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Submission to Higher Education Authority
Consultation survey questions
Four years on from the introduction of the Higher Education Authority Act 2022, have you a view on how the HEA has performed in the delivery of its new mandate?
The NDA acknowledges considerable investment by the HEA and Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) to strengthen equitable access for disabled students. As highlighted in the Mid-Term Progress Report of the National Access Plan 2022-2028, we note and welcome, in particular:
· The increase in the participation rates of disabled new entrants, with the target of 16% over the lifetime of the NAP met at mid-term stage.
· Significant funding and system-level investment, including through the Programme for Access to higher Education (PATH) to increase participation in higher education for under-represented groups. There have been successive increases in the Fund for Students with Disabilities (FSD), which increased by 5% in 2024, by a further 20% in 2025, and by a further 10% in 2026.
· Positive outcomes reported from PATH include enhanced capacity among academic staff; improved accessibility of online learning platforms; increased availability of innovative technologies; and improvements to the physical infrastructure on campus, including autism friendly measures such as the development of quiet spaces and calm zones across campuses; the introduction of sensory cubbies, the development of sensory maps, way-finding apps, campus tours, and improved signage across campuses.
· Explicit commitments to Universal Design (UD), supported by PATH 4, including the launch of the ALTITUDE Charter, a UD framework for the tertiary sector.
· Expansion of targeted supports for students with intellectual disabilities (PATH 4 Phase 2), with a reported 193 students enrolled to date in 11 participating HEIs. In February 2026, a two-year extension of PATH 4 Phase 2 was confirmed by DFHERIS.
· A range of research initiatives. For example, PATH 4 Phase 2 is supporting the INCLUDE-ID network, a cross-institutional consortium of 6 of the 11 PATH 4 Phase 2 participating HEIs that has a substantial collaborative research focus.
· Initiatives to improve data on accessibility, including the publication of the Second Data Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education, which includes a recommendation that additional data sources be collected on disability.
Nonetheless, there continue to be well-documented barriers to participation for disabled students in higher education, and further challenges transitioning into employment. This has wide-ranging and life-long financial, health and wellbeing consequences. Ireland has one of the highest disability employment gaps in Europe. 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. According to Census 2022 data, there is a significant gap between the educational attainment of people with and without disabilities. 14.3% of people with disabilities had no formal education or had primary level only, compared to 6.5% without a disability. 22.3% of people with a disability had an honours bachelor degree, compared to 28.5% without a disability.
The NDA’s Wellbeing and Social Inclusion Survey (2023) indicated that disabled people experience poorer mental wellbeing and social inclusion when compared to non-disabled people. 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.
More work is required to narrow this attainment gap across all government departments and agencies, with the HEA playing a critical role. Building on areas of progress noted above, we advise that the next Corporate Strategic Plan should emphasise outcomes focused on improving access and inclusion rates for disabled students. We provide further guidance on priorities to support this in the questions below. 

What are your views on the current Corporate Strategic Plan 2023-2026 Strategic Themes – Develop, Fund, Regulate & Oversight, Advice?
The NDA advises that a clearer articulation of disability inclusion commitments across the Strategic Themes might be appropriate. In particular, we advise a disability rights framing that links to relevant commitments in the National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People 2025-2030 (NHRSDP), Pillar 1 on inclusive learning and education and Pillar 2 on employment. We also suggest the following:
Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI)
We welcome the strategic objective on EDI (‘Develop’) but advise including disability-specific performance measures, with a focus on improving access and inclusion outcomes for disabled students and staff. 
Universal Design (UD)
Regarding developmental opportunities in areas such as teaching and learning, research, system performance, governance, and leadership development (‘Develop’), we advise referencing Universal Design as a driver of these developmental opportunities. UD is an approach to designing services, environments and products so that they can be accessed, understood and used by people of all ages with diverse needs, communication and sensory processing styles, cultural backgrounds and disabilities. See Question 4 for more on UD.
Staff supports
We suggest under ‘Develop’ that consideration be given to a) support needs of disabled staff, b) opportunities to increase the proportion of disabled staff, at least to meet the Disability Act 2005 Part 5 minimum target across HEIs (for more, see Question 6), and c) building disability equality and UD awareness amongst staff. The NDA has recently updated its eLearning on disability equality, aimed at public sector staff.
Meaningful engagement with disabled people
Article 4(3) of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities requires all government departments and statutory agencies to ensure effective participation of disabled people in the creation and implementation of policies and legislation that impact their lives.
The objective on stakeholder engagement (‘Develop’) could be expanded to reference engagement with disabled students and staff, including through Disabled Persons Organisations. Further, engagement should be facilitated through alternative or accessible formats to ensure meaningful consultation.
This could build on positive HEA-funded initiatives on student voice:
· Enhancing Student Engagement and Belonging through Collaborative Partnership
· Research from LaunchPAD (AHEAD and National Disabled Postgraduates Advisory Committee partnership): Voices in the Community: Experiences of Disabled Postgraduate Students in Irish Higher Education
The following might also provide guidance:
· NDA: Participation Matters Guidelines on Implementing the Obligation to Meaningfully Engage with Disabled People in Public Decision-Making
· Hub n nÓg: Participation Framework: National Framework for Children and Young People’s Participation in Decision-Making
· DPO Network: Blueprint for Co-creation

