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“I want to commend the College for your 

work with Munster Technological University 

and South East in terms of the PATH 3 

cluster which is about access to education 

for marginalised groups” 

 

Excerpt from a speech by An Taoiseach Micheál Martin  

in University College Cork, 06 May 2022
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Executive Summary
The purpose of this report is to present an overview of developments of the 
South Cluster PATH 2 and PATH 3 SOAR Project during the 2021–2022 aca-
demic year. Comprised of Munster Technological University, South East Techno- 
logical University and project lead University College Cork; the Cluster was 
awarded Programme for Access to Higher Education (PATH) Funding to support 
the implementation of the National Access Plan. The SOAR Project brings partici-
pating higher education institutions together with community partners to devise 
initiatives to increase the access of under-represented students to higher edu-
cation. The SOAR Project is operationalised through five project work streams 
including the PATH 2 1916 Bursary Fund. Initially funded for a three-year period 
2018–2021, the South Cluster secured additional three-year Phase II funding 
following the submission of a successful project proposal in 2021. 

Project Implementation
In 2021–2022 project development and delivery continued across all the project 
work streams. The continuation of funding to Phase II has enabled all institutions 
to consolidate previous work, seek new partnerships and develop innovative 
programmes to further PATH work in all work streams.

1. Travellers in Education has extended to all cluster HEIs, the work stream  
provides a valuable platform for community engagement to build knowledge, 
share practice and inform planning. Partnership with Traveller projects and col-
laboration with existing initiatives across the cluster region promotes sustain-
able impact. Twenty-one Traveller women graduated from UCC; a further four-
teen have completed accredited training in MTU - Kerry Campus. The Traveller  
Graduate Network provides a national peer support platform for current and 
prospective Traveller students and graduates.

2. Enabling Transitions has embraced all opportunities to deliver Train the Train-
er Assistive Technology workshops through strategic community partnerships.  
Direct support of different learners in a variety of settings has also featured 
strongly. Following the success of an initial pilot school programme it has now 
been replicated to additional schools. 

3. Connecting Communities, Connecting Curriculum has collaborated with 
communities to develop two accredited Mentor training programmes to support 
the development of community-based mentoring initiatives.

4. Partnership for Access continues to underpin all work, ensuring initiatives are 
community-informed derived from shared goals and mutual ambition, additional 
partnerships were secured in key areas.
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5. PATH 2 1916 Bursary Fund implemented the national pilot that incorporat-
ed new collaboration with SUSI to support the incremental progress towards a  
national centralised system.

Evaluation 
Demonstrating the SOAR Project commitment to facilitate the development of 
new models of best practice in Access, three evaluation reports have been pub-
lished this year, with an additional three reports due for publication by Autumn. 
Dissemination of research findings to share learning, embed practice and sup-
port mainstreaming is also a key priority. 

Achievements
Key achievements include:

•	 Extension of PATH 3 funding is testament to the strength and success of the  
 SOAR Project.

•	 21 Traveller Women graduated from the Leadership in the Community  
 programme.

•	 Launch of the national Traveller Graduate Network.

•	 Level 6 Certificate in Mentoring in Education devised in MTU Kerry Campus  
 and delivered to two student cohorts.

•	 Delivery of the 10-credit Level 8 Continuous Professional Development  
 Certificate in Community-Based Mentoring to 16 community Mentors

•	 Over 1600 attendances at Assistive Technology Training.

•	 Securing collaboration with SUSI for verification of financial eligibility for  
 1916 Bursary applicants signals a considerable step forward towards a  
 national centralised system.

Challenges
•	 Covid-19 public health restrictions continued to curtail some project delivery.

•	 Existing and evolving demands on Access Service staff can impede capacity  
 to fully engage in PATH opportunities.

Key Priorities 2022–2023
•	 Maximise project delivery and output.

•	 Sustain work stream engagement and momentum facilitating project  
 delivery in all work streams and nurture newly evolving initiatives.

•	 Continue cross cluster collaboration, practice and knowledge sharing to  
 generate efficiencies and maximise project impact.
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•	 Maintain existing partnerships and seek new collaborations with relevant 
 community partners.

•	 Inform and support the incremental development of a national PATH 2 1916  
 Bursary Scheme.

•	 Complete evaluation reports in agreed strategic thematic areas and  
 disseminate project learning and research findings to influence policy, build  
 Access knowledge and support mainstreaming. 

Introduction
Funded under the Programme for Access to Higher Education (PATH) Fund 
Strand 3, the SOAR Project is an inter-institutional collaboration on Access. 
It brings together the South Cluster of higher education institutions; Munster 
Technological University, South East Technological University and University 
College Cork; working with community partners to develop strategies and 
initiatives to increase access to higher education of key Access target groups. 
Positioned within the Access Service of each participating HEI it builds on existing 
Access knowledge and practice and provides opportunity for new, innovative 
initiatives. Partnership and collaboration are the cornerstone of the project.

Initially funded for a three-year period in 2018, funding was extended for an 
additional three-year period (Phase II) 2021-2024. The SOAR Project secured 
Phase II funding following submission of a successful project proposal in 
September 2021. The purpose of this annual report is to provide an overview of 
the South Cluster SOAR Project for the 2021-2022 academic year.

