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Executive Summary 
The purpose of this report is to provide a progress overview of the South Cluster PATH 2 and PATH 3 SOAR 
Project 2019-2020.The South Cluster is comprised of Cork Institute of Technology, Institute of Technology 
Carlow, Institute of Technology Tralee, University College Cork and Waterford Institute of Technology. 
The Cluster was awarded funding under the Programme for Access to Higher Education (PATH) Fund 
Strand 2 and 3. Established by the Department of Education and Skills, the aim of PATH is to support the 
implementation of the National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education. The SOAR Project is an 
inter-institutional collaboration that brings higher education institutions together with community 
partners to devise and deliver initiatives to increase the access of under-represented students to higher 
education. The project commenced in 2018. 
 
 
Project Implementation 
 
In 2019-2020 project structures have been strengthened with the consolidation of existing partnerships 
and the creation of new collaborations; significant progress in project development and delivery has been 
achieved in each of the five project work streams: 
 

1. Travellers in Education have maximised opportunities presented through the SOAR Project for 
successful collaboration. 22 Traveller women completed a Level 6 Leadership in the Community 
part-time programme. A Traveller Graduate Network was launched and a Traveller Work 
Experience Programme is in the final development phase. Collaboration with a local NTRIS project 
resulted in delivery of a traditional Tinship training project for young Traveller boys.  A new 
Traveller mentor training programme devised in response to community needs is in development. 

2. Enabling Transitions has seen Assistive Technology training delivered to almost 500 school 
students, staff and community project personnel. CIT have engaged in a comprehensive 
stakeholder consultation to develop a robust, evidence-based and student-centred Transitions 
Programme for students presenting on the autism spectrum.   

3. Connecting Communities, Connecting Curriculum focuses on mentoring as a means of 
supporting access to higher education and has secured a partnership with Cork Learning 
Neighbourhoods to develop a Community-Based Mentoring Programme through accredited 
Mentor training.  

4. Partnership for Access safeguards the project approach, ensuring cross-cluster community 
collaboration and partnership is central in all aspects of project design and delivery.   

5. PATH 2 1916 Bursary Fund blended with PATH 3 to harness project synergies and established a 
Central Unit that successfully managed the roll out of the 1916 Bursary Fund on behalf of the 
cluster for the 2019-2020 academic year.   

 
 
Evaluation  
 
An evaluation framework for the project has been developed; evaluative research has been carried out 
in three work stream projects: Leadership in the Community, the Transitions Programme and the 1916 
Bursary Fund. 
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Challenges 
 

• Regional Cluster Variations: Access Services vary considerably in organisation and reporting 
structure; the Cluster endeavours to implement a cluster-wide project but is cognisant of 
regional variations and the autonomy of individual HEIs.  

• Partnership-building: Community partners are not always opportunity ready. 
• Recruitment: Local recruitment procedures, processing times, job specification restrictions, 

and the backfilling of posts can hinder programme implementation. 
• Access Services: Responding to increasing student numbers, complex needs, new initiatives 

and reporting requirements has a significant impact on Access staff resources.  
• COVID-19 public health restrictions impede project delivery. 

 
 
 
Opportunities 
 

• Firmly established project structures with strong community partner engagement is conducive 
to effective working and effective project delivery for target students. 

• Evaluation findings can support project refinement, extension or replication.  
• Collaboration with initiatives such as NTRIS maximises impact for target groups. 
• Sharing of best practice models developed can inform future policy and practice.    
• New emphasis on digital learning can enhance Assistive Technology Outreach projects.    
• The 1916 Bursary Fund Central Application Facility will reduce Access Service workloads.  

