to you campus, if you’re serious about it, I’m sure community projects will engage if you reach out to 

them and partner up and they will share and promote the access programme and whatever else. 

Facilitator: Yes, that makes sense too. Participant 5 do you want to add anything to that again, how 

to include the community? 

Participant 5: Yeah, I suppose the knowledge, even yourself connecting with me, understanding what 

might be available and reaching out to community groups, and then we’re able to kind of, if we’re 

working with lads to discuss that to have that conversation, and one of the things that you are doing 

that is helpful, if you start, like if you’re working with a guy who’s maybe out of prison or who has 

maybe been out of education for a long time and it’s been negative, and their life isn’t structured or 

chaotic, having something to start with that’s achievable, and once they’re in there you’re hoping 

that they meet people that treat them well and have faith in them , give them that motivation that 

tell them what’s available. But sometimes going from a very odd structure, chaotic, into a kind of five 

day week or something , can be too much for a first step , so having something manageable to start 

with and then once you’re there you actually start to talk to people about what they’re really 

interested in doing and what they really want to do, I think that’s’ important, and I think the thing that 

Participant 4 said like I do work with lads through the ETB or through various things that have gotten 

loads or qualifications over the years, but they’re still unemployed and they’re doing nothing you know 

what I mean, and they’ve done so many courses so I think there has to be, like I wouldn’t have done 

eight or seven years of college if I thought it was going to be nothing at the end of it, so whether it’s 

connection to industry or to anything to try and have something tangible at the end of that, so that 

you’re not just doing courses and then they end and there’s nothing after that, like that demotivating 

for anybody, who would do that. Do you know what I mean? It’s patronizing, so I don’t know if the 

colleges make connections with industry or if it’s community groups, but that connection is really 

important, that there is opportunity after that, that you’re autonomous and you can provide for 

yourself and your family. 

Facilitator: Yes, there are some connections, but I think we are being challenged to connect with 

industry in a very practical way, bread and butter stuff. One of the last questions we’ve been asked to 

look at, is how has Covid-19 impacted on student academic, financial health, college experience, and 

how can we address this impact? I don’t know if any or all of you can give me some insights into that. 
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Participant 2: Can I just jump in, because I’m going to have to fly in a couple of minutes. Just going 

back to last question in regards to the AIT, I actually have a very close relationship with AIT, starting 

off as a mature student myself, but also going into the line of work that I’m in now, so I take students 

in each year, twice a year, so now I have approximately twenty students who will come through our 

service to get their placement, what I’ve noticed in the last year in particular is that their anxiety levels 

have hit the roof. Because number one they can’t get their placement because of the covid and now 

with the new system they have to work up so many hours, so there’s a lot of pressure put on students 

to gain that practical experience, and it’s not possible now with covid to have students come in you 

know. 

Facilitator: Yes, that’s a difficulty alright. Participant 6 you had your hand up there. 

Participant 6: Yeah, just as well with the last question I just wanted to add in that with creating, pulling, 

stripping it right back and creating those partnerships between your schools, your colleges and your 

community organisations that there is a space that okay, what’s happening why aren’t they moving 

on, so that there’s potentially say with the community organisations who are getting those who are 

engaging that may not be engaging and progressing in education, so that there is space for them to 

learn, okay this is your option this is your supports that are available, and then with regards to the 

covid I think the barriers are just the facilities, some families they could have five children in the school 

or two children in the school and they don’t have the two laptops to jump on and communicate 

together, you’re starting on say students going into first year of college, going on to this learning 

system, where they don’t have a clue on it beforehand, so if you’re already struggling and you’re put 

into an education system where, of course covid is unpredictable and all that, but the barrier is that 

they’re going into this thing and they don’t know anybody that’s in their class and it’s very off putting. 

I got through my final year and a half, and it was fine for me because I had those supports, but for 

someone who doesn’t have them it’s very much if you don’t have them it’s good luck then, it’s that 

kind of a way, there needs to be more done in that sense I suppose. 

Participant 2: And that’s where community development groups can come in with partnerships that 

give you that supports. 

Facilitator: It’s that wrap around again isn’t it? 

Participant 2: It is. 