Project Timeline
During 2021–2022 the SOAR Project continued Phase I programme delivery with 
a seamless transition into Phase II delivery in most work streams. Project imple-
mentation facilitated the continuance of evaluation on agreed identified initia-
tives and more recently the dissemination of research findings to share learning 
and embed practice. The timeline for Phase II, outlined below, has an immediate 
emphasis on ongoing planning and project delivery of our ambitious project 
proposal through partner engagement and collaboration. Documenting models 
of practice, strategic, thematic research and evaluation will support long term 
legacy benefit and mainstreaming.
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SOAR Project Implementation Process and Timeline

Key Achievements 2021–2022
• Extension of PATH 3 project funding is testament to the strength and  
 success of the SOAR Project in Phase I and the quality and ambition of the  
 proposal set out for Phase II. 

• 21 Traveller Women graduated from the Leadership in the Community  
 programme.

• Further development and launch of the national Traveller Graduate  
 Network.

• Extension of Travellers in Education work stream throughout the cluster with  
 additional Traveller Projects as community partners. 

• Level 6 Certificate in Mentoring in Education (Special Purpose Award)   
 devised in MTU – Kerry Campus and delivered to two student cohorts.

• Delivery of the 10 credit Level 8 Continuous Professional Development  
 Certificate in Community-Based Mentoring to 16 community Mentors.

• Over 1,600 attendances at Assistive Technology Training.

• Delivery of the PATH 2 National Pilot based predominantly on practice  
 developed by the SOAR Project. 

• Securing collaboration with SUSI for verification of financial eligibility for  
 1916 Bursary applicants signals a considerable step forward towards a  
 national centralised system.

• Research & Evaluation Output – three reports completed, three additional  
 reports due in 2022.
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Project Progress
The SOAR Project retained the five work streams operationalised in the initial 
phase. This facilitated a seamless transition to safeguard project momentum, 
community partner engagement and continuity of staffing. An overview of each 
work stream 2021–2022 now follows.

Work Stream: Travellers In Education
The Travellers in Education Work Stream group met four times during the 
last year. The meetings serve as an important platform for the community to 
inform programme planning and delivery; enhance Traveller cultural awareness 
and understanding amongst HEI staff; share information and act collectively 
in addressing issues facing Travellers in accessing education. The work stream 
endeavours to ensure programme development is led by Travellers and is in 
response to needs identified by the community. The extension of PATH funding 
has enabled the extension of work to SETU. The platform was utilised for 
consultation and co-ordination on best use of Dormant Accounts Travellers 
in Education funding. Synergising with PATH 2, three Traveller students were 
awarded a Tier I bursary, all Traveller applicants were informed of the Dormant 
Account Funding and linked to their respective Access Service to avail of this 
additional support.

South East Technological University – Carlow Campus

Establishing relationships with new community partners 
to facilitate development and implementation of col-
laborative initiatives has been a primary focus for SETU 
Carlow Campus in this work stream. The Project Worker 

completed Traveller Cultural Awareness Training to support these efforts. Lever-
aging existing structures and networks has enabled strong engagement with the 
community on a variety of initiatives.

In Tyndall College 15 Traveller pupils are completing a miniature wagon building 
project, to raise awareness of Traveller culture in the school. A follow-up pro-
gramme in September will see the group build a larger barrel top wagon. The 
group will also engage in a robotics STEAM project, iPads will be supplied to 
support the initiative.

Outreach to Laois Travellers Action Group has facilitated links with 
Primary Health Care Workers who enjoyed a campus visit and informa-
tion session on pathways and Access supports. They can now promote 
Access and share information through their work in the community.
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NTRIS Wexford: Traveller boys engaged in a STEAM project followed by a 
campus tour with academic and sports activities.

Hair in Traveller Culture: This programme involved 12 Traveller girls and 1 boy in 
New Ross and will culminate in a campus visit.

Horse Care Project: In collaboration with Wexford ETB schools; the programme 
will link students with a Farrier to showcase skills and learn horse care from 
Traveller horse owners.

South East Technological University – Waterford Campus

Phase II of PATH has enabled SETU Waterford Campus to engage in this work 
stream for the first time. The primary focus has been to appoint a dedicated 
Project Worker and to establish collaborative relationships with key community 
partners to support delivery of initiatives.

Pilot School Programme with Mincéirí Port Láirge: 
The programme is based in one primary and one 
secondary school and is facilitated by two Traveller 

women that previously completed a QQI Level 5 Community Development 
programme through Mincéirí Port Láirge. The pilot was developed on foot of 
research the women completed in their course, that highlighted the need to 
create a more positive school experience for Travellers, incorporate culture into 
the school and to enhance school links with parents. The facilitators deliver six-
week themed programmes one day per week in the school and facilitate parent 
coffee mornings linking with the Home School Community Liaison. Feedback 
on the programme has been very positive, it is expected the programme will be 
expanded to two additional schools.

Waterford Youth Training Education Centre are delivering 
a QQI accredited Personal Care Programme to Traveller 
girls, the programme was developed in respond to their 
expressed needs.
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Bunclody Traveller Women’s 
Group: 20 Traveller women 
are engaged in a Holy Well 
Project documenting the 
historical and cultural signif-
icance of the wells. SOAR 

Project Postdoctoral Researcher Dr. Rebekah Brennan is supporting the group to 
develop their research skills.