 

 

Key Project Priorities 2020-2021 

• Liaise with the HEA and all project stakeholders to devise a viable COVID-19 project road map.  
• Successful delivery of identified initiatives in all work streams.  
• Implementation of the 1916 Bursary Fund through the Central Unit. 
• Sustain work stream engagement and momentum. 
• Publish first phase evaluation reports, engage in second phase project evaluations.  
• Progress work in the Connecting Communities, Connecting Curriculum work stream through 

the development of a community-based mentoring programme with Cork Learning 
Neighbourhoods. 
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Introduction 
 
The National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education 2015-2019 sets out five goals to support 
increased access and participation in higher education of under-represented groups. Goal 5 of the plan 
reads; “To develop regional and community partnership strategies for increasing access to higher 
education with a particular focus on mentoring” with corresponding objectives. The Department of 
Education and Skills established the Programme for Access To Higher Education (PATH) Fund to support 
the implementation of the National Access Plan, the fund is managed by the Higher Education Authority 
(HEA) and has various strands. The 1916 Bursary Fund scheme is funded under PATH strand 2; it was 
established to encourage participation and success of students who are most economically disadvantaged 
and who are from communities significantly underrepresented in higher education. PATH strand 3 
provides funding to support the objectives of Goal 5 of the National Access Plan. Regional clusters of 
higher education institutions (HEIs) were invited to submit proposals under PATH strands 2 & 3. In 
response, the South Cluster - comprised of Cork Institute of Technology, Institute of Technology Carlow, 
Institute of Technology Tralee, University College Cork (lead) and Waterford Institute of Technology 
submitted a successful cluster application under PATH 2 and devised the equally successful SOAR Project 
proposal under PATH 3.  The SOAR Project has incorporated both strands to facilitate a co-ordinated 
cluster-wide approach. The SOAR Project is positioned within the Access Service of each participating HEI, 
drawing on existing Access knowledge and expertise. It complements and brings added value to existing 
Access Services and presents opportunities for new initiatives to further the goals of the National Access 
Plan. Partnership and collaboration are a cornerstone of the project, consolidating current Access 
engagement with key stakeholders across HEIs, schools and communities and seeks new collaborations 
to enrich Access endeavours. Both PATH 2 and PATH 3 were initially funded for a three-year period, as of 
December 2019 PATH 2 has been extended for an additional 3 years. PATH 3 funding was awarded in 
2018, the SOAR Project commenced that year. The purpose of this annual report is to outline the work of 
the South Cluster PATH projects - PATH 2 and PATH 3 SOAR Project from June 2019 – May 2020. 
 
  

Building Teams, Building Partnerships 

A key enabler of SOAR Project delivery has been the recruitment of additional  staff across Access Services. 
A total of nine staff have been recuited in the participating HEIs on part or full-time basis to support the 
development and delivery of project initiatives. In addition, a Postdoctoral Researcher was appointed in 
June 2019 on a 0.6FTE basis by project lead UCC, to develop the evaluation framework and conduct 
research on the project. Access Officers and other Access personnel continue to play a pivotal role in the 
ongoing development of the project through active particaption in project structures and delivery. During 
the past year, we have endevoured to nurture existing relationships with community partners and forge 
new connections to foster new synergies in increasing access to higher education for under-represented 
students.  
 
   “As Education Worker for the Traveller Visibility Group, I want to state my strong satisfaction 
and enthusiasm about the work and impact of the SOAR Project in the last year. It has demonstrated 
how partnerships between the higher education sector and the community sector can effectively, 
collaboratively and respectfully increase Traveller access to higher education in Ireland.” 

                                                                                                                   A Burke, Community Partner PATH Advisory Group  
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Project Implementation 

During 2019-2020 the project transitioned from the initial unplanned but essential pre-development 
phase one. This period saw the development of project structures, initial staff recruitment, partner 
engagement, project proposal translation into an operational plan and project refinements. Such 
foundations paved the way for the development of an evaluation framework and project delivery in phase 
two. Access work is not static by nature, but ever evolving, the involvement of multiple partners also 
demands a flexibility for ongoing project refinement and adjustment. Therefore, individual initiatives 
progess at varying paces but always cognisant of our commitment to a partnership approach.    
 
 
 
May 2018                                                                                                                                                            Dec 2021 

 
SOAR Project Implementation Process and Timeline 

 
Project Sharing 
The South Cluster welcomed the opportunity to present a progress report on the implementation of the 
SOAR Project when invited to present at the national PATH 3 Consultation event hosted by the Higher 
Education Authority on behalf of the Department of Education and Skills in March 2020. The presentation 
is attached as an appendix.  
 