Funding and resourcing
We note the challenges highlighted in the NAP mid-term progress report (referenced above):
· That embedding a comprehensive UD approach will require sustained commitment and investment over time.
· That effective implementation of the NAP is impacted by capacity constraints. The welcome increase in diversity of student populations is placing pressure on the access and disability support structures – without comparable increases in resources to meet demand.
· That short-term funding schemes are difficult to manage, impacting staff recruitment/retention, longer-term strategic planning, and the ability to build partnerships with community stakeholders upon which access measures rely.
We advise, under ‘Fund’, that consideration be given to how disability support infrastructure can be resourced to meet these needs.
Statutory obligations
Under ‘Regulate and Oversight’, we advise that an explicit statement on the HEA’s compliance with statutory obligations would be a clear signal of commitment. See Question 6 for more on statutory obligations.

How might HEA Strategic Priorities better reflect the breadth of Functions (Section 9) of the HEA as per the Higher Education Authority Act 2022?

Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI)
Section 9 (n) emphasises the HEA’s critical role in advancing EDI in higher education. As advised above (Question 2), the NDA recommends that EDI commitments in the Corporate Strategic Plan could be expended to strengthen the disability lens. 
Data on disability
Section 9 (k) relates to the measurement and assessment of performance. The NDA suggests that disability-disaggregated data on accessibility and inclusion is a key element of performance measurement. To fully understand access and inclusion successes and barriers for disabled students in apprenticeships and higher education, the NDA advises that it is important that data is captured on dropout rates and fail rates of students with disabilities, as well as on transition to employment or further study.
We advise that the Strategic Priorities could expand on how the HEA will continue to strengthen data collection, address data gaps and enhance the collection of disability disaggregated data. This could build on the recommendations in the Second Data Plan on Equity of Access (noted above). We suggest that the Strategic Priorities could also expand on how they will link with the National Equality Data Strategy 2026-31, which promotes data disaggregation, data linking, using a more standardised approach in relation to indicators and targets, and identifying and addressing data gaps. Further, they should link clearly with the NHRSDP, which commits to delivering a more strategic approach to disability research and data across the public sector (including through the recently-established Disability Research and Data Advisory Group – the NDA has led on its establishment and is available to provide more information if helpful). 
Apprenticeships
The NDA welcomes the joint establishment with SOLAS of the National Apprenticeship Office in 2022, as required by Section 9 (p). We recognise that work is under way following recent public consultation on a successor to the Action Plan for Apprenticeships 2021-2025. We suggest that the Strategic Priorities could expand on commitments in this area.  
Evidence shows that the ‘place and train’ apprenticeship model, where young people are supported with ‘on the job’ learning, is an appropriate method for disabled people and can provide a critical bridge from education or training into the workforce. (See our 2013 advice to the Department of Education and Skills). Yet disabled people encounter access barriers. A 2018 SOLAS review of pathways into apprenticeship found that disabled people were significantly underrepresented in the apprenticeship population. In its final review of the Comprehensive Employment Strategy for Persons with Disabilities 2015 – 2024, the NDA found that there remains a need for a well-resourced ‘place and train’ supported employment system that prepares and supports disabled people to obtain and remain mainstream employment. 