To support the celebration of Traveller culture in schools, SETU Waterford Campus 
are liaising with the Yellow Flag programme to support one school achieve the 
Yellow Flag in 2022–2023.

Munster Technological University – Kerry Campus
Following a comprehensive consultation process with 
the local Traveller community locally MTU – Kerry 
Campus developed a part-time Level 6, 15 credit 
Certificate in Mentoring in Education. The purpose 
of the programme is to provide accredited training to 
members of the Traveller community so they can provide 
mentoring support to Traveller students supporting 
their participation and success in education. Mentors will also link with parents 
to enhance their knowledge and understanding of the education system and 
support their engagement with schools. The programme was developed in 
partnership with Kerry Travellers Health and Community Development Project 
(KTHCDP). 

The Certificate programme is com-
prised of one five-credit module on 
the History of the Irish Education  
System and one ten-credit Mentoring 
in Education module and was formal-
ly approved by MTU – Kerry Campus. 
Course content and mode of delivery 
was agreed in consultation with the 

community. Participants completed a four-week orientation programme to fa-
cilitate their return to education. The course was delivered in person on a part-
time basis from September 2021-May 2022. Sixteen Traveller women initially 
registered on the programme, it is expected that fourteen will complete all pro-
gramme requirements and graduate in Autumn 2022.
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Work Stream Collaboration 
As the digital skills of participants was limited, collaboration with the Enabling 
Transitions Co-Ordinator provided weekly IT tutoring and support to build 
digital capacity and competency and facilitate greater engagement with the  
programme. In response to identified ongoing needs, participants will now en-
gage in an IT skills training course to further enhance their digital skills.

A video has been produced to document the programme and will be used to 
raise awareness in the community of the Mentors and the support they can  
provide. MTU – Kerry Campus will now engage with community partner  
KTHCDP to scope out employment opportunities for some participants as  
Education Mentors in the community and progression or other employment op-
portunities for the remaining participants.

Munster Technological University – Cork Campus
Traveller Graduate Network (TGN) 
Devised and led by Travellers for Travellers, with membership from all over 
Ireland the network is already supporting and encouraging Travellers to access 
and succeed in high education. 

We are a network of Traveller Graduates working together to support each 
other and others by using our experiences, both positive and negative, for 
the benefit of present and prospective students from our community. We 
endeavour to promote more inclusive learning and working environments 
for Irish Travellers. Our mission is to encourage other Travellers to believe in 
the possibilities that await them. This includes supporting and encouraging 
the development of their potential through education so they can engage in 
society with confidence and pride.
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The Traveller Graduate Network continued to strengthen this year and formally 
relaunched with great success in April 2022. The potential transformative impact 
of the network was clearly demonstrated through the commitment, focus and 
passion shown by members. To raise greater awareness of the network an 
information booklet has been developed. The network is active on all social 
media platforms and has a dedicated members’ website. A video featuring 
founding members sharing their education experiences was also launched. 
Whilst identifying the challenges faced by Travellers in education the video also 
puts forward a very positive and optimistic message encouraging Travellers to 
pursue higher education. A formative evaluation of the TGN was conducted by 
the SOAR Project and is due for publication in July 2022.

School and Community Outreach 
The easing of Covid-19 restrictions has enabled the resumption of in-person 
schools outreach and on-campus activities. A total of 24 students from three 
schools visited MTU – Cork Campus and participated in programme related 
activities including cookery, robotics, and computer programming. A school- 
based workshop on progression pathways and supports devised in collabor- 
ation with ACCESS+ UCC has been delivered to one Cork City DEIS school  
to date. 

Community outreach has seen the Co-Ordinator liaise with work stream Traveller 
projects in North and East Cork to link with young Travellers in school or youth 
groups to explore progression opportunities and raise awareness of available 
supports.

Student Support 
The Traveller Education Co-ordinator is supporting eight Traveller students, 
they have been supported to avail of the PATH 2 1916 Bursary Fund and or the 
Dormant Accounts Travellers in Education Fund.

Whidden Workshops; Its Kushti to Rokker (WWKR) 
In collaboration with the PATH 
3 College Connect project in 
the Midlands, East & North 
Dublin (MEND) Cluster MTU 
Cork have continued to jointly 
deliver Whidden Workshops. 
Targeted at Traveller and 
Roma second level students, 
the thematic workshops  
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provide information, advice and encouragement from third level Traveller and 
Roma students. Five online workshops took place this year with an average  
attendance of 50 students per workshop.

University College Cork 
Leadership in the Community
April 14th, 2022, signalled a very historic and proud day in University Col-
lege Cork with twenty-one Traveller women graduating from the Leadership in 
the Community programme. Developed in response to community need, the  
Level 6 and Level 7 Leadership in the Community programme was co-creat-
ed by the Southern Traveller Health Network (STHN); Adult and Continuing  
Education (ACE), supported by Access UCC and funded by the SOAR Project. 
The collaborative efforts of all partners facilitated the development of a safe  
and supportive learning environment. All staff participated in Traveller Cultural 
Awareness Training in advance of the programme, culturally appropriate assess-
ment methods were adopted and participants engaged in pre-development 
preparatory programmes through the STHN. Local Traveller projects in Cork, 

Mallow and Kerry provided additional study 
support throughout the programme. Course 
fees were funded by the SOAR Project and 
participants were supported to avail of the 
part-time Student Assistance Fund to offset 
additional participation costs. 

