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Introduction
The National Disability Authority (NDA) is the independent statutory body with a duty to provide evidence-informed advice and guidance to Government on disability policy and practice and to promote Universal Design. The NDA welcomes the opportunity to take part in this consultation on the new Tertiary Education Strategy.[footnoteRef:1] The NDA advises that the new strategy should be aligned with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), the recently published National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People, as well as other relevant policies and strategies relevant to education and employment, such as the Roadmap to Social Inclusion, and the upcoming Pathways to Work Strategy. [1:  Public Consultation on the Tertiary Education Strategy] 

The NDA outlines its responses to the consultation questions below and is available for any follow up questions on the issues raised.
Strategy Objectives
In your view, what should be the primary objectives of the Tertiary Education Strategy?
The ‘Briefing Report for NDA Factsheet: Disability Statistics’ shows that there is a significant gap between the educational attainment of people with disabilities and those without disabilities. In 2022, 6.5% of people without a disability had no formal education or had primary level only, compared to 14.3% of people with disabilities. Further, 28.5% of people without disabilities have an honours bachelor degree, compared to 22.3% of people with a disability[footnoteRef:2]. Support services at Higher Education Institution (HEIs) contribute to the work in bridging this gap, and recent reports show a considerable increase in numbers of students accessing such services. AHEAD’s Disabled Students Engaged with Support Services in Higher Education in Ireland 2023/24, for instance, report that for 2023, 22,519 students registered with support services in HEIs. The same report also shows that there has been a significant increase in the number of students with disabilities attending higher education establishments, with a 364% rise in the those registering for support in the last 15 years.  [2:  Census 2022] 

With this increase in disabled students across HEI bodies, it is important that the new strategy promotes their right to education and the inclusion of students with disabilities across all areas of education, including the tertiary education sector. The following could be focused on as strategic objectives in the new strategy:
Universal Design in Education (UDE)
The NDA recommends Universal Design in Education (UDE), wherein a whole systems perspective is taken. In this approach, the entire educational ecosystem is considered, with every step of the student journey traced. Its goals move beyond facilitating access towards cultivating belonging and conditions to thrive for all learners. This whole systems approach looks at:
· the whole educational environment – this includes all levels of educational institutions, including the community and wider public
· the whole person 
· learning-friendly environments
It follows an educational ecosystem comprised of:
· The macro level, where directives, legislation and standards are set
· The meso level - this is the institutional level, which covers policies and governance, linking also to family and community
· The micro level, attending to individual needs and abilities
The NDA advises that the new tertiary education strategy supports and promotes this approach, which is articulated in the NDA’s Centre for Excellence in Universal Design paper. This paper outlines four pillars: 
· physical environments, 
· digital environments, 
· educational services, and 
· teaching, learning, assessment and curricula 
It is only when these four pillars work in unison that a more inclusive environment can be created that can be easily accessed, understood and used, by the widest range of learners and by all key stakeholders. 
[bookmark: _Hlk189121375]UDE promotes the inclusion of Universal Design as subject matter in curricula and assessment, to ensure a broader and more widespread adoption across the educational spectrum. A key focus of the Universal Design approach is to prioritise accessibility and usability for people with the more diverse capabilities, characteristics and preferences from the earliest possible design stage and throughout all phases in the life of products and services, and their interoperability with assistive technology. 
Ireland ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) in 2018. Article 24 of the UNCRPD contains the first explicit legal enunciation of the right to inclusive education and it imposes wide-ranging duties on States Parties to the Convention. Article 24 places an emphasis on education systems that support the full development of human potential and self-worth; fostering of personality, talents and creativity alongside mental and physical abilities; and ultimately supporting the participation of disabled people in society. The UNCRPD Committee’s General Comment No. Four provides a framework, through which to consider the transformation required to realise inclusive education. In line with NDA’s advice, it states that inclusive education is a “whole systems approach” which embeds “the necessary changes in institutional culture, policies and practices”.  
This UDE approach is also central to the National Charter for Universal Design in Tertiary Education (ALTITUDE) and the PATH 4 Phase one Fund (see below). The charter’s focus is how the sector can work towards embedding a universal design approach across all sectors of the educational system.
[bookmark: _Toc208405409]Programme for Access to Higher Education
UDE involves commitment to making the experience of students in education, including at key transition points, inclusive and seamless for diverse populations such as students with disabilities. In the higher education sector, funding through the Programme for Access to Higher Education (PATH) is having some success. PATH 4 Phase one funding was focused on Universal Design in Education and Path 4 Phase two is focused on inclusion of students with intellectual disabilities. The NDA collaborated with the Higher Education Authority (HEA) on various aspects of the Path 4 scheme and produced a paper to guide on the UDE requirements in Path 4 funding. We also advised on the application of the Design For All Standard (I.S. EN 17161: 2019) to the process of ensuring that all educational products and services are as inclusive as possible.