See Appendix I PATH 3 Consultation South Cluster March 2020 
    
Project Progress 
The SOAR Project is operationalised through five work streams, each with four specific named objectives. 
The five work streams are: Travellers in Education; Enabling Transitions; Connecting Communities, 
Connecting Curriculum; Partnership for Access and PATH 2 1916 Bursary Fund. An overview of each work 
stream, including objectives and a sample of achievements from 2019 – 2020 now follows in this report.  

•Governance
•Project Set-Up

Initiating

•Recruitment 
of Staff & 
Partners

Enabling
•Refinement
•Collaboration

Planning

•Action Plans
•Partner 
Engagement

Delivering
•Evaluation
•Documentation

Monitoring 

•Sustaining  / 
Embedding

•Final Report

Closing 

PHASE 1 

PHASE 2 

PHASE 3 



South Cluster SOAR Project Annual Report June 2020 

   

7 
 

WORK STREAM: Travellers in Education 

  
Objectives 

 
The Travellers in Education Work Stream group continued to strengthen this year with a number of collaborative 
initiatives undertaken or in progress. Through the SOAR Project, IT Carlow have been enabled to re-engage in 
Traveller outreach initiatives and have partnered with the Wexford NTRIS project to develop and deliver 
Traveller and Roma programmes. In CIT, the Traveller Education Co-ordinator has continued one-to-one and 
schools outreach; launched a national Traveller Graduate Network and is establishing a Traveller work 
experience programme with commitment from 20 organisations already secured.  IT Tralee have commenced 
the development of a Traveller mentor training programme designed in response to and in consultation with 
the community.  A group of 22 Traveller women from Cork and Kerry completed a Level 6 Leadership in the 
Community programme in UCC.  

 
 
Traveller Graduate Network  

 
           Launch Day CIT January 2020 

 
Traveller Tinship Programme 
 

 
Proud Participants 
 

 

 

Support access to HE 
accredited 

programme  for 
Travellers. 

Enhance Traveller 
cultural awareness 

and inclusion in 
schools.

Improve  and support 
Traveller access to 

third level.

Develop models of 
best practice for 

Traveller support. 

Purpose: A network of Traveller Graduates working together to 
support each other and others by using our experience for the 
benefit of current and prospective students from the Travelling 
community.  We endeavor to promote more inclusive learning 
and working environments for Irish Travellers and our mission is 
to encourage other members of the Travelling community to 
believe in the possibilities that await them; supporting and 
encouraging the development of their potential through 
education so that they can engage in society with confidence and 
pride.   
 
 

In partnership with Wexford NTRIS Project, IT Carlow funded a 12-
week Tinship workshop in Bunclody Vocational College. The workshop 
aimed to promote an awareness of Traveller heritage and culture to 
Traveller students and the school community. It encouraged 
attendance, engagement and retention and provided a positive 
learning experience for 14 Traveller boys encouraging further 
participation in other areas of school life. Each student made their 
own tin pieces, which they then displayed in a school exhibition for 
students, staff and family members.  In addition, a follow-up campus 
visit to IT Carlow and award ceremony took place. 

 

Work Stream Members: Southern Traveller Health Network, Traveller Visibility Group, Travellers of North Cork, 
East Cork Traveller Project, West Cork Traveller Project, Cork Travellers Women’s Network, Kerry Travellers 
Health and Community Development Project, Traveller Health Unit, Cork NTRIS STAR Project, IT Tralee, CIT, IT 
Carlow, UCC.  
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Traveller Cultural Awareness  

In enhancing awareness and understanding of Traveller culture, the SOAR Project was pleased to connect the 
Traveller Cultural Awareness Training (TCAT) Cork group with Cork Education Support Centre to ensure such 
training is included in their calendar of CPD training for teachers. TCAT also took place in CIT and UCC. 
 