Twenty-one women completed the Level 6 
Programme, sixteen completed Level 7, all 
students were conferred as part of the UCC 
Spring Conferring on April 14th. Family 
members joined graduates on campus 
to celebrate. This momentous occasion 
attracted much attention and featured on 
national media. The partnership approach 
serves as a model of innovative practice in 
creating an inclusive learning environment 
that enables Traveller participation in higher 
education. It was especially commended 
when UCC was awarded a Cork Traveller Ally 
Award in February 2022 by Cork Traveller 
Women’s Network and Cork Traveller 
Visibility Group.



South Cluster SOAR Project  •  Annual Report  •  June 202214

ACE in UCC were phenomenal to us. They let us design the 
course and classes, they listened to our voice and acknowledged 
that we are the experts on our own community. Without them, 
and the funding from the SOAR Project, this wouldn’t have 
happened. Anne Burke, STHN

The evaluation report Pavee 
Beoir Leaders: Traveller Women 
in Higher Education, published in 
2020, captured the experiences of 
Traveller women that participated 
in the programme. The report was 
launched in UCC as part of the 
Cork City Lifelong Learning Festi-
val in April 2022. 

Junior Cycle English Unit 
Work has continued to develop a Junior Cycle English Unit based on a story 
from Skein Press published Why the Moon Travels. Written by Oein deBhairdúin 
and illustrated by Leanne McDonagh; it features a collection of stories passed 
down through generations celebrating the oral tradition of Irish Travellers. The 
unit includes a variety of resources selected by Travellers. It also includes a series 
of interviews between Oein and Leanne. The aim of this initiative is to bring 
Traveller culture and creativity into the classroom and curriculum to foster an 
inclusive learning environment. The unit will be launched in 2022 and promoted 
with outreach-linked schools. 
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Work Stream: Enabling Transitions
The Enabling Transitions work stream met five times this year, the focus of 
meetings is to share information, learning and resources. Four HEIs focus on 
Assistive Technology (AT) outreach initiatives with both school-based student-
focused training and staff-focused train-the-trainer approaches. Resource sharing 
is of particular benefit in this context, generating greater efficiency and ensuring 
a proven high standard of programme content. Training requests from across 
the cluster are referred to the local HEI, supporting the development of new 
local community partnerships and maximising efficient use of resources. MTU – 
Cork Campus have further developed the Transitions Programme for students 
presenting with autism. 

Assistive Technology Outreach in Numbers 
The four HEIs have engaged school students and staff, parents, college students, 
community-based initiatives, and professional networks in delivering AT 
awareness raising and direct training. Partnering with Education Centres across 
the cluster as part of their Continuing Professional Development (CPD) training 
programme has facilitated a wide reach to all school staff including Principals, 
Teachers, Special Education Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs) and Special Needs 
Assistants (SNAs). Online delivery of training enables greater participation. From 
September 2021 – May 2022 170 AT sessions were delivered in these areas with 
over 1600 attendances. 

University College Cork
The primary focus in UCC this year has been the promotion of the Technology 
to make Learning Easier (TLE) programme. This online resource developed in 
the first phase consists of a series of 
training videos, links, and advice on 
assistive technology to make reading, 
writing, and studying easier for students, 
introducing a variety of free technologies 
either already on computers, phones or 
available to download. 

  School  School  Education Community HEI Students Professional
 Students Staff Parents Centres Based Post Entry Networks Total

No. of Sessions/ 
Programmes 48 43 4 10 8 45 12 170

Total Attendance 189 136 285 377 131 289 197 1604
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Curriculum Embedded 
UCC Professional Masters in Education and Post Graduate Diploma in Special 
Education Needs students completed two TLE training workshops as part of 
their programme curriculum. 

Education Centres
A two-session TLE course is delivered through Cork Education Centre. AT training 
for students with sensory and physical disabilities is being delivered though the 
collective Southern Group of Education Centres (West Cork, Cork, Waterford, 
Wexford, and Kilkenny).

Community Partners 
• TLE has been shared by the Dyslexia Association of Ireland on their website  
 and socials. 

• TLE online training delivered to Children’s Disability Network Teams, and the  
 associated Occupational Therapists network. 

• TLE presentation at the Irish Learning Support Association conference. 

Schools Outreach 
An AT homework club was delivered in collaboration with the UCC PLUS+ 
Programme in one DEIS school by Occupational Therapy undergraduate students 
as part of their programme curriculum. Teachers and Special Needs Assistants 
from two additional DEIS schools participated in TLE programme training. TLE 
has been incorporated into UCC’s Nurturing Bright Futures CPD for Guidance 
Counsellors. 

South East Technological University – Carlow Campus 
The Enabling Transitions AT Outreach programme has seen the promotion and 
delivery of AT training in a variety of settings this year. Predominantly a Train the 
Trainer approach the programme has expanded delivery to existing partners and 
secured new partnerships to reach new cohorts of educators and learners. 