As higher education institutions learn more about universal design in education and inclusion through these programmes it is important that they are supported to continue developing and scaling up their approaches and that mechanisms are in place to share good practice and learning. The NDA have also advised on robust evaluation of the data from the PATH 4 programme, particularly around the nature and cost of the support needs of students enrolled through this programme. In order to adequately support disability support offices and to ensure the Fund for Students with Disabilities is adequate it is crucial that accurate data of all costs and resources required for UDE is available. 
Strategy Actions
What actions would you like to see in the Tertiary Education Strategy?
Any actions contained in the new strategy should contribute and form part of a roadmap to a universal design approach to education, looking at the physical environments; digital environments; educational services; and 
teaching, learning, assessment and curricula.  Following the entire student journey in this ‘whole systems approach’ is key, with actions further described below.
An adaptive and responsive system
How can the tertiary education system become more adaptable and responsive to emerging challenges and changing contexts? 
Universal Design 
As outlined above, having a universal design approach incorporated into the new strategy provides an opportunity to be responsive and adaptive to the needs of disabled students. This would allow for an inclusive environment to be created that can be easily accessed, understood and used by the widest range of learners and by all key stakeholders. To reiterate, universal design extends beyond the classroom, following the student’s journey throughout their day. Along with learning, teaching and assessment, it takes into account their physical and digital environments, supports and social engagement.
Universal Design in Curricula
The NDA strongly recommends the integration of universal design principles and guidelines into tertiary level curricula. Currently, a number of Higher Education Institutions around Ireland have incorporated universal design into students’ training, such as computer science modules at TU Dublin and at the University of Limerick. Engineers Ireland, too, are embedding universal design by setting it as a core requirement for chartered engineers. Similarly, UCC’s strategic aims include the advancement of universal design to enhance the student experience. University of Galway, also, has affirmed their commitment to incorporating universal design and accessibility in their Policy and Procedures document.
While such adoption of universal design is encouraging, it’s largely confined to technical fields at present. The NDA would therefore emphasise the value and importance of universal design across various industries.
A useful example of universal design programmes at primary level, the NDA collaborates with Junior Achievement Ireland (JAI) to promote understanding and awareness of universal design through the ‘Power of Design’ workshop. The programme follows a curriculum that showcases the impact of universal design on diversity, inclusion and sustainability in Ireland. This programme gives young people an opportunity to engage with universal design practices and design professionals to gain a deeper understanding of the purpose and importance of universal design. 
Supporting this recommendation of integrating universal design into curricula, the Nicosia Declaration was presented at the AAATE 2025 Conference in Cyprus in September 2025. Titled ‘From Margins to Mainstream: Integrating Accessibility and Universal Design Across Higher Education Curricula’, the declaration highlights the need to meaningfully embed principles of accessibility and universal design into curricula, pedagogies and institutional structures. In doing so, programmes would better equip graduates with the tools for creating more inclusive societies. The declaration calls for ‘immediate, coordinated and structural action by all relevant stakeholders to integrate accessibility, universal design and assistive technology as core elements of higher education policy, curriculum design, institutional governance, and quality assurance mechanisms’[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  The Nicosia Declaration. 2025. ‘From Margins to Mainstream: Integrating Accessibility and Universal Design Across Higher Education Curricula’. AAATE 2025 Conference, Cyprus.] 

Consultation, Participation and Engagement with Students and Staff
Consultation with people with disabilities is essential as it can often uncover exclusionary practices that had been overlooked. Article 4(3) of the UNCRPD requires all government departments and statutory agencies to ensure the effective participation of persons with disabilities in the creation and implementation of policies and legislation that impact their lives. The NDA strongly encourages the Department to effectively and meaningfully engage with students with disabilities and staff, including through Disabled Persons Organisations in educational institutions so that the strategy can reflect an ability to be adaptive and responsive. The NDA wishes to highlight its Participation Matters guidelines as a useful resource in consulting with disabled people and we are happy to advise further.
It’s important to note that all engagement should be facilitated through alternative or accessible formats to ensure meaningful consultation with people with disabilities. The right to accessible communications is stipulated in the Disability Act (2005) and in the UNCRPD, which state that public bodies should ensure, as far as is practicable, that relevant information is provided in accessible formats and technologies. 
Disability Equality Training for Staff
The NDA suggests that the new strategy includes a commitment to provide disability equality training to all staff. The NDA is currently updating its eLearning module on disability equality training, which is aimed at public sector staff in Ireland. It will be available later in 2025.