                                                                         
 
                                                            
Leadership in the Community  

 
                               

          
                                                                  
                    Launch Day UCC September 2019      
                          

  

 

"Travellers of North Cork are very happy to be involved in such a collaborative group that works on 
highlighting and breaking down the barriers in accessing education for marginalised and socio-economically 
disadvantaged groups.  The openness and transparency in how this group approaches the work involved 
provides a positive can-do attitude that can only bring about positive change"  

                                                                                                        J Sheehan, Community Partner, Travellers of North Cork 

Identified and driven by the Southern Traveller 
Health Network (STHN), partnering with Adult 
and Continuing Education (ACE) UCC and funded 
by the SOAR Project in UCC, the Leadership in 
the Community Level 6 part-time programme 
for Traveller women commenced in September. 
Significant preparatory work took place during 
the summer period. The course curriculum, 
content and teaching and assessment 
methodologies were co-constructed between 
the STHN and ACE, to ensure a culturally-
inclusive learning environment was created.  27 
women registered, 5 withdrew, the remaining 
22 will complete and 17 have expressed interest 
to progress to Level 7.   Supplementary sessions 
on Assistive Technology and academic skills 
were provided by the Disability Support Service 
and the UCC Skills Centre. Each Traveller 
organisation provided additional tutoring / 
study group support on a weekly basis.  
Feedback from participants and lectures has 
been extremely positive; this initiative is being 
evaluated as part of the SOAR Project to capture 
the student’s experience, journey and impact of 
the course as well as capturing the model of 
culturally-inclusive learning that was created.  

 
 

Traveller Cultural 
Awareness Training 

incorporated into 
Equality Week in CIT 

and with Access Staff in 
UCC. 
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WORK STREAM: Enabling Transitions 

 
Objectives 

 
In Enabling Transitions four HEIs focus on Assistive Technology (AT) outreach initiatives in schools, with 
varying approaches adopted from school-based student training to staff-focussed train the trainer. 
Adopting the latter approach, IT Carlow have connected with Education Centres in Wexford, Laois and 
Kilkenny to maximise project exposure to schools in the region. As well as working directly with students 
in schools, UCC are developing online training resources that teachers and students can avail of. CIT have 
developed a holistic, evidence-based, student-centred transitions framework for students presenting on 
the Autism Spectrum. Contributions from community partners the National Council for Special Education 
(NSCE) and ASPECT, A.S. Support Service has enriched cluster collaboration.    
 
 
IT Tralee AT Outreach Train the Trainer  
IT Tralee has adopted a ‘train the trainer’ approach to Assistive Technology; training and supporting 
teachers across County Kerry to integrate AT into daily teaching practice. Training in a range of formats 
was made available to teachers; off-site training at IT Tralee and the Tralee Education Centre and on-site 
CPD sessions in individual schools.  Six teachers completed a Level 6 AT accredited course through Enable 
Ireland. Follow-up in-class partnership teaching and a Community of Practice network where teachers 
learn from each other’s experience offers continued support. Training has also been provided directly to 
senior cycle students in school and to students and parents in “Skills for College” workshops. The next 
phase, delivered online, will focus on AT as part of a UDL approach to inclusive mainstream classrooms. 
 
 
WIT AT Homework Club 
WIT in partnership with a Waterford Schools Completion Team (WSCP) developed an AT Homework Club 
Programme that was piloted in one second level DEIS school.  Junior cycle students with a Specific 
Learning Disability (SpLD) were purposively selected to participate in the after school eight-week 
programme. A representative from the WSCP attended each session that adopted the progressive 
educational learning model – ‘learning by doing’. Two pieces of Assistive Technology were included in the 
programme (Read and Write Gold v11 and C-pen Reader Pen). Students were initially trained in the use 
of these two AT technologies and in subsequent weeks had the opportunity to independently use the 
technologies to assist in the completion of their homework. 

                  

Support the transition, 
integration and 

retention of students 
with disabilities in third 

level.

Build assistive 
technology competency 
and adoption in schools.

Enhance supports for 
students with 

disabilities in third level.

Support and enhance 
'college readiness' for 

students with 
disabilities. 

Cluster Knowledge Sharing 
In March 2020, UCC hosted a Knowledge-Sharing 
workshop on the latest freeware Assistive Technologies 
available that supports learning and teaching. All work 
stream representatives attended the session.  
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AT Outreach in Numbers  
The Assistive Technology (AT) Outreach projects have engaged with students, parents, teachers, Special 
Education Needs (SEN) co-ordinators, Special Needs Assistants (SNAs) and project support workers in 
schools, Teacher Education centres and community organisations.   