In your view, what are the Strategic Priorities that the HEA should focus on over the next three years that will support the Sector’s response to the opportunities and challenges presented by recent geopolitical, social, environmental, and economic developments. How might the Strategic Priorities support the Sector in responding to these developments?

Universal Design in Education (UDE)
A UDE approach considers the entire human ecological system in education, of which Universal Design for Learning is part. UDE involves a whole systems approach, where the entire educational ecosystem is considered, with every step of the student journey traced. Its goals move beyond facilitating access towards cultivating a sense of belonging and conditions to thrive for all learners. It involves embedding a UDE approach from the start, whereby teachers and other stakeholders design environments and learning experiences including more inclusive curricula that anticipate, as well as respond to, variability in so far as is possible. This broader UD approach mitigates the need for retrospective accommodations and is bolstered by targeted supports where required. 
As articulated in the NDA’s Centre for Excellence in Universal Design (CEUD) paper on the policy landscape in Ireland relating to Universal Design in education and training, this whole systems approach looks at:
· the whole educational or training environment – this includes all levels of educational institutions, including the community and the 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. 
UDE has four pillars: 
1. Teaching, learning, assessment and curricula
2. Supports, services and social engagement
3. Physical environment
4. Digital environment

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: _Hlk196731639]The NDA believes that the whole system, person-centred principles that underpin UDE thinking should be key focus area of the HEA in considering how to respond to some of the global trends outlined in the HEA’s background paper, Strategic Directions: Future Challenges and Considerations. This includes megatrend analysis relating to holistic models of individual and societal wellbeing, reaching those furthest behind, and the future role of universities in their ‘third mission’ (service to society). 
Embedding clear commitments to UDE in the next Corporate Strategy Plan would also build on significant progress and momentum to date in this area, including the commitments in the National Access Plan, in PATH and in the ALTITUDE Charter (all detailed above).
Transitions
The NDA also wishes to highlight the importance of prioritising investment in supporting transitions for disabled people in line with cross-government commitments to strengthened practice in this area. 
As outlined under NHRSDP Pillar 1, strengthened support for disabled people as they transition through each phase of the education system and into employment is key to enabling inclusion and broader wellbeing and poverty alleviation outcomes. The planned development of a cross-departmental Transitions Policy (a Pillar 1 commitment) should inform the next phase of the HEA’s Corporate Strategic Plan. 
Further, the NDA notes the launch this month of a new national transitions support service in special schools, following the National Council for Special Education’s successful Transitions Pilot (Phase 1 evaluation final report, Nov 2025). Meanwhile, WALK PEER’s Progressing Accessible Supported Transitions to Employment Longitudinal Study: Pastel demonstrated the value of investing in supported transitions into employment. We hope that consideration is given to how the learnings from these pilots is taken forward by the HEA.

What are the implications of emerging technological advances such as AI, changing world of work and future skills needs, and demographic and population changes for the Sector, and how might HEA Strategic Priorities support the agility of the Sector in responding to these advances and changes?
As the HEA reflects on this, the NDA highlights for consideration the particular needs of disabled people. As noted in the NAP mid-term progress review, challenges persist relating to equity of access to digital infrastructure, to variation in the provision of assistive technologies and digital supports, and to the availability of flexible models of study that harness innovative technologies. 
Digital inclusion 
Disabled people face a digital accessibility gap relative to their peers in all educational settings, and can encounter challenges in accessing, understanding and using digital and online spaces. We suggest that reflection is needed on how disabled learners and educators can be supported to engage with and benefit from technological advances on an equal basis with others.
Artificial Intelligence
We welcome the HEA’s recent publication of its policy framework, Generative AI in Higher Education in Teaching and Learning, which sets out principles for the ethical use of GenAI in HEIs. Principle 2, focused on Equity and Inclusion, emphasises the imperative that GenAI does not become a mechanism for reproducing or amplifying existing inequalities. 
The NDA’s report from its Centre for Excellence in Universal Design (AI and Disability Inclusion in Ireland: Opportunities and Challenges Across Six Key Sectors) has underlined the importance of reflecting on the potential opportunities and risks of AI use for disabled students. It notes that AI-powered tools can support communication, accessible formats, speech-to-text, text-to-speech, translation and personalised learning. However, the paper identifies important considerations relating to equitable access, transparency, bias, privacy and digital exclusion. Consideration may be needed regarding:
· equitable access to AI-enabled assistive technology across educational settings
· guidance for educational settings, students and exam personnel on appropriate and ethical use
· the importance of human decision-making.