Facilitator: Okay I’m going to wrap up, we’re over time it’s twelve minutes past five. Participant 7, you 

have your hand there is there something you wanted to add? 

Participant 7: Yeah, I just wanted to add, it’s in reference to the covid, but in a broader general term, 

we touched on the homelessness crises in Ireland at the moment effects, not just those who are 

registered as homeless or living in homeless accommodation, but also that due to lack of housing, 

overcrowding is a real issue within many houses at the moment. So you have multi-generations, you 

will have young families with children living with parents, and just an inability to move out because 

there isn’t HAP accommodation available, there isn’t council houses available, and what you have 

there is just literally a lack of space to do study, so I think connecting with communities as well 

especially if online learning is going to continue, that there are hubs in communities where young 

people without the space at home have somewhere safe to access those study spaces and that is going 

to be a huge issue, and the housing is going to affect students as well because there just is nowhere, 

and the rent is just through the roof, and the ability financially to afford if it is that, if they don’t move 

far enough away, their grant is going to capped , because of the distance, and then you have transport 

costs of getting in and out of the college, and if they do move far enough away that they’re not living 

at  home, the affordability of accommodations at the moment  is  just crazy and  with covid the 
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unemployment rate, I mean the chances of them picking up part-time work is really going to be 

affected, you know that little extra to keep them going, so it is huge like the impact that covid is going 

to have over the next couple of years, and then you have young people coming and as someone 

addressed and they don’t have that work experience, you know that they would have had, whether it 

be in transition year or leaving cert applied or different things so there going to be a cohort of young 

people who don’t get that work placement opportunity at a very real level and that’s going to filter 

through for the next couple of years because employers won’t be able to take them on. 

Facilitator: I see your point, thanks Participant 7. I’m just going down to Participant 1 and we’re 

going to wrap it there in a few seconds. Participant 1? 

Participant 1: Yeah, I just want to say that the reality is that for all students across the country, we’ll 

probably have students who haven’t been capable to do the learning at home, like I know for myself 

where I’m working, our students have lost a year and a half of education, and I really don’t know how 

we’re going to make that up like, or how many students we are going to be able to catch, but I suppose 

at a National capacity for every student, we are probably going to have re-examine the points required 

in the leaving cert for students to get into third level education, because this is going to impact in 

every corner, and they might not be able to make up that extra time, so we need to try and get that 

extra space immediately across the country that we can bring the points down or get rid of the leaving 

cert altogether. 

(Laugher) 

Participant 9: Can I just jump in there briefly? 

Facilitator: Yeah, yeah work away. 

Participant 9: Just what we’ve come across, and I’m sure it’s everyone else as well, but just to throw 

it out there, so tech devices, the technology shortages access, the internet, sometimes you could get 

the gift of technology, but you could not be able to run the device and suddenly you’re expected to 

do everything online. The environment as people mentioned like whether it be homelessness, or 

suddenly you’re expected to do assignments and there’s six or seven other siblings in a two-bedroom 

house, and you have nowhere to go to study or go look at things and then everything is then you know, 

online platforms only, so if you’re struggling with anything it’s all online. I think that Covid has 

magnified problems that have already existed in various vulnerable communities. 

Facilitator: And it’s sharpened that alright, that’s a good insight., thanks Participant 9. Thank you all 

for your participation today. 
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Appendix 8-Notes taken during Internal Stakeholder Focus Group-AIT 

 
Q1. Who do you think experiences barriers in accessing higher education in Ireland? 

- People with Intellectual Disability (ID), they need more promotion, and should be looked at 

as a target group in the new National Access Plan.  Intellectual disability, or what is often 

termed as ‘hidden disability’.  (Also comes as a response to the HEA asking if people have 

a programme for people with ID as a specific target group and for it to be looked at in this 

national plan) 

- Students from lower socio-economic backgrounds. It is important to build on initiatives 

such as Waive of Fees as a stepping-stone for students getting into college 

- Traveller communities very obviously experience barriers to Higher Education but within 

that community would like to highlight young female Travellers. 