 

Type of training and participation numbers 
 
 CIT Transitions Programme 

                                                                                           

 
DISCOVER Camp logo designed by a CIT 

Multimedia Student  
 
 
“Aspect A.S. Support Service is delighted to have been included as a community partner for such 

a progressive project. The initiatives that have been put into action to increase access to higher education 
have already started to make a difference in communities and we will see the benefit of this project for 
many years to come.”                                                        S Nelligan, Community Partner ASPECT A.S. Support Service 

 
“What most grabbed my attention was the strongly collaborative and supportive spirit of the work 

stream, and the potential for a cross-sectoral community of practice or network structure that would 
support transitions from post primary to further and higher education at a regional or national level.”    

              
                                                                C Manley, Community Partner, National Council for Special Education 
 

                                                                      

37
Student 
Sessions

Attendance

263
29

Teacher 
/SEN/SNA 
workshops

Attendance

157
7 

Community-
based 

Sessions

Attendance

60

Work Stream Members:  
NCSE, ASPECT A.S. Support Service, 
CIT, IT Carlow, IT Tralee, UCC, WIT. 

 

 

This project sets out to create a roadmap of support for 
students who are on the autism spectrum and who are 
potentially entering Higher Education. Structured into 
three elements - pre-entry, entry and post-entry, this pilot 
project seeks to draw on research conducted with 
students, parents and professionals, to gain insight into 
transition and progression experience of students on the 
spectrum in CIT. Pre-entry Easter and summer camps – 
‘DISCOVER Programme’ have been developed, but as they 
could not proceed due to COVID-19, they are now being 
re-worked for online delivery. 
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WORK STREAM: Connecting Communities, Connecting Curriculum  

Objectives 

SOAR Project and Cork City Learning Neighbourhoods Collaboration 
After an initial scoping of models of practice in mentoring, it was agreed that CIT and UCC would pursue a 
partnership with Cork City Learning Neighbourhoods to develop a Community-based Mentoring Programme. 
The Learning Neighbourhood is a pillar of the Cork Learning City with an ongoing commitment to learning, 
providing inclusive and diverse learning opportunities for whole communities through partnership and 
collaboration, there are six Learning Neighbourhoods in Cork City.  
 

The work stream will develop a Community Mentor Training Programme for key personnel within the 
community that will enable these newly trained mentors to engage effectively with under-represented target 
groups to support access, transfer and progression to Higher Education. Community mentors establish positive 
and supportive relationship with others, build their self-confidence and can initiate an individual’s return to 
education providing critical community-based support to prospective and progressing students. The 
mentoring module(s) will be co-created with Learning Neighbourhoods. This partnership was secured in 
January 2020, work is currently paused due to COVID-19 restrictions.   

Community-based Mentoring Programme Plan 

 

Identify models of 
best practice in 

student Mentoring.

Establish Community 
Mentoring 

Partnerships.

Design and deliver 
accredited Mentor 

Training Programme.  

Delivery of Mentoring 
Programme in 

colleges, schools, 
communities.

Partners: 
Cork Learning Neighbourhoods:  

• Knocknaheeny     
• Togher 
• Ballyphehane      

 

• Mayfield     
• The Glen         
• South Parish. 
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WORK STREAM: Partnership for Access 

 
Objectives 

 
Believing in the principle that ‘Together is Better’, the South Cluster is committed to working in 
partnership with key stakeholders.  Effective partnership is forged on mutual trust, shared goals and a 
commitment to collaborative endeavour. It requires time, effort and energy that is often intangible in 
outcome-driven work, however successful implementation of the SOAR Project is reliant on successful 
cross-cluster collaboration and community partnership. Partnership is therefore a named project work 
stream, unlike other work streams however, it is not focussed on initiative delivery but instead is 
concerned with the process of how we work ensuring partnership is central.  