Assistive Technology (AT)
The NDA notes the findings and recommendations of the recently-published WHO report, ‘Assistive Technology Capacity Assessment in Ireland’ (May 26) and suggests that consideration be given to how the HEA might build on this report’s recommendations to strengthen inclusion through improved AT access in educational settings. 
The report highlights the importance of consistent, learner-centred and life-course approaches to AT provision across all levels of education. It notes that current practices can be fragmented. With a significant gap in structured training and competency development, many professionals involved in AT service delivery acquire AT knowledge informally through on-the-job experience. This results in a lack of sufficient knowledge and confidence among educators and support staff, which in turn can lead to an underutilisation of AT, abandonment and missed opportunities. 
Online safety
The NDA suggests that the next Corporate Strategic Plan might explore its contribution to improving wellbeing and safety for young people in online spaces. Jigsaw’s youth-led policy brief, social media and youth mental health (2025), has called for building digital resilience, and notes that the role of social media in shaping youth mental health is raised repeatedly in its work with young people. The Joint Committee on Arts, Media, Communications, Culture and Sport (May 2026) has called, amongst other things, for providing digital safety education to teachers, practitioners, parents and marginalised groups, and for combating image-based abuse and technology-facilitated gender-based violence.
We note the HEA’s recent announcement of a planned review of the handling of a case of image-based sexual abuse on campus, which will inform the updated national framework for third-level institutions dealing with sexual violence. We advise that a reflection on the particular needs of disabled students in this area would be helpful in any updating of the national framework.
How can HEA strategy balance the requirement to place student needs at the centre (within available resources) and empower HEI staff while addressing sectoral challenges related to funding, research, and infrastructure?
In considering how to strike this balance, the NDA wishes to highlight relevant statutory obligations for public bodies. As funder, the HEA might also consider requiring compliance by all third level colleges (even those that do not have statutory obligations), where appropriate.
Compliance with Disability Act 2005
Under Part 5, the revised minimum target since 2025 for the employment of disabled people in the public sector is 6%. In the NDA’s 2024 report on compliance (with the 2024 target of 4.5%), we note variance across DFHERIS and its aegis bodies, with some HEIs exceeding the target and others not reaching it. 
Part 3 details the obligations on public bodies to ensure that information and services are accessible to persons with disabilities. In its 2022 Part 3 Monitoring Report, the NDA evaluated the accessibility of information on the role of the Access Officer on public body websites. We note that the HEA at that time was not compliant with Part 3 requirements.
The NDA’s Centre for Excellence in Universal Design, with the Department of Public Expenditure, NDP Delivery and Reform, co-developed a Customer Communications Toolkit for Services to the Public – A Universal Design Approach, which provides guidance on designing accessible communications for the public, meeting the diverse needs of all customers.
EU Accessibility Act (EAA)
The EAA creates obligations for universities to integrate accessibility as a key requirement in the procurement of products, goods and services. The harmonised European standard that supports compliance with the EAA is I.S.EN 17161:2019 Design for All. This standard is relevant to organisations that design, manufacture and/or provide products and services and who want to demonstrate that they have addressed accessibility. See NDA website for EAA guidance.
[bookmark: _Hlk160713722]EU Web Accessibility Directive (WAD)
The EU WAD requires EU Member States to ensure that the websites and mobile applications of public sector bodies are fully accessible to disabled people. The Directive further requires public bodies to maintain an Accessibility Statement in a prominent location on all their websites. See NDA website for EU WAD guidance. 
As the National Monitoring Body responsible for monitoring compliance with the EU WAD, in 2025 the NDA conducted Simplified Reviews on the main websites of 17 HEIs. The average number of errors on HEI websites (1,380) was significantly lower than that of All Sites (3,570) reviewed. Although not required by the Directive, Accessibility Scores can be useful to assess the accessibility ‘health’ of a website, as well as giving motivation for improvement. The average Accessibility Score for HEIs (69.12%) was higher than that for All Sites (55.25%). This shows positive direction of travel compared to previous reports. Nonetheless, there is room for improvement. There was a large variance across HEI websites – from 3,144 to 147 for errors, and from 96.96% to 28.18% on Accessibility Scores. Most errors on HEI websites were due to PDFs; all the HEI websites reviewed provided key documents in inaccessible PDF formats.
Compliance with Irish Sign Language Act, 2017
In addition to general obligations in the Act to make ISL interpretation available, Section 5(c) creates responsibilities at HEI level regarding provision of sufficient numbers of educational placements offering ISL training for teachers. The NDA’s 2025 report on compliance with the Act has been submitted to the Minister for Children, Disability and Equality. The findings and recommendations in this report should be available for consideration and action in due course.
The NDA is happy to provide advice and support on any of the issues raised above.

