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Foreword
It is with great pride that I write this foreword for PEER4ID, a
collaborative research project led by Assistant Professor Donatella
Camedda at Trinity College Dublin.
 
This important initiative explores the transition to third-level
education and employment for individuals with intellectual
disabilities — a journey that too often remains challenging and
uneven. By uncovering the key challenges and opportunities within
these transitions, PEER4ID offers evidence that can inform inclusive
policy, shape supportive practices, and ultimately open doors to full
participation in education and work.

At Inclusion Ireland, we know that meaningful change happens
when voices come together. Collaboration between NGOs, higher
education, and research partners is essential if we are to bridge the
gap between lived experience, academic insight, and systemic
reform. Projects like PEER4ID ensure that people with intellectual
disabilities are not just the subjects of research, but active
contributors to it — shaping the questions, the findings, and the
future.

This topic lies at the heart of our mission. Our members consistently
tell us that opportunities for learning, work, and belonging are
central to living a good life. Yet, barriers — both visible and invisible
— continue to limit access and choice. 
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The PEER4ID project offers a shared path forward, grounded in
partnership, inclusion, and respect.

We are grateful to have worked alongside Trinity College Dublin and
all the project partners in bringing this vision to life. Together, we
can continue to build a more inclusive Ireland — one where every
person’s rights are recognised, including in employment and
education.

— Derval McDonagh
CEO, Inclusion Ireland
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Transitions from school into higher education and employment are
important turning points in the lives of people with intellectual
disabilities. These transitions can bring opportunities for learning,
independence, and personal growth. However, they are often made
more difficult by barriers such as fragmented systems, limited
supports, and unequal access to meaningful pathways.

The Promoting Education and Employment Resources for People
with Intellectual Disabilities in Ireland project (referred to as
PEER4ID) set out to explore these transitions in depth. The project
considered both the lived experiences of people with intellectual
disabilities themselves and the perspectives of those supporting
them across education and employment. This approach allowed us
to better understand not only the challenges but also the
opportunities for creating more inclusive systems.

PEER4ID was carried out in partnership with Inclusion Ireland and
funded by the Irish Research Council (IRC) New Foundations Scheme
2023–2024. The Trinity Centre for People with Intellectual
Disabilities (TCPID) played a pivotal role in linking the research team
with the project’s civic partner. This builds on TCPID’s longstanding
leadership and commitment to advancing education and
employment opportunities for people with intellectual disabilities in
Ireland.

This report outlines the aims of the project, the research design and
how it was implemented, the key findings, and the outcomes. It is
presented in accessible language and with the use of visuals, so that
people with intellectual disabilities can engage with the material
more easily.
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Dr Donatella Camedda, Principal Investigator
Ms Catherine Connolly, Research Assistant

Trinity College Dublin

PEER4ID
Report

01

PEER4ID Project – looked at moving from school to
college and work.

We studied – what helps and what makes it hard during
these changes.

Who was involved – people with intellectual disabilities,
families, service providers, teachers, and employers.

The project was done with Inclusion Ireland, funded by
the IRC.

We are presenting what we did, what we found out, and
why it matters.

Easy to understand – clear language and pictures used
so everyone can access the findings.

About this report 

Research Team
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People with intellectual disabilities often encounter complex
systemic barriers in both education and employment (Connolly,
2023). Compared to their peers without intellectual disabilities,
they have fewer equal opportunities, which increases their risk of
exclusion, particularly during times of transition between different
educational provisions (Van Asselt et al., 2015; Banks et al., 2022).
Research also shows that structural and organisational factors
strongly influence access to employment for people with
intellectual disabilities (Shevlin et al., 2020; May-Simera, 2018).
At the same time, the importance of equal opportunities in
education and employment is widely acknowledged. Evidence
highlights a clear association between paid employment and
improved well-being, both for people with and without intellectual
disabilities (Robertson et al., 2019; Kocman & Weber, 2018).
Employment is not only a source of income but also contributes to
independence, purpose, and social inclusion.
This context highlights the importance of developing systems that
better support people with intellectual disabilities in navigating
transitions and accessing meaningful opportunities in both
education and employment.

