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Opening Statement to the Joint Committee on 

Disability Matters from Minister Simon Harris T.D. 

 

 

Date: 14th July 2022 

Introduction 

 

• I would like to thank the Chair and members of the joint 

committee for the opportunity to join in this discussion 

today on aligning education with the UN Convention on 

the Rights of People with Disabilities (UNCRPD). 

 

• Before we begin, I really want to commend the work of 

the joint committee and thank you for all that you do to 

progress the rights of disabled people. It is so important 

that our Government and Oireachtas prioritise this work, 

so people with disabilities can live to the very best of 

their potential, fulfilling their ambitions and dreams, as 

equal citizens and important contributors to both our 

society and economy.  
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• This work is one of the reasons I became involved in 

politics. I am very pleased to be able to share with you 

today a number of new policies we have advanced to 

progress our vision for a third level education system 

which is designed so that students with disabilities are 

successful in their educational and training goals.  

 

• I know you have had many contributors to this Committee 

already (some of whom I know very well) and many of 

these experts are working with me (National Disability 

Authority) and my department to make the changes we 

need to open up access, progression and success for people 

with disabilities in third level education. 

 

UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities 

(UNCRPD) 

• The UN Convention on the Rights of People with 

Disabilities (UNCRPD) reminds us that disabled people 

are diverse – as we all are - and that disability is an 

evolving concept.  
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• The Preamble to the Convention recognises clearly that 

attitudinal and environmental barriers for disabled people 

hinder their full and effective participation in society on 

an equal basis with others.  

 

• We are starting to break down those barriers at third 

level, although I want to be clear and acknowledge here 

today that this is a journey for my department and sector, 

with plenty of road left to travel.  

 

• The UNCRPD article 24 on education for those with 

disabilities calls for States to ensure the realisation of the 

right of persons with disabilities to education through an 

inclusive education system at all levels, and for all 

students, without discrimination and on an equal basis 

with others, while ensuring reasonable accommodation 

of the individual’s requirements is provided. 

 

• A long held aim of education policy has been to ensure 

that everybody is afforded the opportunity to develop to 

their full potential.  
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• The higher and further education sector can be an engine 

for economic growth and an instrument to promote 

diversity and enhance social cohesion. Indeed for the 

State, I believe that education is the single greatest driver 

of equality and we must ensure any discrimination is 

eliminated across all pathways.  

 

• I want to ensure that we create opportunities and support 

people to engage in education and training at every stage 

of their lives - to learn, upskill, reskill and grow. 

 

• As a new department only two years old, it is key to my 

own political priorities that the Department’s Statement 

of Strategy 2021-2023 specifically includes Inclusion – 

support learning for all as a strategic goal. 

 

• I propose now to take you through an update about new 

initiatives of my Department and ongoing work to align 

third level education and the UNCRPD.  
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Higher Education  

• Shortly I will bring to Government the new National 

Access Plan for higher education – to give it its full title, 

A Strategic Action Plan for Equity of Access, 

Participation and Success in Higher Education, 2022–

2028.  

 

• We have made huge progress in increasing participation 

rates in higher education across all levels. Our target 

under the last National Access Plan was 8% for people 

with disabilities. We’ve surpassed this with current 

figure standing at 12.3%.  

 

• In the next plan we will go further, with new more 

ambitious targets to build on our successes to date.  

 

• We will also challenge ourselves in the sector to think 

beyond access and for the first time measure what does 

success look like for the disabled student.  
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• Do they complete their course, move to postgraduate 

study, and find employment and participate in public and 

civic life?  

New initiative for autistic students and students with 

intellectual disabilities   

• Behind headline figures lies another truth. Which is that 

the level of access we rightly celebrate has not been 

achieved across all parts of society or the disabled 

population.  

 

• We haven’t yet measured participation rates for students 

with intellectual disabilities. That changes from now.  

 

• The new National Access Plan will have as a priority 

group students with intellectual disabilities and also 

autistic students.  

 

 



7 | P a g e  
 

• With this new policy, I have announced a new stream of 

funding for autistic students and students with intellectual 

disabilities.  

 

• This is a new strand of the Programme for Access to 

Higher Education funding (PATH), which will be rolled 

out in two phases, over a four year period.  

 

• Phase 1 starts this coming September, every university 

will get a pot of money to underpin what we call universal 

design which will have a benefit for all our students, 

including autistic students.  