Community Partners 
The previously established partnerships facilitated delivery of the following 
programmes: 

•  Wexford and Kilkenny / Carlow Education Centres –  
 Mind mapping 

• Laois Education Centre – Generic AT Training 

• Laois / Offaly Education Training Board – Generic AT Training
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•  Kilkenny Initiative for Training and Education– Generic AT Training 

•  Back To Education Initiative (BTEI) Manager, Teachers and Tutors – Generic  
 AT Training 

Ongoing Covid-19 restrictions impeded many schools’ capacity to engage in in-
person student AT initiatives. However, a group of Transition Year students from 
Tyndall College completed a three week AT training programme, they will now 
mentor incoming students in AT systems and platforms.

The Disability Officer presented on Assistive Technology 
at the Special Education Needs Conference – Unlocking 
Policy and Practice. Over 200 delegates attended. 

Practice Sharing 
Embedding AT in teaching and learning in SETU Carlow Campus has become a 
strong focus. 

•  Two AT workshops during CPD/Book week to seven lecturers. 

•  AT workshop to 58 Lifelong Learning staff as part of their CPD. 

•  Supported Social Care students with emphasis on Essay Writing /  
 Referencing / Research.

South East Technological University – Waterford Campus 
The ‘ATTAINS Programme’ (Assistive Technology Training Assisting Independent 
Success) is a school-based AT outreach programme 
that introduces and supports students to use assistive 
technology in their everyday learning. The programme 
is designed and delivered in partnership with Waterford School Completion  
Programme and schools. Having school staff present during the sessions  
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supports greater adoption in the classroom. From the initial pilot in one school 
the programme has now expanded and is operationalised in five schools. 

The programme is modified in response to individual school needs. In CBS 
Mount Sion the programme supported English as an Additional Language (EAL) 
students. In St. Paul’s Community College, the programme targeted sixth year 
students building their AT competency to enhance their transition readiness for 
higher education. 

A comprehensive and transferrable ATTAINS training programme for students 
with a variety of associated resources have been developed. The focus has 
now expanded to incorporate teacher and staff AT training with a focus on 
embedding the programme into everyday school practice. This CPD training 
is provided directly to school staff, through the Waterford Teacher Centre and 
through summer programmes. 

Partnering with the Central Remedial Clinic has provided opportunity to build 
relationships with prospective students in advance of entry, engaging in AT 
training to enhance college readiness. 

The SOAR Project conducted an evaluation of both SETU AT Outreach Pro-
grammes and both campuses have engaged in dissemination opportunities to 
promote the work. 

Munster Technological University – Kerry Campus 
AT Training for Second Level Students
Five workshops were delivered in Coláiste Gleann Lí 
involving Junior and Leaving Certificate students, with a 
total attendance of 90 students. School staff are also participating in AT training 
as part of their Continuing Professional Development. 

Community of Practice
Seven teachers that participated in AT programmes in the first phase continue 
to meet as a Community of Practice to offer peer support, practice sharing and 
support continued adoption of AT. 
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Community Partnership
A webinar Technology to Help with Reading and 
Writing for parents and students hosted by the 
Tralee Education Centre took place in February, 
240 people participated. 

A new partnership has been established with the National Adult Literacy Associ-
ation, two webinars for NALA adult literacy students and tutors were delivered. 
New training workshop programmes including Phone Apps for Adult Literacy 
Students have been developed. 

Practice Sharing
The Transitions Facilitator is liaising with academic programmes including 
Nursing, Business Students and Early Childhood Studies to embed the use of AT 
in teaching and learning. AT videos were also incorporated into a pre-university 
course for students on research and study skills. 

Work Stream Synergy
The Transitions Facilitator has provided ongoing IT and AT support to Traveller 
women participating in the Certificate in Mentoring Education programme. This 
has proven to be an invaluable resource in supporting students’ capacity to 
engage in the programme by developing their digital literacy and competency. 
Participants will now complete a dedicated four-week IT upskilling course.

Munster Technological University – Cork Campus 
Mentoring
MTU-Cork Campus continue to develop a comprehensive Transitions Programme 
for students presenting on the Autism Spectrum. 

The Mentoring Programme has developed further this year, with twelve students 
participating. The programme aligns with best communication practice for 
neurodiverse students: responsive to the student need and delivered via the 
preferred communications mode of the students. 

Sensory Map
A Sensory Map template of the campus was developed and will be further 
developed and launched later this year. As part of the mapping project a Quiet 
Space Plan of the campus was devised, this has been shared with students. Staff 
also provided in-person tours of the campus to locate the quiet spaces with 
students. 
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Prepare Entry Guide
The guide was updated for the 2021 
– 2022 academic year in response to 
student feedback and the evaluation 
report of the first iteration. The 
revised edition was distributed to first 
year students presenting with Autism 
and promoted through the Access 
Service linked schools programme 
to the Cork Life Centre, to promote 
transition preparation. 

The Prepare Entry Guide was launched 
as part of Autism Awareness Week. 
The aim of the launch was to promote 
the guide in raising awareness of the 
additional needs of students and how 
the Guide provides practical advice 
on how to address such needs. Dr. 

Rebekah Brennan presented findings from the evaluation report. The online 
launch was a great success with over 60 attendees, a highlight of the launch 
was the student voice. The launch also served to initiate conversations with 
academic and support staff in HEIs to review their practice and explore how they 
can enhance their capacity to better engage and support students with autism. 
The Transitions Co-Ordinator has witnessed a significant increase in contact 
from academic and support staff since the launch and is providing advice and 
guidance to support the embedding of best practice based on the Prepare Entry 
Guide. 