Background PEER4ID
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Unequal opportunities lead to exclusion
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The project explored the transition to third level education and
employment for individuals with intellectual disabilities.
It engaged with:

People with
intellectual

disabilities and
families

Staff working in
third level
education

institutions 

Employers and
companies

staff

Service
providers
operating

across Ireland

The PEER4ID  project

This project is the first of its kind to tackle the challenges of
transitioning individuals with intellectual disabilities from school
to education and employment, taking a comprehensive, multi-
perspective approach at the national level. It involves people with
intellectual disabilities, their parents, employers, staff from
higher education institutions, and representatives from service
providers. All provinces of Ireland were represented, ensuring a
voice for national representation. People with intellectual
disabilities often face systemic barriers, there is a limitation of
opportunities in education and employment. There is unequal
access to education and employment opportunities. There is a
higher risk of exclusion compared to peers without intellectual
disabilities. Research shows us that equal opportunities improve
quality of life.

PEER4ID
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Project goals

Uncover key challenges and opportunities faced
during these transistions

Inform policy to enhance support systems,
inclusive employment and third level education 

Promote inclusive environments that empower
individuals with intellectual disabiliteis to
thrive academically and professionally

The primary aim of PEER4ID was to explore the key challenges and
opportunities encountered during the transition for individuals with
intellectual disabilities from school to higher education, and or
employment. The project sought to uncover systemic barriers and
personal obstacles faced by individuals with intellectual
disabilities, as well as the perspectives of stakeholders involved in
facilitating these transitions. By analysing existing resources and
identifying gaps in support structures, the study aims to inform
policy development and promote more inclusive environments that
empower individuals with intellectual disabilities to achieve their
academic and professional aspirations.

PEER4ID
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Project rationale 

SYSTEMIC BARRIERS

Limitation of
opportunities in
education and
employment 

UNEQUAL ACCESS IMPACT ON LIFE

Research shows equal
opportunities improve

quality of life 

 Higher risk of exclusion
compared to peers
without intellectual

disabilities
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The PEER4ID project aims to make the transition from school to
education and/or employment easier for individuals with
intellectual disabilities. It focuses on discovering the challenges
they face and the opportunities available to help them succeed.
The project looks at how education and job support services can
work better together. It gathers opinions from individuals with
intellectual disabilities, their families, employers, staff from
third-level institutions, and service providers to understand
everyone’s perspective. This initiative addresses important gaps
in research about the lack of equal opportunities and the
exclusion that people with intellectual disabilities often
experience. While some studies have looked at post school
transitions for people with intellectual disabilities in Ireland
(McConkey et al., 2017) and employment opportunities (TCPID
2022) separately, PEER4ID combines both topics to get a
comprehensive picture. By understanding the real-life
experiences of people with ID during their transition, the project
hopes to influence future policies and support systems.
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Research questions

What challenges do individuals with intellectual
disabilities face when transitioning from school to
further education, training, or employment? 

What challenges do stakeholders face while facilitating
these transitions?

What resources are out there to support education-to-
employment pathways for people with intellectual
disabilities? 

RQ1 

RQ2 

RQ3 
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The research questions guiding this study focus on
understanding the challenges and resources related to the
transition from school to further education, training, or
employment for individuals with intellectual disabilities.
Specifically, the study seeks to identify the main challenges
faced by individuals with intellectual disabilities during this
transition process. Additionally, it aims to explore the difficulties
encountered by stakeholders—such as educators, families,
employers, and service providers—in facilitating these
transitions. Lastly, the research investigates the availability and
adequacy of resources that support education-to-employment
pathways for people with intellectual disabilities, with the goal
of informing policy and practice to improve inclusivity and
support systems.
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The PEER4ID Project employed a mixed-method research design,
incorporating both qualitative and quantitative approaches to
gather comprehensive insights. Data collection involved 29
participants in total, including: individuals with intellectual
disabilities; families; higher education staff; employers; and
service providers. Thematic analysis was used to interpret the
data, guided by the ecological systems theory to understand the
multiple layers of influence affecting transitions for individuals
with intellectual disabilities. 
This approach facilitated an in-depth exploration of experiences,
perceptions, and systemic factors related to school-to-education
and or employment pathways, providing a robust foundation for
identifying key challenges and opportunities in this field in the
Irish context. 

Overview
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The project coverage had a wide scope involving 10 counties
and covering all 4 provinces of Ireland.

5 
People with
intellectual
disabilites

3 
Family 

members

Data collection

9 
Higher

Education
staff

3 
Service

Providers
staff

9
Employers

staff

Data collection involved conducting 17 interviews with
stakeholders, including individuals with intellectual disabilities,
families, employers, higher education staff, service providers
and, and administering 12 surveys to employers and higher
education staff.