AI and Education 
The NDA’s Centre for Excellence in Universal Design recently released a paper on the emergence of Artificial Intelligence (AI). It explores how AI offers opportunities while raising important challenges that need careful consideration. AI technologies are opening new pathways for enhancing accessibility and independence for people with disabilities and show significant promise in breaking down traditional barriers to participation. In workplace environments, educational settings, and daily activities, automation and AI-powered assistive technologies are creating more inclusive spaces by reducing or eliminating common obstacles faced by people with disabilities. 
In relation to education, AI has the potential to personalise learning experiences, to adapt curriculum to individual learning styles, and to provide real-time feedback to students. AI-powered tutoring systems could potentially offer tailored support to students with disabilities, helping them navigate educational challenges more effectively. Additionally, AI could automate administrative tasks for educators, freeing up time for more focused academic instruction and curriculum development. Alongside these positive impacts, there are also potentially negative impacts if AI is poorly implemented. Poorly designed AI in education may exacerbate inequalities by reinforcing biases in assessment and learning outcomes. Accessibility issues may arise if AI tools are not designed to accommodate diverse learning needs, hindering the educational progress of students with disabilities. Moreover, over-reliance on AI may subdue human intuition that is crucial for educational and emotional development in students.
The new strategy has the opportunity to acknowledge the importance of early recognition, in order to address any challenges and ensure AI genuinely serves and empowers people with disabilities rather than creating new barriers.
Flexibility for Students with Disabilities
During the Covid-19 period the education system adapted to the challenging circumstances by going fully remote for courses, ensuring that students continued to receive their education. This period highlighted the flexibility of the system and resulted in many students with disabilities having greater access to education as a result of no longer being required to physically attend courses with all of the barriers and challenges that can entail, such as inaccessible transport, buildings and more.
However, now that much of the courses have now returned to in-person, remote learning is now less of an option for disabled students. This can have an exclusionary effect on students with disabilities. In addition to this many students with disabilities may need and want to attend part-time and evening courses due to other commitments and the extra costs associated with having a disability.
The NDA advises that the new strategy be cognisant of this and explore ways the sector can be more flexible and open to reasonable accommodations for students with disabilities. Within the broader UDE context described above, the NDA recommends that learning, teaching and assessment align with CAST’s guidelines, which advise designing multiple means of engagement, representation, and action and expression. 
Strategy Success
Which outcomes will define the success of the Tertiary Education Strategy? 
Not in Employment, Education or Training (NEET)
The NDA’s report on the final review of progress under the Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with Disabilities found that the rate of young people with disabilities not in employment, education, or training (NEET) remains more than twice that of young people without disabilities. The time young people spend not in employment, education or training can increase the likelihood of unemployment, low wages, or low quality of work later in life. More work is required to narrow this gap, and outcomes focused on improving these rates such as access programmes with focused support for students with disabilities should be considered for inclusion in the new strategy.
Improved Integration for Students
One way the success of this strategy could be measured is by having better integration for all students as an outcome, and specifically students with disabilities. The importance of disaggregating data on disability and capturing data in this regard is covered further in the answer to the next question.
Collaboration
NDA recognises the centrality of collaboration in efforts to foster inclusion. Coordinated interdisciplinary action across organisations and industries is necessary to facilitate meaningful integration of accessibility and universal design across the educational ecosystem. To quote from the recent AccessibleEU European event, “awareness is the seed, but collaboration is the growth’[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  Professor Loizos Symeou. 2025. Welcome speech at ‘AccessibleEU European Event: Enhancing an Accessible Educational Ecosystem’. European University Cyprus.] 

Outputs & Indicators
What would be the most effective way to measure the success of the Tertiary Education Strategy?
Disaggregation of Disability Data 
The forthcoming National Equality Data Strategy will promote data disaggregation, data linking, using a more standardised approach in relation to indicators and targets, and identifying and addressing data gaps. The strategy will support the ‘collect once, use often’ approach and the linking of various administrative databases as much as possible. 
As part of data collection, it is important that dropout rates and fail rates of students with disabilities are captured. Similarly, collecting data on students who transition to employment or further study would be crucial data that would serve to inform the success of this strategy. This strategy overlaps with other cross-departmental work, such as the new National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled people and the Department of Social Protection’s Pathways to Work Strategy and Roadmap to Social Inclusion both of which are currently being revised. 
The NDA recommends that the Strategy Statement include a commitment to continue to strengthen data collection, address data gaps and enhance the collection of disability disaggregated data. The NDA are willing to provide guidance on any of these issues.
Barriers and Enablers
Can you identify specific barriers or enablers to enhancing the system’s focus on impact and outputs? How could these be addressed?