Practice Sharing
The Prepare Entry Guide together with the evaluation findings were also 
presented at the AHEAD Ireland Conference in March 2022.
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Work Stream: Connecting Communities, 
Connecting Curriculum

 
University College Cork and Munster Technological University 
– Cork Campus
University College Cork and Munster Technological University-Cork Campus 
have continued their partnership with Cork Learning Neighbourhoods and Cork 
Migrant Centre in this work stream. The overall aim of this initiative is to develop a 
Community-Based Mentoring Programme embedded within existing community 
structures with strong links to Access Services; whereby key individuals identified 
by their community engage in accredited mentor training; enhancing their 
capacity to engage effectively with under-represented target groups supporting 
access, transfer, and progression to education. 

Community Partners and Mentors 
A pillar of Cork Learning City, the Learning 
Neighbourhoods initiative espouses an ongoing 
commitment to learning, providing inclusive and 
diverse learning opportunities through partnership 
and collaboration. Cork Migrant Centre supports 
the integration of immigrants in Ireland with a 
special focus on the empowerment of those at 
risk of poverty, social exclusion, exploitation, and 
discrimination. 

Mentors
Course participants were nomi-
nated by their respective Learn-
ing Neighbourhood, each with 
a proven involvement in their 
community, genuine interest 
in supporting others and ca-
pacity to engage in mentoring.  
A total of ten mentors were  
selected from Cork City Learn- 
ing Neighbourhoods, with each 

of the six neighbourhoods represented (The Glen, Mayfield, Ballyphehane, 
Togher, South Parish and Knocknaheeny). Mentors were engaged in a variety of 
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community settings including Adult Literacy, Youth Work, Community Policing, 
Family Resource Centre. Cork Migrant Centre nominated six Mentors that are 
engaged in supporting migrant women or youth. 

Programme Delivery 
Delivery of the 10 credit Level 8 Continuous Professional Development Certificate 
in Community-Based Mentoring, co-created by the SOAR Project and Community 
partners commenced online initially for four weeks in June 2021. The remainder 
of the programme was delivered in person and by live stream from September to 
November. The programme focussed on shared learning and reflective practice. 
Access Staff from both HEIs delivered information sessions on Schools Outreach, 
Pathways, Financial and Disability Supports. Cork Further Education & Training 
delivered a session on access to FE. Programme fees were funded jointly by UCC 
an MTU Cork.

In February 2022 Mentors engaged in a reflective workshop to capture their 
understanding of community-based mentoring. This discussion was captured 
through graphic harvesting as seen below. 
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Mentors also identified what structures and supports are required to support 
community-based mentoring, these included:

•  Mentoring Programme to be anchored within a project in the community.

•  Development of local community mentoring plan. 

•  Peer support mentor network and Continuing Professional Development.

•  Ongoing links with FE and Access staff with on-campus meetings

Community Based Mentoring – Evaluation 
As a unique pilot initiative, the programme has been evalauted by the SOAR 
Project, the evlaution report is due for publication in June 2022.

Next Steps 
•  Continuing the consultative approach, planning sessions with each Learning  
 Neighbourhood and Cork Migrant Centre will be conducted to develop  
 local community mentoring programmes. 

•  Funded by UCC, the course facilitator will be retained on a part-time basis to  
 support development work with mentors and communities. 

•  Developing need-based and community responsive programmes,  
 embedded within the community with clear supports for Mentors and  
 consolidating links with Access Services is the overall aim. 
 

Munster Technological University – Kerry Campus

Learning from the positive impact of the pre-existing mentoring programme 
with linked schools, MTU - Kerry Campus identified the potential to extend the 
programme into communities. Aligning with the Travellers in Education work 
stream a 15-credit Level 6 Certificate in Mentoring Education was developed 
to provide accredited training for prospective mentors. On completion of the 
Certificate, it is envisaged Mentors would be placed within communities to offer 
mentoring support to access target students in supporting their participation in 
education. 

Community Partners 
MTU Kerry Campus have partnered with South Kerry 
Development Partnership Ltd. and North and East 
Kerry Development Ltd. on this work stream. Each 
partnership works with a broad range of stakeholders 
throughout Kerry including the community voluntary 
sector working collectively to develop strategies and 
initiatives to address the economic and social needs 
within their communities. 
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Programme Delivery 
The Certificate was delivered in person on a part-time basis and consisted of 
a 5-credit module on the History of the Irish Education System and a 10-credit  
Mentoring in Education module. Additional IT support for the Mentors was  
offered through the Enabling Transitions Facilitator, however this was not  
required due to their existing digital competency. Eight Mentors completed  
the training, from a variety of backgrounds, all with previous experience of com-
munity volunteering. The programme was assessed through continuous assess-
ment including reflective journaling and role play. Mentors will engage in school-
based and community-based mentoring programmes.

Video 
A promotional video to capture the origins and future aims of the mentoring 
programme is in final development and will be used to promote the programmes 
with schools and communities. 

Next Steps
•	 Continue engagement with community partners to develop education  
 mentoring programmes and place mentors in community settings. 