PEER4ID
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We gathered extensive information from the individuals we
interviewed and those who filled out the surveys. By examining
and considering all this information (called data), we found that
various groups conveyed similar messages. Our data collection
consisted of 17 interviews and 12 surveys. For the interviews we
used a thematic analysis to understand and use this information.
A thematic analysis is a way of finding patterns or themes in the
research. It helps researchers understand what people are
saying, what the main ideas are, and how those ideas connect.

This analysis was part of a mixed-method research design, which
allowed us to integrate insights from stakeholder interviews—
including employers, higher education staff, service providers,
families, and individuals with intellectual disabilities—to
pinpoint key themes surrounding the challenges, opportunities,
and support systems involved in the transitions for individuals
with intellectual disabilities.

As we looked at the data, we identified several recurring themes,
including attitudes and expectations, barriers and challenges,
opportunities, collaboration, support systems, societal change,
education, employment, occupation, and resources. We coded all
the data using the computer program NVivo. Our analysis
revealed what matters most to individuals with intellectual
disabilities during their transition from school to post-school
education and employment, listening to the voices of families,
employers, service providers, higher education staff, and the
individuals themselves. We organised our findings into two main
categories: Challenges, and Supports.  The additional theme of
Life Goals was included in the findings from interviews with
people with intellectual disabilties.

Data analysis: Thematic analysis PEER4ID
Report
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Data analysis: Ecological Systems Theory PEER4ID
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Adapted from: https://www.pngwing.com/en/free-png-dlfmk/download

CRONOSYSTEM

changes over time

connections between environm
en

ts

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory was used to look at
what we found during the research (Crawford, 2020). This
explains how a person’s environment (everything and everyone
around them) influences their development. These environments
are organised by systems: micro, meso, exo, macro, and chrono.

This research adopted this ecological model because transition
for individuals with intellectual disabilities involves multiple
interconnected environments—families, schools, workplaces,
societal policies, and cultural attitudes. Using this systemic
approach allowed us to examine how these multiple levels
influence transition outcomes. It emphasises that effective
support requires understanding and addressing factors across all
levels, not just targeting the individual.

11
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1. Microsystem – The Immediate Circle
This is the closest layer to the person — the people and places
they interact with every day. Examples are; family, friends,
teachers, school, workplace, and neighbourhood. These
relationships and interactions have a direct impact on how a
person thinks, feels, and behaves.

2. Mesosystem – Connections Between Microsystems
This layer is about how the different parts of the microsystem
connect. Example: how a child’s parents and teachers
communicate; how family life affects performance at school.
Positive connections support development, while conflict between
these settings can cause stress or confusion.

3. Exosystem – Indirect Influences
This includes settings that don’t directly affect the person, but
can still impact them, even if they are not personally involved. An
example could be a parent’s workplace (if a parent is stressed
from work, it affects home life), other examples are government
policies, or community services which impact the individual.

4. Macrosystem – Society’s big picture
This includes the larger societal and cultural values, traditions,
policies, and laws that shape our environment, like national
education policies or laws about disabilities.

5.  Chronosystem -how life changes over time
This refers to how time changes contexts and individuals,
including life transitions or changes in policies over time. It looks
at how events and time periods shape development.

micro

PEER4ID
Report

03meso exo macro chrono

Ecological Systems explained
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Ethical approval was obtained from the School of Education
Ethics Committee at Trinity College Dublin. The application was
classified at the highest risk level due to the involvement of
individuals with intellectual disabilities in the research. Careful
ethical considerations were prioritised throughout every phase of
the project, following the guidelines set by Trinity College, the
Policy on Good Research Practice, and the Ethical Guidance for
Research with People with Disabilities from the National
Disability Authority (NDA, 2013).

A clear explanation of participation in the study was provided in
an accessible format. Since the primary target group consists of
vulnerable adults with possible communication difficulties, easy-
to-understand documents were created, including the invitation
letter, participant information leaflet, consent form, and other
study materials. Participants with intellectual disabilities had the
option of choosing between in-person or online interviews, and
those who opted for in-person interviews had the freedom to
select the interview location.
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Limitations PEER4ID
Report

03

The study gathered rich and diverse information from a small
group, which made the analysis time-intensive. Response rates
fell short of expectations, complicating efforts to represent all
participants’ voices equally in a single overview. Additionally,
data collection and analysis took longer than planned, and
creating accessible recruitment materials required extra time.