- Highlight the barriers experienced by loan parents – particularly tough during Covid-19, 

experience with home schooling etc 

- Refugees – we should be doing more with this group 

- Lower socio-economic backgrounds with particular emphasis on students with no 

generational experience of Higher Education. We need to build on outreach type 

programmes that can access the parents, through evening programmes that can support 

adult literacy or technology barriers and anxieties around accessing Higher Education 

- Additional supports for students or those wishing to become students who are or have 

been in the care of the state 

- Conscious of the group who are first generation Irish who will have come through school 

with non-Irish parents 

- Prisoners and those soon to be released from prison. They would also fall into other 

categories like lower socio economic and low literacy issues, so there is overlap 

- Would echo all the categories of target groups already established in NAP, but within that 

the Mature/Adult learner – their particular stage of life as they enter back into education 

are experiencing additional barriers. We could be doing more for the cohort of Mature 

Students 

- Students coming from springboard programmes – because of meeting eligibility 

requirements re: citizenship – Poor standards of English not picked up and students simply 

were not able to write in an academic style and keep up with classes 

- Frequently arising is Single mothers. Many students have had pregnancies over the course 

of the programme – causing access problems and barriers 
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- In order to help identify groups that we need to focus on more, we need to look at working 

with communities and organisations that work with these people within these categories; 

for example, a relationship with Equal Ireland – running level 6, 7, 8 programmes in 

Community Development and Enterprise – these programmes are very good at giving 

access to people whom maybe in situations where they cannot attend college and the 

associated costs. We could work and learn from this experience and build on it 

- Students with autism experience serious challenges – we need to do more to incorporate 

that group 

- Biggest challenges presently are finance and transport. Academic support is an issue for all 

students but finance and transport come up repeatedly. AIT will link up in ETB’s/ to PLC’s  

and present the package of what we offer in AIT and the first obstacle and number one issue 

we will hear is ‘I can’t go there cos there is no bus’, particularly Longford, Tullamore etc. 

 
 
 
 

Q 2. In your experience what facilitates and supports access to higher education? 

- Community engagement should be on a continuum from the earliest levels of education all 

the way through and beyond graduation. (Family Resource Centres). 

- Programmes currently in operation have impact on students who would be likely not to 

complete school had they not been involved in an AIT programmes for linking the 

community 

- Support and encouragement from lecturers, family, friends in keeping students in college 

- Approach Second level with an access view, specifically DEIS schools, we need to keep an 

eye on this as a key priority area 

- There is an example of a Partnership programme with a DEIS school with 5th and 6th years - 

Business in the Community on a skills at work programme. There has been great success 

with the current programme and impact on the students who have been identified as high 

risk of not completing school and had a very positive experience. There is an opportunity 

to do a Pilot roll out and should continue that type of programming 

- Have Family Days and through courses allow students to invite people in their lives who 

are supporting them – it happens for Graduation but to think of it throughout the year in 

an ongoing way 

- After students get into a course, there can be a lot of anxiety around basic skills example: 

time management, tech skills. We can support the transition period better with more 

funding and resource. 
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- Students in DEIS schools may lose out in the points race in the coming years (Covid-19 

system impact) we need to look at making more places available – perhaps a direct 

transfer process for people from schools. HEAR and DARE places could be increased 

- Life cycle wise we need to look beyond the qualifications as people still experience barriers 

– may come out with a degree but there are social barriers to actually getting the jobs – 

example a Traveller with a degree, experiences barriers in getting a job 

- Engaging key influencers for example sporting personalities and sports clubs and linked 

with this cohort to encourage connection with college and education 

- We need funding for a coordinator for a programme for people with Intellectual Disability. 

Employability which exists in every county – there may be scope to link in with them 

- Support for students from disadvantaged backgrounds to obtain high quality placements. 

Students from particular backgrounds can be harder to place 

- Regarding HEAR/DARE - many colleges add additional layers to this in terms of supports we 

could look at this, particularly in relation to local DEIS schools. It would be useful to 

strengthen our links with PLC school providers in our areas. There is an affordability 

element for the PLC 

 

3. Are there any groups that need to be given priority in this new National Access 
Plan and what specific supports might they require? 