•	 Position Mentors in the schools mentoring programme.
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Work Stream: Partnership for Access
 

The SOAR Project is built on multiple partnerships, the foundation of which is 
the inter-institutional partnering of the three higher education institutions that 
constitute the South Cluster. Engagement with community partners across the 
cluster is entrenched in all aspects of programme design, delivery, and evaluation. 
The network of community partners engaged in each work stream is illustrated 
below. 
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Partnership Best Practice 
To glean learning from Phase I and inform ongoing collaborative practice the 
SOAR Project conducted an evaluation of the partnership approach adopted by 
the South Cluster HEIs, the report will be finalised in July 2022.
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Work Stream: PATH 2, 1916 Bursary Fund

 

First established by the Department of Education and Skills in 2017, the PATH 
Strand 2 – 1916 Bursary Fund was devised to provide additional financial sup-
port to students most socio-economically disadvantaged from specified target 
groups. In 2021–2022 PATH 2 funding was increased to facilitate the introduc-
tion of additional bursaries through a tiered system. In addition, guidelines were 
amended to include provision for awardees to maintain their bursary into post-
graduate study for a maximum of four years.

National Pilot 2021–2022 
In 2020 a Common Application Facility (CAF) working group was convened to 
scope out the feasibility of establishing a national centralised application and 
assessment system. The group is chaired by DFHERIS with representatives from: 
Higher Education Authority (HEA); Irish Universities Association (IUA), Student 
Universal Support Ireland (SUSI), each cluster and the Central Applications Office 
(CAO) are in attendance. CAF adopted a phased approach to the incremental 
development of a centralised system. To support and inform such developments, 
a National Pilot for 2021-2022 was devised and delivered at cluster level through 
centralised operations. The South Cluster was one of four clusters that partici-
pated in the pilot; the aim of which was to move towards a common timeframe; 
communications; application; scoring and assessment; and CAO and SUSI col-
laboration. Much of the National Pilot was modelled on practice embedded in 
the South Cluster, however collaboration with SUSI for the first time on financial 
eligibility marked a significant advancement.

Implementation
The South Cluster agreed to re-instate the previously established Central Unit 
to deliver the 1916 Bursary Fund on behalf of the cluster. The Central Unit is 
managed by the SOAR Project Co-Ordinator and the UCC Student Budgetary 
Advisor provides critical assessment expertise and supports development 
work. The verification of disability was conducted by an experienced DARE 
and Needs Assessment assessor. The function of the Central Unit includes  
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pre-development work, communications, application co-ordination, assessment 
and appeals. The Unit handled 400 email queries; this marks a 40% reduction 
in queries from 2021. This can certainly be in part attributed to SUSI verification 
reducing queries on documentation.

Bursary Allocation – see table
The work stream and PATH Advisory Group agreed the following means of 
distributing the bursaries:

Scoring System
A revised scoring system was devised and scenario-tested on previous cohorts. 
The system was devised to ensure priority for the most under-represented 
students and recognising the intersectionality of multiple disadvantage. The 
system was approved by the South Cluster work stream and endorsed by CAF. 

Promotional Materials
The Central Unit produced promotional materials including flyer, presentations, 
social media images and a video to support promotion of the Fund across the 
cluster. 
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Bursary Awarding – see table

Due to increased funding all eligible applicants were awarded a bursary, there 
was one successful appeal.

Target Groups – see table

•  HEAR eligible students make up the highest cohort of awardees at 64%.

•  Five students with physical / sensory disability were awarded a Tier 1 bursary,  
 one in each campus.

•  From seven known Traveller applicants, three were deemed eligible and  
 awarded a Tier 1 bursary, another was awarded Tier 3. All were notified of  
 the Dormant Accounts Traveller Education Fund.

•  The number of awardees living in a disadvantaged area dropped to 32%  
 from 49% in 2020. 
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•  Additional indicators: 15% attended a DEIS School and 2% (N=6) indicated  
 they had experienced homelessness.

Key Observations

•  The number of applicants that met financial criteria dropped from 64% in  
 2020 to 52% in 2021.

•  87% of applicants opted for SUSI financial verification, significantly reducing  
 assessment work.

•  The workload on Access Services was reduced as use of personal statements  
 was minimised.

•  Tier 2 bursaries were awarded based on greatest need; 4 awardees met  
 three target groups and 25 met two.

•  Weighted scoring ensured the Lone Parent 20% Tier 1 quota was met, 

 without displacing others.

Challenges

•  Additional work was required in preparing a Data Protection Impact  
 Assessment and Data Sharing Agreement to secure SUSI collaboration.

•  Submission of correct supporting documentation remains a challenge for  
 part-time students.

•  Three awardees requested an appeal on being awarded a Tier 3 bursary and  
 not one of greater value.

•  Four Traveller students did not meet the financial criteria and were therefore  
 ineligible. One did not indicate that target group and was only awarded a  
 Tier 3 bursary based on other criteria.

Moving Forward

The CAF working group recommended the appointment of a national PATH 2 
Co-Ordinator to oversee the development of a centralised system. Based in the 
IUA, the PATH Co-Ordinator commenced in December 2021. CAF has since 
been replaced with an Operations Group to support this work. Representing 
the South Cluster, the Project Co-Ordinator is actively engaged with this group 
in progressing work towards a centralised system, sharing practice and learning 
from the South Cluster to inform such developments.
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Project Evaluation
A further three evaluation reports have been published by the SOAR Project in 
2021–2022.