In 2019-2020, two community partners joined the PATH Advisory Group. Cohort-specific and advocacy 
group representatives together with statutory bodies and complementary projects such as NTRIS account 
for community partners on work streams to strategically inform project design with a strong community 
voice. Everyday development and delivery of project initiatives involves a plethora of pre-existing and 
evolving connections and collaborations.  

 

 

                                                                              SOAR Project Partnership Structures   
 

The SOAR Project will continue to nurture existing partnerships and seek new collaborations to support 
effective SOAR Project delivery and further other collective endeavours that effectively support Access to 
education for under-represented groups within and beyond the lifespan of the PATH 3 programme.   

Identify existing 
cluster partnerships. 

Identify and engage 
new partners to 
support project 

implementation. 

Devise and assess 
best practice 
partnership 
guidelines.

Map project 
partnerships and 
collaborations. 

Project 
Delivery

Work 
Stream

Advisory
Group

Steering
Group

• Statutory  Body Partners (NCSE, THU)
• Community Partners (Traveller Groups, ASPECT A.S., Learning 
Neighbourhoods)

• Access Staff & SOAR Project Staff

• School/FE/ Community Partner 
• Traveller Community Partner  
• Access Officers

•Registrars
• Access Officers

Students, Schools, Parents, Education Centres, Community 
Organisations, Advocacy Groups, Businesses, Academic Departments, 
School Completion Projects, Home School Community Liaison, FE 
Colleges, Traveller Interagency Groups, Area-Based Partnerships etc 
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WORK STREAM: 1916 Bursary Fund 

 
Objectives 

The Central Unit 

Utilizing PATH 3 contingency budget, a central application and assessment unit was developed to 
implement the 1916 Bursary Fund for the 2019/2020 academic year. Established in consultation with the 
work stream, managed by the SOAR Project Co-Ordinator, the Central Unit was responsible for project 
set-up, communications, application co-ordination, data management and processing, financial and 
target group assessment and co-ordinating the appeals process. Cluster-wide agreement on a scoring 
framework; Memorandum of Agreement as well as Admissions Officer and CAO co-operation enabled the 
successful operation of the Central Unit.   

The two-stage application process adhered to pre-entry application requirements and facilitated 
targeting of students during post CAO offers communication and cohort-specific orientation programmes. 
A supporting documentation guideline was provided for applicants, each HEI hosted at least one 
application support clinic. All communication directed applicants to email queries to the Central Unit, 600 
email queries were handled by the unit.  
 
The Central Unit adopted a clear systematic approach to assessment, a comprehensive assessment 
manual was devised, and training provided for assessors. The Unit completed all financial and target 
group assessment and prepared a final shortlist for each HEI to review and determine final awardees.  

1916 Bursary Fund South Cluster SOAR Project Application to Eligibility 

Number of 
entries 

Application 
(Part I) 

Number of 
entries to 

Application 
(Part II) 

Number of 
completed 

Applications 
(Part II) 

Number of 
incomplete 
Applications 

(Part II) 

Number 
meeting 
financial 
criteria 

% of 
completed 
applicants 
meeting 
financial 
criteria 

Number 
that did not 

meet a 
primary 
target 
group 

Number of 
shortlisted 
candidates 

% of (Part II) 
entries 

shortlisted 

1038 525 286 239 137 48% 14 123 23% 

 
Application Numbers to Shortlisting 

 
An appeals process was carried out in accordance with Department of Education and Skills guidelines to 
ensure all applications were assessed fairly and accurately. CIT accepted a bursary transfer from another 
cluster that had issued a conditional award. As one HEI did not fill their quota the PATH Advisory Group 
agreed a process to re-distribute two surplus bursaries.    
 

CIT ITC ITT UCC WIT 
8 7 8 8 5 

 
Final Distribution of Bursaries 

Devise a Cross-Cluster 
1916 Bursary Fund 

implementation 
strategy.

Raise awareness of 1916 
Bursary Fund amongst 

target groups. 

Develop clear, 
transparent and robust 
policies and procedures 

aligned with current 
best practice.