 
- There are a whole group of students that can be better accommodated now that we have 

moved into a blended learning environment. Example: those with mental and social anxiety 

- they have done better in the last year as blended learning suits them better 

- Students who have young kids – take the learnings from blended learning as to how they 

have been able to make things work and been accommodated in the last year 

- Intellectual Disability and Autism 

- The need for childcare, for single mothers in particular and the awareness of how difficult it 

is 

- Visible and invisible are those in direct provisions – there are massive issues and a huge 

amount of work required. Huge number of young people who do not have access to 

education because of their nationality 

- Funding: built environment for access particularly for students with autism regarding 

physical access and spaces 

- Working with the social welfare system around support around childcare – example: take 

the model that social welfare has done for starting a business there is also a considerable 
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investment in people in preparatory work – maybe looking at something along these lines 

and educating people around what college is and what it can do for you 

- A continuum approach needs to be taken from 2nd level, to promote HE to everyone 

- Introduction to college days, as per AIT/Access 2019 Youth and Mature students invited 

and engaged in activities on campus for a day 

- Students living in rural communities – access to transport / childcare and other supports 
 

 
4. How do you think that access can be more mainstreamed within the activity of the 

college? 
 

- Engaging with community partners and promoting access days i.e. similar to open day 

- Universal design for the environment and universal design for learning will help to 

accommodate the need of some of the groups mentioned today – This needs to be done and 

explored in a linked-up way. UDL will create a more inclusive and accessible learning 

environment. This benefits students that experience challenges in their learning, including 

students with disabilities and learning difficulties 

- For people who have come through the access programme – to do guest lectures but to also 

do some of the outreach with some of the student recruitment departments 

- Value what happens with what happens in the Access space. All college should be looking to 

have a strong access profile that they can be proud of 

- Additional financial support to enhance this type of training throughout the college cohort of 

staff – to roll out nationally to all educational facilities 

- Raising awareness via philanthropic or general sponsorship - corporate social responsibility 

connected to third level education through to placement informing people who have done 

well 

- National way to support, to be considered through industry with mentoring 

throughout the student lifecycle and beyond. 
 
 

5. What is your vision/expectation (top priority) for the new National Access Plan to 
promote and support access to higher education at a local level and a national 
level? 

 
- There has been a wide variation of student’s experiences of supports and services available 

between IOTs and Universities 

- If we could emphasize the importance of enhancing the status of Access Departments and 

programmes. They are the singular route of access for anyone from target groups and 

communities - that is their pathway into college life, career and brighter future for 
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themselves and their children. However, Access is sometimes tagged on to other 

departments and it should be a department in its own right, which is adequately resourced 

and funded in recognition of the really important work that it does 

- In order to meet the targets required nationally it needs to be resourced adequately. Even 

within the IOT sector, there is a variation of the resourcing attached to Access 

- There needs to be better communication between departments and between services 

because there is Access and Disability but it can at times leave the Counselling side of things 

out of it. Counselling needs to be linked in and more connected to and part of the 

conversation. Example: Students coming from lower socio-economic status, more commonly 

will have had adverse childhood experiences, and those contributing factors make Higher 

Education quite challenging and difficult and they require additional supports 

- Access need more funding and protected/ ring fenced funding that is built upon each year 

(not just a honey pot) 

- In relation to the local and national level, there is a national effort to promote programmes 

for people with Intellectual Disability – INHEF, which needs to be supported. At a local level, 

we should encourage more conversations about where a programme for people with ID 

would sit and maybe that is not within the Access office. Definitely agree with enhancing 

the Access department 

- At a National Level, the ideal scenario is that the whole process is streamlined for students, 

so that it is not daunting and bureaucratic. There needs to be a principal shift in the sense 

that there could be a ‘One Stop Shop’ approach. This would give students the sense upfront 

that there is a process and they can afford college overall without living term to term. At an 

Institutional level, echoing and supporting previous comments to further resource Access 

and broadening the initial concept of access with core funding and give it the priority it 

needs and recognise what it is doing for the community and allow the whole of the 

institution to feed in to that 

- Nationally, it is about the Resourcing, profiling and the principal of access. Example: as long 

as we continue to see Access as the alternative route, the people who come in through 

access will never see themselves as equal to others and are at danger of seeing it as ‘not for 

them’ 

- National level; don’t look at it in isolation that is it just third level. Policy would need to go 

back and be supported the whole way back from crèche to third level – the most powerful 

support that the students will get a welcome, a kind word and a supported. Institutional: We 

need supports and resourcing but also how we can look at how we treat students with 

continued encouragement and kind words. 
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Q6. How has Covid-19 impacted on students, e.g., academic, financial, health, college 

experience and how can we address these impacts? 