 

• It will include things like sensory rooms, way finder apps, 

student and staff training. It will lessen the feeling that a 

person arriving in a university campus might have if they 

are autistic and feeling lost without the supports which 

were available in secondary school.  
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• Let me clear though. This is a good thing for our entire 

student population. It will support everyone, which is the 

magic of universal design.  

 

• The second phase I think is really exciting. We have seen 

some colleges and universities lead the way in charting a 

pathway for students with intellectual disabilities.  

 

• The second phase of this new fund is a call out to all our 

universities to put their thinking caps on, to get creative 

and think how they develop courses for students with 

intellectual disabilities.  

 

• They should do this in collaboration and partnership with 

local organisations and taking on board the views of 

disabled people in their community.  

• We will put a pot of 3m in place every year over 3 years 

for universities and colleges to pitch their best ideas.  

• This is only the start. I want this to be the norm across 

third level; not the exception.  
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Further Education and Training 

 

• Active inclusion has always been a central tenet of the 

work of Education and Training Boards (ETBs) and 

Further Education and Training (FET) providers, with an 

extensive reach into and across local communities.  It is 

part of their DNA.  

 

• There is a broad range of supports provided through the 

ETBs to support the participation of all learners, 

including disabled people. And we know from the 

numbers engaging in FET that those supports are 

attracting disabled people in and enabling them to realise 

their goals.  

 

• Data from SOLAS (FET in Numbers 2020: Learners 

with Disabilities) shows us that 11,376 learners (7.5% of 

all learners) enrolled in FET programmes report having 

at least one type of disability. 
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• The FET sector has very clearly nailed its colours to the 

mast - fostering inclusion continues to be one of its key 

priorities into the future. It is one of three core pillars of 

the FET Strategy - Future FET: Transforming Learning 

the national Further Education and Training (FET) 

Strategy 2020-2024).    

 

• This strategic plan identifies addressing the needs of 

people with disabilities as a primary focus and commits 

to more consistent support for this group across FET.  

 

• In real terms this means initiatives such as further 

development of Universal Design for Learning. For 

example, last year SOLAS published 'UDL for FET 

Practitioners: Guidance for Implementing UDL in Irish 

Further Education and Training' guidelines. I understand 

this has been warmly received and used across ETBs.  

 

 

• This focus means more research into barriers to FET for 

the long-term unemployed and other vulnerable groups.  
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• Building on its 2017 research, SOLAS intends to 

commission further research and examine barriers to 

participation in FET, with particular reference to persons 

with a disability.   

 

• This also means a Specialist Training Provision 

programme, which provides training for people working 

with disabled persons with higher support needs.  

Currently under evaluation, the FET Strategy commits to 

implementing the recommendations arising from the 

evaluation over the lifetime of the strategy.  

 

• As a result there will be scope to increase 

accommodation of people with disabilities in mainstream 

FET rather than separate dedicated provision.  

 

 

• This is what we need: integrated systems so that 

education meets the learner where they are at, rather than 

the other way around.  
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• All of the foregoing initiatives and the broader operation 

of the FET system, including engagement with relevant 

stakeholders, provide SOLAS and the ETB system with 

in-depth knowledge and deep appreciation of the access 

requirements of learners with disabilities, which in turn 

will assist greatly with the future planning and delivery 

of such services in this priority area. 

 

Fund for Students with Disabilities 

• The Fund for Students with Disabilities (FSD) is to assist 

further and higher education institutions in ensuring 

students with disabilities have the necessary assistance 

and equipment to enable them access, fully participate in 

and successfully complete their chosen course of study.  

 

• The FSD is one of the main funding sources supporting 

participation by students with disabilities in approved 

further and higher education courses in Ireland. It also 

supports students from Ireland to study on approved 

courses in EU countries and in the UK, including 

Northern Ireland. 
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• A contingency fund to provide additional support to 

HEIs which experience significant year-on-year 

increases in applications for support, in particular from 

high needs students, has also been established. 

 

• In the Irish higher education sector, the number of 

students eligible for supports funded under the FSD has 

increased from just over 10,097 in 2016/17 to 14,358 in 

2019/20. Since 2018, and included in the overall 

figure, part-time students have been eligible for support 

under the FSD – 463 part-time students were supported 

in 2019/20. In the case of the further education sector, 

the number of students has increased from 1,614 to 

1,966. 