Successful 
implementation and 

roll-out of 1916 Bursary 
Fund across the cluster.
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Achievements 
• The Central Unit provided an effective and successful solution to previous challenges associated 

with PATH 2 roll-out. The centralised application process allowed for a co-ordinated and seamless 
application process for students in the region. It removed a significant workload from Access 
Services from application set up, management and assessment and resulted in more expedient 
awarding of bursaries. The centralised approach also enabled collation of all applicant data in the 
region facilitating greater data analysis and learning. 

• An evaluation into the impact of the 1916 Bursary on awardees’ higher education experience, was 
undertaken, the final report will be published in autumn 2020. 

• Two videos sharing the personal story of 1916 Bursary Awardees have been produced.  

Challenges 
• A retrospective change in the 1916 Bursary Fund terms and conditions will have a detrimental 

impact on up to 16 awardees.  Students completing a three-year Level 8 programme will not 
automatically receive a fourth bursary payment should they progress to Level 9; instead they 
have to re-apply and compete within the existing allocation. The South Cluster strongly opposes 
this development.     
 

PATH 2 Extension and Development 

The PATH 2 1916 Bursary Fund has been extended for a further three years, the Department of Education 
and Skills have committed to developing a national central application facility for 2021-2022. The South 
Cluster have continuously called for such development and is currently engaged in stakeholder 
consultation to progress this. Meanwhile, consolidating the success of the 2019-2020 rollout, the Central 
Unit will manage the roll-out of the 1916 Bursary Fund for the cluster for the 2020-2021 academic year. 
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Project Evaluation 
 
In June 2019, Dr. Annie Cummins was appointed as the Postdoctoral researcher for the SOAR Project 
under the supervision of Principal Investigator Dr. Máire Leane, School of Applied Social Studies, UCC and 
works closely with the SOAR Project Co-Ordinator.  Three projects from three different work streams were 
identified for evaluation in the initial phase. In accordance with SOAR Project goals of developing new 
models of Access practice, two research areas focused on this: i) Leadership in the Community 
programme in the Travellers in Education work stream, ii) the development of the transition programme 
for students on the autism spectrum in CIT, as part of the Enabling Transitions work stream. The final 
research area focuses on the iii) PATH 2 1916 Bursary Fund evaluating the impact of the fund on awardees.   
 
 
Evaluation Framework 
Despite the increase in the numbers of students accessing Higher Education in Ireland, participation 
among certain cohorts remains relatively low (HEA, 2015). While there have been some improvements in 
the number of under-represented groups accessing Higher Education (HEA, 2015), research has found 
that low socio-economic background, demographic, disability, ethnic identity and age significantly impose 
on equality of access and opportunity (HEA, 2015; Scanlon et al, 2019). The evaluation approach of the 
SOAR Project draws on a praxis-based framework for widening participation, which creates opportunities 
to ‘challenge and disrupt entrenched and historical inequalities that are often tied to taken-for-granted 
practices and assumptions’ (Burke and Lumb, 2018: 17). Drawing on the principles underpinning the SOAR 
Project, the evaluation strives to disrupt the problematic focus on individuals’ ‘aspirations’ or ‘attitudes’ 
and capture the multi-dimensional and intersections of inequality.  
 

PATH 2 1916 Bursary Fund 

 
 
                                    Emerging themes                    

1916 Key 
Findings

Transfo-
rmative 

Isolation

Mental 
illness

Perseve-
rance

Giving 
back

Succeed-
ing

Role 
models

Depriva-
tion

Trauma

Research was conducted using 
survey questionnaires and follow-
up one-to-one interviews with 
1916 Bursary Awardees. 
Preliminary data analysis have 
identified the reoccurring themes 
featured opposite.  Overall the 
Bursary is having a transformative 
impact on Awardees, however, for 
most recipients this additional 
financial assistance is financing 
basic everyday living costs such as 
food, rent, transport and 
childcare.    The final report will be 
published in autumn 2020.               
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Leadership in the Community 

The focus of this research is two-fold, to capture participants’ experience of the course and to capture the 
model of socially-inclusive learning practice. The views of students, lecturers, support project staff and 
course co-ordinators were sought during data collection. The charts below provide a snapshot of the 
research findings. An executive summary of the research report has been completed, the complete 
evaluation report is due for publication in Summer 2020.  