- Feedback from student: support, encouragement, understanding has been so important 

- Overwhelming what has been heard in the counselling services is how staff have gone out of 

their way to support students. What we know nationally and internationally from research 

studies– mental health and finance has been the biggest impact of Covid 19. Isolation, 

loneliness and the lack of campus experience and connection has caused a worsening of 

mental health for those with and without pre-existing mental health 

- There is a moderating emotional management piece that happens when around peers 

that has been missing; unhealthy environments and stuck in those environments and 

stuck in box rooms to engage with their college work with some minimal contact they 

have has really worsened for some students 

- The Mental health impacts really has to be brought out from health, as it is the most 

significant impact of Covid. That and the impact of finance to come back to college and 

many students saying that if it is online they will not be back 

- Main issues coming back from students is the impact of isolation, lack of support from 

peers. People did not have the opportunity to make friends and make connections for 

support – this had been the big issue this year. Financial support – no income, many 

people lost their jobs 

- I would be concerned there is a narrative creeping in that we transitioned to online 

learning and it has been fine. It has not been fine; there are certain courses that it only 

makes sense to be on campus, such as courses with a high practical element, it simply 

does not work online, it is not a proper student experience and it creates social 

challenges because these are students who need to learn not just by reading but also 

by doing. 

- It would be great if we had more diversity and those from non-traditional backgrounds 

and to see that in college 

- Impact on staff, it has been really challenging 

- Mentoring from peers in a classroom environment has been lost – connection to peers 

has been lost. People are really struggling 

- Implement the STATUS TOOLKIT in all Higher Education providers. The document uses an 

institute wide, Quality Assurance Framework, to promote inclusion and increase 

awareness of Traveller culture including policy and cultural awareness training 

- One of the biggest communications that needs to be reported strongly to the HEA is 

that all students need to have some on campus experience across the board. 
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- There is a danger that courses like Business or Humanities would get pushed off 

campus because of the lack of practical element to those courses, the psychological 

impact of this is so negative, students need that experience. 
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Appendix 9-Notes taken during Internal Stakeholder Focus Group- LIT 

 
Q1. Who do you think experiences barriers in accessing higher education in Ireland? 

- Peer pressure/ someone’s background or environment: students who are first in their family 

(men in their 30’s especially) to go to college are often jeered by their peers 

- LIT has a good reputation in supporting disadvantages – a Technological university may seem 

a step too far for some students 

- It’s important the new TU does not generate a barrier with its new status – contacts with the 

local community need to be upheld 

- Progression routes need to be maintained: a lot of students come in at level 6 and then add 

on their level 7 and 8. A lot won’t apply for a level 8. A level 6 equals one foot in the water. 

Something we need to be cognisant of as we move to a TU 

- Financial: Mature students have commitments to maintain. Many have jobs and may look to 

attend part-time but are not in a situation to pay fees and won’t receive support from 

employers 

- Refugees/Asylum Seekers/Migrants: not fluent in English and don’t have the same access to 

information-They may be highly qualified in their own country but there’s a lack of one-year 

transitional courses that apply to their qualifications 

- Criminal records: challenging in terms of placement for students 

- Part-time students – changing parameters in terms of grants – structural changes don’t 

translate into day to day – lack of infrastructure to support HEA changes 

- LGBT students applying for SUSI are means tested against estranged family members – may 

not be in a great financial position 

- School visits in disadvantaged areas are paramount 

- Youth outreach – what it’s about rather than what we offer – education is a possibility no 

matter what route you take rather than this is what LIT offers – it gives students ambition 

 

 
Q 2. In your experience what facilitates and supports access to higher education? 