Prepare Entry Guide: Supporting Students with Autism 
Transition to Higher Education – An evaluation
Key Findings
•  Uptake of the Prepare Entry Guide (PEG) was  
 relatively good.

•  Very positive feedback from students regarding  
 the design and layout of the guide.

Recommendations:
•  Inclusion of strategies on stress management  
 stress and self-care.

•  Expansion of an autism inclusive environment to  
 encompass the entire university in line with  
 UDL principles.

Dissemination of this report was included as part 
of the PEG launch. Report findings were presented at the 2022 AHEAD 
conference – Safe Haven or Stormy Port? Exploring how tertiary education 
design impacts our health.

Assistive Technology in the Classroom: An evaluation of two 
models of practice
Key Findings

•  The ATTAINS programme began with a strong  
 network of collaborators and supporters.

•  The most significant challenge that the programme  
 faced was COVID-19 and the resultant school  
 closures.

•  80% of survey respondents reported the  
 programme did meet their needs and all  
 respondents reported the AT training course  
 was helpful to them.

•  Expansion of the peer-to-peer mentoring  
 model to include primary school cohorts was  



South Cluster SOAR Project  •  Annual Report  •  June 202232

 discussed in the dataset from the ATTAINS team of professionals and was 

 fully supported.

•  Professionals expressed the need for additional support, perhaps from the 
higher education sector, in providing a centralised hub with information on 
transitioning to college.

•  Many of the professionals interviewed expressed a desire to increase their 
own knowledge of AT devices.

Dissemination of this report occurred at the South East Learning Festival (SELF) 
in March and a submission for the AHEAD Gather conference on Assistive 
Technology has been made.

A community-based webinar is also planned with Laois Education Centre, where 
the results of this evaluation will be presented to a cohort of post primary school 
teachers. A further short follow-up report on subsequent developments in the 
ATTAINS programme is upcoming.

The Traveller Graduate Network (TGN): A formative 
evaluation of a new initiative to support Travellers in 
education
Key Findings

•  Experiences at primary and post-primary levels are  
 likely to create additional emotional barriers  
 which serve as deterrents for Travellers when  
 considering higher education and re-entering a  
 classroom environment – in relation to  
 themselves or their children.

•  The most significant finding in relation to research  
 participants’ success in accessing higher education  
 and graduating with qualifications was their  
 remarkable levels of self-determination.

•  The TGN already demonstrates success in  
 supporting Travellers in education, building  
 networks, providing inspiration and encouragement, and  
 challenging stereotypes.

•  Structural and societal challenges faced by the TGN in conducting its work  
 centred around the need for collaboration and support across school  
 settings, a whole-university approach and support from industry to achieve  
 the vision of the TGN.
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•  A national awareness campaign around Travellers in higher education,  
 strengthening of relationships with stakeholders, and contributing to  
 the provision of inclusive environments and opportunities for Travellers in  
 education and in the workforce are among the opportunities for  
 development.

The TGN was launched along with a presentation of report findings in April 
2022. The final report is in press, another dissemination event will occur upon 
publishing.

Upcoming Evaluation Reports:
•  Community Based Mentoring (UCC and MTU Cork Campus) due for  
 publication June 2022.

•  Partnership for Access (All HEIs) due for publication July 2022.

Ongoing Research: Mentoring in Education MTU – Kerry Campus

This research aims to evaluate the preparatory course and Level 6 Certificate 
in Mentoring in Education programme developed in MTU – Kerry Campus. 
Fieldwork is underway, with a projected report publication date of Autumn 2022.

Challenges 

The challenges encountered by the SOAR Project this year were once again 
dominated by the Covid-19 pandemic impinging on project delivery and Access 
Service staff capacity.

•  Covid-19: Public health restrictions impeded in-person project delivery. As  
 schools and community partners endeavour to return to normal practice and  
 business, the impact of the pandemic is still apparent, with efforts focussed  
 on compensating for missed time and therefore engagement with the  
 project was curtailed.

•  Increasing and competing demands on Access Service staff is overburdening  
 and can impede capacity to fully engage in and exploit opportunities 
 presented by PATH.
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Key Priorities 2022–2023
 

The South Cluster has greatly welcomed the extension of PATH 3 funding for 
Phase II, the SOAR Project will endeavour to capitalise on all the opportunities 
it presents.

•  Maximise project delivery and output.

•  Sustain work stream engagement and momentum facilitating project  
 delivery in all work streams.

•  Nurture newly evolving initiatives.

•  Continue cross cluster collaboration, practice and knowledge sharing to  
 generate efficiencies and maximise project impact.

•  Maintain existing partnerships and seek new collaborations with relevant  
 community partners.

•  Inform and support the incremental development of a national PATH 2 1916  
 Bursary Scheme.

•  Complete evaluation reports of agreed strategic thematic areas and avail of  
 collaborative research opportunities with other clusters.

•  Engage in dissemination of project learning and research findings to  
 influence policy, build Access knowledge, promote practice, and support  
 mainstreaming.

•  Update project website for greater use in project promotion and  
 documenting.