                          

                                                              Emerging themes from students and staff                  

Transitions Programme 
In this project, research data and insight are being employed to inform project design and development.  
Research conducted with students, parents and professionals, provides critical knowledge into the needs, 
expectations and barriers of students on the autism spectrum in relation to progression, transition and 
success in higher education.  Such an approach will enable the development of a student-centered, 
holistic and evidence-based Transition programme.   
 
Evaluation Dissemination 

• A submission on the Transition Programme was accepted by both the AHEAD and the European First Year 
Experience Conferences 2020, however the conference did not proceed due to COVID-19. 

• Preliminary findings from the data gathered for the Transitions Programme from current students has 
been published in the AHEAD journal. 
 
Evaluation – Next Phase 
The next phase of evaluation will include selected projects from all work streams and all HEIs to capture 
the breadth of new models of practice being developed in the South Cluster under PATH 3. 

Students

Access 
issues

Storytelling

Institutional 
injustice 

Educational 
trauma

High value 
in 

education 

Struggling 
with digital 

literacy 
skills

Mentoring 
programme 

starting

Staff

Highly 
committed

Capturing 
pre-entry 

work

Capturing 
partnership

Links to the 
community 

Move off 
campus

Time and 
resources

Personally 
invested 

Exploring 
progression 

routes



South Cluster SOAR Project Annual Report June 2020 

   

17 
 

Challenges, Opportunities 

The South Cluster welcomes the opportunities PATH presents to further the goals of Access; however, 
some challenges have arisen that inhibit the Cluster’s ability to fully exploit such opportunities. 
 
Challenges 
 

• Regional Cluster Variations: Access Services vary considerably in organisation and reporting 
structure. Without parity of staffing, specific staff are required to engage in multiple projects at 
various levels. Whilst the Cluster endeavours to implement a cluster-wide project, it is cognisant 
of regional variations and the autonomy of individual HEIs.  

• Partnership-building: Due to considerable demands on limited staffing, community partners are 
not always opportunity ready, making the anticipated pace of project incompatible. 

• Recruitment: Local recruitment procedures, processing times as well as job specification 
restrictions significantly hinder programme implementation. Delays in contract renewals and 
back-filling result in interruptions in service and a knowledge gap.   

• Access Services: Responding to increasing students numbers, increased complexity of needs, 
entering HEAR / DARE schemes, changes to E-cohesion and FSD reporting and engagement with 
the Technological University merger process has a significant impact on Access staff resources.  

• The current impact of COVID-19 public health advice has impeded project delivery; the yet 
unknown future impact has generated much uncertainty for a project that primarily focuses on 
student, school and community engagement.    

 
 
 
Opportunities  
 
Both internal and external factors have influenced the emergence of new opportunities that the SOAR 
Project can leverage to further enrich the project going forward.  
 

• Firmly established project structures with strong community partner engagement is conducive to 
effective working and effective project delivery for target students. 

• Evaluation findings can further inform project refinement and support extension or replication.  
• Collaboration with other targeted government funded initiatives such as NTRIS generates 

efficiencies and maximises impact for target groups. 
• Showcasing project progress nationally and knowledge sharing of best practice models developed 

can inform future policy and practice.    
• The new emphasis on digital platforms and media in teaching can enhance school engagement 

with the Enabling Transitions AT Outreach projects.    
• The development of a Central Application Facility for the 1916 Bursary Fund will remove an 

administrative burden on Access personnel. 
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Key Priorities 2020-2021 

The South Cluster looks forward with enthusiasm to the continued project implementation and learning 
in the 2020-2021 academic year.  

Key Project Priorities  

• Liaise with the HEA and all project stakeholders to devise a viable COVID-19 project road map.  
• Re-implementation of the 1916 Bursary Fund Central Assessment Unit. 
• Successful delivery of identified initiatives in all work streams.  
• Progress work in the Connecting Communities, Connecting Curriculum work stream through the 

development of a community-based mentoring programme with Cork Learning Neighbourhoods  
• Publish first phase evaluation reports, engage in second phase project evaluations.  
• Sustain work stream engagement and momentum for project delivery.   
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Appendix I: PATH 3 Consultation South Cluster March 2020 
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