- Brining in and working with local communities as part of a consortium with Mary I and UL – 

the Go4It programme – when we commit, we commit but, on the flipside, we’re limited by a 

funding timeline. We get 2years of work done and then have to pull out due to funding. It 

can be detrimental to our community relationships 



72 

 

 

- Liaison with ETB – progression routes – FETAC students find their feet – more comfortable in 

IOT than a university – keeping the familiarity between lecturers and students and not losing 

that when we move to a TU 

- Hard to reach categories – long term unemployed – how do you encourage them past ETB – 

Transition to higher education programme 

- Access to books/library: important to have access to free books and laptops – students need 

space to study – to have access to the building at weekends – they need a quiet space that 

they wouldn’t get at home 

- Having a safe quiet space to study 

- Social Care mature student received ECDL training before they joined – it meant they didn’t 

fall behind. 

 
3. How do you think that access can be more mainstreamed within the activity of the 
college? 

 
- Access Champions – championing access across HEIs 

- We are not even capturing all the things that are happening that promote access 

- Forum within TU to drive and support access agenda 

- LIT very strong – we’re an access institute – it’s everyone’s responsibility to think about 

access – our message needs to stay the same “we might be a TU but we’re still focused on 

Access 

- What can we do to make people feel comfortable coming through the door? 

- Getting the name out there – get students through the door at a younger age – familiarity – 

break down barriers 

- Transition year programme - students come in to experience different courses 

- Digital divide - there’s the narrative that every kid is digitally literate – we have to be  

mindful of the change in the delivery of lectures – internet – accessibility, technical tools and 

capability 

- Some students need physical books rather than reading from a screen 

- Celebrating diversity in a way that doesn’t label people – in a careful and reflective way 

where they feel included – some students don’t want a label at all 

- Minorities – where English isn’t their first language – people are being excluded in the 

community 

 
 
 

Q4. What is your vision/expectation (top priority) for the new National Access Plan to 
promote and support access to higher education at a local level and a national level? 
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- Champions forum 

- Branding and promotion - needs to be mindful of this – not losing the rust of community 

partners 

- Messaging needs to be carefully managed so we’re not moving away from LIT’s core themes 

- “diversity is our bread and butter” 

- Students need to continue receiving the same support now we’re a TU 

- Conversation needs to be had with marketing – how we present, engage and interact with 

students around the various campuses 

- We have to address the leaving certificate – highlighting other routes to college – the LC is 

not the be all and end all 

- Better communication with the general public about who we are and what we’re doing 

- We need to promote our accessibility more 
 
 

Q5. How has Covid-19 impacted on studentse.g., academic, financial, health, college 
experience and how can we address these impacts? 

 

- Students did well with how they coped – going forward covid is going to have a big impact 

- We’re not as conscious about what students have going on at home – not just students in 

our target groups but all students across the board – students need to know there’s 

supports there for everyone 

- Minorities- difficulties with English – online learning much more difficult for them 

- Academic year 20-21 had clarity. 21-22 will be more challenging due to mixed messages, 

spikes in cases, students or their family members who are immunocompromised or students 

not taking the vaccine – HEA need to attune themselves to this 

- Students struggled with no access to the buildings, materials and people 

- Dramatically different – need to come up with a way to sort this 

- The isolation people experienced can’t be underestimated – missing peer support – natural 

things that happen (e.g. overhearing about events etc., in the canteen) were missing 

- We’re going to see peaks in mental health issues 

- Working between 2 norms is going to cause anxiety - government need to be strong in their 

messaging 

- Financial implication will be huge – no savings – no jobs to creating savings, etc. 
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Appendix 10-THEA Access Statement 

 
THEA Statement on the Vision for equity of access to higher education in Ireland for the period 
2022-2026 

 

Over the past five decades, as our sector evolved from Regional Technical Colleges towards 

Technological Universities, our institutions have developed and retained a strong and successful 

ethos of inclusiveness as a central part of our mission, while also raising aspirations and facilitating 

students to realise their potential across multiple levels of the National Framework of Qualifications. 

As a result, national access target groups are, and continue to be, well represented in the student 

body within the context of our social inclusion approach. 