Are there any other considerations that you would like to highlight?
Assessment for inclusion 
Research has shown that diverse students are disadvantaged by common assessment methods, such as timed exams. Assessment for Inclusion (or inclusive assessment) aims to foster more equitable assessment practices that give all students the chance to demonstrate their learning and achieve success. We welcome the ongoing work by QQI with AHEAD and DAWN on how to make assessment practices more inclusive of all students. We suggest that the HEA give consideration to how it might support and build on learning from this initiative across HEIs. Noting also the ongoing review of the post-primary Senior Cycle and the Reasonable Accommodations at Certificate Examinations (RACE) scheme, we suggest that opportunities for shared learning and alignment (where appropriate) are explored.
Universal Design Systems Approach
Taking the wider whole systems approach, several barriers to inclusion in higher education emerge. The availability of accessible transport and affordable student accommodation are significant obstacles, magnified by the additional cost of disability. By taking a UD approach and reviewing the entire student journey, a more inclusive environment can be created that fosters belonging and facilitates access. Key to achieving this is adequate resourcing of disability access infrastructure in HEIs; see more on this under Question 2.
Supports for disabled students 
We suggest that this is an opportunity to review and strengthen the current suite of supports and reasonable accommodations that are available for disabled students in HEIs. This might include reviewing current restrictions on the FSD that limits its application to full-time courses. Similarly, the DARE scheme that supports post-primary students with special or additional education needs to progress to Higher Education is not available to those progressing from Further Education and Training.
One of the most significant challenges disabled students face is securing accommodations and flexibility in learning to meet their needs. Many may need to attend part-time and evening courses, or may need flexibility to attend classes remotely, due to a variety of constraints arising from their disability. The NDA advises that the new Strategic Plan explore how the sector could embed more flexible practice – for example, by promoting use of Reasonable Accommodation Passports across HEIs. These passports are used by many employers and are promoted by organisations like IBEC and the Irish Congress of Trade Unions. We also recommend that learning, teaching and assessment align with CAST’s guidelines, which advise designing multiple means of engagement, representation and expression underpinned by UDE principles.
Further, the HEA-supported Reasonable Accommodations and Professional Placements (RAPP) Project by AHEAD and DAWN has highlighted issues arising for disabled students undertaking professional placements. Disabled students are underrepresented on professional placements and can face challenges accessing appropriate reasonable accommodations to demonstrate their competency. Consideration should be given to how the recommendations in the RAPP Report could be progressed.
Accessible information
The NDA advises that consideration be given throughout the consultation, strategy development and rollout phases to ensuring that information is accessible and understandable to diverse users. This includes facilitating inclusive sessions and providing resources in a variety of formats to support different processing preferences, where needed (visual, auditory, digital, paper, Easy Read, plain English, Irish Sign Language, subtitles, for example). It also includes ensuring accessibility of digital platforms. 
The following NDA resources provide guidance to public bodies to support accessible information provision:
Guidance to Support Non-Speaking and Minimally Speaking People to Access Public Sector Services
Code of Practice on Accessible Information and Services.
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