 

 

• In 2019/20 academic year a total of 14,358 students in 

higher education institutions received supports eligible 

for funding under the FSD. This represents an increase 

of 8.7% compared to the previous year. 987 of these 

were postgraduate students. 
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• Within further education and training, SOLAS 

administers the FSD. Examples of practical differences 

this fund makes, including academic/learning support are 

- assistive technology equipment & software; hearing 

impaired supports; examination supports; non-medical 

supports and transport supports for learners with a 

disability. 

 

Adult Literacy for Life (ALL) 

• The 10 year Adult Literacy for Life Strategy (2021-30), 

which was launched last September, outlines a cross-

Government approach to reduce the number of adults in 

Ireland who have unmet literacy, numeracy and digital 

skills needs.  

 

• People with a disability are one of the key target groups 

within the strategy. 
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Action Plan for Apprenticeship 

• The Action Plan for Apprenticeship (2021-25) was 

launched in April 2021. One of the five unambiguous 

objectives in the plan is ‘Apprenticeship for all’, 

meaning that the profile of the apprenticeship population 

will more closely reflect the profile of the general 

population. The explicit ‘deliverables’ underpinning this 

include an apprenticeship structure that is inclusive in 

terms of access and delivery. 

 

• The National Apprenticeship Alliance, one of the key 

new structures under the Action Plan for Apprenticeship 

was formally launched by myself and Minister Collins in 

March this year. One of the initial actions will be to 

establish an Equity of Access subcommittee, which will 

be concerned with ensuring that under-represented 

groups form a greater proportion of the apprenticeship 

population.    
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• The Alliance membership is drawn from across society, 

including representative groups as well as employers and 

training/education providers.  

 

• It is my firm intention that the Alliance and our new 

National Apprenticeship Office will play a leading role 

in terms of improving opportunities for people with 

disabilities. Only established early this year, I expect its 

work on this issue to really ramp up over the coming 

months and would welcome your inputs and ideas.  

 

Reasonable accommodation  

• With regard to buildings and estates the Higher 

Education Authority, (the HEA), is in the process of 

finalising what it describes as a detailed space survey of 

the higher education estate.  

 

• As part of this survey, Higher Education Institutions 

(HEIs) have been asked to indicate the compliance of 

their buildings with part M of the building regulations, 

which addresses access for people with disabilities.  
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• The survey will be regularly updated and progress on the 

issue will be monitored and reported going forward.  

 

• Institutions can address issues of non-compliance using 

funding from devolved capital grants or as part of a 

broader building upgrade project.  

 

• More broadly on access and inclusion in physical spaces, 

I am pleased that we have launched recently a new phase 

of capital investment calls that will include an emphasis 

on alignment with universal design principles and 

fostering inclusion in all its facets. 

 

Conclusion 

 

• That is a brief synopsis of what my Department and 

sector is advancing to ensure there is equity of access for 

all students of both further and higher education. We are 

always looking to do more.  
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• I look forward to discussing these issues with the 

Committee today and I welcome your feedback, ideas 

and lived experience on how we can ensure that people 

with disabilities can successfully progress within further 

and higher education and more broadly across society.  

 

• It is my firm intention that our third level student body, 

staff and researchers should reflect the whole of society. 

This must include people with disabilities.  

 

• Success takes many forms. We all grow when we have that 

sense of belonging, where our individual goals and 

aspirations are supported.  

 

• This is the true ambition of all the new initiatives, policies 

and programmes I have discussed today.  
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• Most importantly I want to leave you with this. We are 

going to measure access, participation and graduation of 

disabled students in our third level system from now on. It 

will take time to build these metrics and to chart our 

progress, but we need to make this happen.  

 

• Not only will it shine a light on the achievements of our 

universities, colleges and training centres, it will spotlight 

where we need to do more.  

 

• The UNCRPD talks of an inclusive education system, the 

full development of human potential and a sense of dignity 

and self-worth.  

 

 

• We are all only as abled as the environment and attitudes 

around us.  
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• As Minister of this new department I am determined to 

give our colleges and universities a real chance to make 

their environment a place of opportunity for all students.  

 

• I look forward to our discussions this morning.  

• Go raibh mile maith agat. 

ENDS 