Due to our diverse student profile, our institutions have always developed and maintained very 

effective teaching practices and strong student/staff relationships, as evidenced by research such as 

Studentsurvey.ie1. Our sector spearheaded the development of teaching and learning centres, 

inclusive practice and pedagogy and a range of additional supports. 

We will soon enter our third academic year impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic. Our teaching and 

learning centres and access and disability services have been key to ensuring that our sector 

demonstrated an agile and focused responsiveness during this challenging period. Given our student 

profile, our students have been disproportionately impacted by the pandemic. Existing inequalities in 

terms of housing, income, and cultural capital have been amplified by the new ways of working and 

living. The ethos of staff engagement with students on an individual level has been a key factor in 

keeping vulnerable students engaged in their studies. 

One of the key strengths of our sector is its willingness to explore and adopt non-standard entry 

routes into higher education. In any given academic year, up to half of all first year entrants have 

gained a place on a basis other than Leaving Certificate points in that year. Additionally, our 

advanced entry agreements with the FET sector maximise the potential of the FET entry route for 

potential students. Nationally, there is much learning to be had from an evaluation of how the sector 

has worked closely with the FET sector, in particular. We commit to maintaining and further 

developing this relationship into the future. 

Great stories of individual success have emanated from the sector over this time with many students 

being the first in their families to access higher education, often through the variety of non- 

traditional pathways used by our institutions, and to progress successfully to employment and / or 

postgraduate study. Many of our graduates remain within our region upon completion, thus 

contributing to the local and regional economy, and acting as role models to their families and 

communities. 

We have supported, and we continue to support, the regional economy as a key driver for regional 

growth and development. We have established strong links with industry and community 

stakeholders. We respond rapidly and strategically to the needs of the regional workforce – in terms 

of upskilling and in response to the challenges of the changing economic cycles. For many of these 

workers, this chance to upskill while in employment or due to recent unemployment is best offered 

by our sector. 
 
 

 
 

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

https://studentsurvey.ie/reports/studentsurveyie-national-report-2020


75 

 

 

Over the next decade, it is our firm intention that we will continue to play a major role in inclusive 

education provision and regional development, as our institutions continue to evolve. 

During the period of implementation of the next access plan, institutes of technology and emerging 

technological universities collectively commit to: 

• Actively sharing and dissemination of good practice 

• Working collaboratively in order to develop a more consistent approach to data collection in 

order to enable tracking of individual student success, as students progress within and 

between our institutions 

• Adopting and promoting a whole-of-institution approach to mainstreaming access objectives 

and initiatives to further student success 

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

sectors 

• Maintaining and enhancing, where identified, ongoing support for students throughout their 

studies to maximise the whole student experience of higher education 

• Conducting a post-Covid-19 sectoral review of our responsiveness and evaluating our 

preparedness for a similarly disruptive event in the future. This review would include an 

examination of the positive outcomes that developed from the changed landscape, in terms 

of flexible delivery options for target groups (mature learners and lone parents with caring 

commitments, students with disabilities, etc.) 

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

underrepresented groups 

In order to enable these clear aims and aspirations, we wish to emphasise the need for national 

policies and infrastructure to more systematically support whole of institution / whole of higher 

education / whole of education approaches. 

• Genuinely whole of institution approaches can only be achieved when sufficient and 

sustainable Access resourcing is built into funding models in order to redress historic 

anomalies. For example, the ratio of non-academic staff to academic staff is lower in our 

institutions than in other HEA institutions2
 

• The evolution from RTCs to TUs should include the evolution of access from one small but 

key part of inclusive institutions towards a mainstream strategic priority in order to better 

reflect the inclusive reality of our institutions 

• The trajectory of recent improvements in data collection nationally should be prioritised to 

support tracking of individual students, particularly those who may transfer between 

programmes or institutions or who take “time out”, on their journeys towards individual 

success 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

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

https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2021/01/Institutional-Profiles-2017-18-Jan-2021.pdf
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2021/01/Institutional-Profiles-2017-18-Jan-2021.pdf
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2021/01/Institutional-Profiles-2017-18-Jan-2021.pdf
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