Access to Education
In 2023, the NDA published results of a survey - the Wellbeing and Social Inclusion Survey - which aimed to find out if people feel they belong and feel valued and respected in their communities. The findings from the report indicated that disabled people experience poorer mental wellbeing and social inclusion when compared to non-disabled people. It also highlighted that a person identifying as a member of more than one marginalised group, such as being disabled and a member of the LGBTQI+ community, increases the risk of social exclusion and poorer wellbeing.
Respondents to the survey were given the opportunity to say how they felt social inclusion in Ireland can be improved. Access to education and training for disadvantaged groups was the most commonly selected option to improving social inclusion (selected by 39% of respondents). These findings illustrate that people with disabilities are a group which require a particular focus when it comes to social inclusion. Specifically, programmes and measures should be targeted to those with intersecting marginalised identities who are doubly disadvantaged, for example, Travellers with disabilities. The new strategy provides an opportunity to promote inclusive ethos in educational institutions.
Universal Design Systems Approach
Taking the wider whole systems approach, a number of barriers to inclusion emerge. The accessibility of the further education sector can present considerable difficulties for many students. For instance, the availability of accessible transport as well as affordable student accommodation are significant obstacles, magnified by the additional cost of disability.  By taking a universal design approach and reviewing the entire student journey as supported by the four pillars, as outlined previously, a more inclusive environment can be created that facilitates disabled students accessing education and fosters belonging. Some ways this can be achieved is through increasing the number of Access Officers in universities and ensuring there are well-resourced disability offices in educational institutions that students with disabilities can avail of for information, advice and support when needed.
The EU Web Accessibility Directive, which came into force in September 2020, requires EU Member States to ensure that the websites and mobile applications of public sector bodies are fully accessible to persons with disabilities and comply with the harmonised standard EN 310 549 (v3.2.1). The Directive further requires public bodies to maintain an Accessibility Statement in a prominent location on all their websites. This must include a clear feedback mechanism for users to ask for assistance with inaccessible content and features as well as the statutory complaints mechanism through which a person can make a formal complaint about the website’s accessibility in line with the Disability Act 2005 or the Equal Status Act 2000-2015, whichever so applies. AHEAD produced a legal opinion which outlined that Further and Higher Education bodies meet the requirements that considers them bodies governed by public law which means they must comply with procurement and web accessibility requirements. It also states that these bodies will need to prepare and regularly update an accessibility statement on the compliance of their websites and mobile applications.
We encourage the Department to promote accountability with the further education and training sector of the importance of accessibility of information and services to persons with disabilities and would urge the Department to make improving accessibility a specific part of the new Strategy. 
Supports for Students with Disabilities 
We note that the DARE scheme is available for post-primary students with special educational needs (SEN) progressing to Higher Education, but it is not available for a student with special educational needs progressing from Further Education and Training to Higher Education. This is an important issue to be addressed in relation to Access, Transfer and Progression for students with disabilities. The NDA also advises that the DARE scheme should be revised to ensure it is achieving its objectives.
Reasonable Accommodations
As already referenced, one of the most significant challenges students with disabilities face is the requirement for accommodations and flexibility in learning. This means institutions being open to accommodating disabled students in their requests for remote learning and flexibility in relation to their examinations. Higher education bodies could promote this flexibility through implementing a Reasonable Accommodation Passport throughout educational institutions. These passports are used by many employers and are promoted by organisations such as Ibec, the Irish Congress of Trade unions and others. In an education setting, these passports could be designed for students who require adjustments or accommodations because of a disability and can be agreed between the student and the education institution. 
It is also important that education bodies take part in developing a national framework in relation to Assistive Technology (AT), so that education bodies are involved in incorporating AT into their practices and support students with disabilities to access them.
The NDA would be happy to advise further on these topics.
Any other comments and/or observations
The NDA advises that the Department’s new Statement of Strategy align with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and other relevant national strategies and policy commitments relevant to people with disabilities. Some of the most important of these are highlighted below.
· UNCRPD Article 24
· The UNCRPD Committee’s General Comment No. Four
· National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People 2025-2030
· Autism Innovation Strategy
· Pathways to Work Strategy
· Roadmap to Social Inclusion
· The Nicosia Declaration 2025 - From Margins to Mainstream: Integrating Accessibility and Universal Design Across Higher Education Curricula

Such strategies and policies recognise universal design and accessibility as core principles underpinning a more inclusive society. Embedding universal design principles and guidelines beyond the classroom and throughout the student journey requires an attitudinal and cultural shift where difference is normal, diversity is celebrated, and access is assumed. More than optional accommodations, it’s critical that these commitments are reflected in and bolstered by the Tertiary Education Strategy.
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