The ethical approval process was lengthy, and coordinating
participation, particularly for individuals with intellectual
disabilities, proved to be challenging. Despite broad outreach
efforts, rural voices remained underrepresented. Ultimately, the
study highlighted the need for more participants and a greater
diversity of perspectives, as well as stronger connections to
effectively reach individuals with intellectual disabilities.
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The surveys engaged both employers and Higher Education
Institutions (HEIs), with 12 completed in total—6 from employers
and 6 from HEIs.

Findings from these two stakeholder groups—higher education
providers and employers—demonstrate a mutual
acknowledgment of the benefits associated with inclusive
practices, despite being in the early phases of implementation.
Both parties noted several key points:

There are significant advantages for individuals with intellectual
disabilities, and their non-disabled peers. Collaboration between
educational institutions and employers is crucial and is currently
in its infancy. Engaging in this collaboration demands
substantial time and resource investment from both staff and
management. Additionally, there is a need for improved tracking
and evaluation of outcomes to assess the long-term impact of
inclusive initiatives.

Overall, both stakeholders see the potential of inclusive
practices to enrich the lives of individuals with intellectual
disabilities and the wider community. However, they also
recognise the difficulties in effectively scaling and maintaining
these initiatives. The findings suggest a commitment to
promoting inclusion in education and employment, but current
participation levels remain low. This underscores the need for
enhanced engagement, stronger partnerships, optimal resource
utilisation, and systematic progress tracking in both sectors.
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Employers surveys

Surveys conducted among employers indicate that engagement
with inclusive employment programs is still in its infancy,
primarily spurred by collaborations with higher education
institutions (HEIs). The retention rates are low, and there are few
opportunities for career progression. Most roles are typically
found in areas such as facilities management or catering.

Some employers have successfully transitioned interns into
permanent positions, often with reduced hours, resulting in
perceived benefits for both the interns and their teams.
However, meaningful employer engagement demands a
significant time investment from managers, and there is limited
tracking or disclosure of outcomes. Nonetheless, it has been
emphasised that hiring individuals with intellectual disabilities
can be both rewarding and revitalising.

16

What employers said about involvement and roles of
people with intellectual disabilities in the workplace



Employers emphasised the importance of tailored support and
accepting diversity. 
Other areas of success were peer support, having a disability
support department, and providing accessible information on
disability support. 
The most significant challenge was the regular need for staff
training. 
It was interesting to note that none of the employers mentioned
regular training was available for staff.
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In relation to supporting individuals with intellectual
disabilities during their transition from education to
employment, the findings highlight the need for inclusive
resources. 



The employment outcomes were highlighted in the survey data.
The findings indicate that structured pathways, such as the
Trinity Centre for People with Intellectual Disabilities (TCPID),
serve as the primary access points for candidates seeking
employment. However, the data revealed that the practice of
employing people with intellectual disabilities remains largely
inconsistent and not fully streamlined outside of collaborations
with existing inclusive higher education programmes. 

This underscores the critical importance of these targeted
initiatives as they function as vital connectors that facilitate
employment opportunities for this population. There is a need to
strengthen and expand such programmes to create more
integrated, sustainable employment pathways beyond current
collaborative efforts. 

At present, the application rate is minimal, and there is a low
success rate in the interview process. Additionally, entry-level
employment rates are low, retention rates are poor, and
individuals with intellectual disabilities face a lack of career
advancement opportunities.

PEER4ID
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Findings highlights employers' perspectives on the challenges of
including individuals with intellectual disabilities in the
workplace.
 
Many employers express concerns rooted in historical fears
regarding safety and the fulfilment of job requirements, which
can influence their hiring choices. 

Additionally, biases and a lack of awareness can hinder genuine
inclusion. 

It is essential for co-workers to be flexible and accommodating
towards employees with intellectual disabilities, as this requires
a commitment from the entire staff to ensure success. 

Not disclosing a disability can also lead to a lack of access to
necessary supports and services.

PEER4ID
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What employers said about the barriers to the inclusion
of people with intellectual disabilities in the workplace



The survey highlights several challenges faced by employers in
promoting inclusion for individuals with intellectual disabilities. 

Key challenges include a lack of training and awareness among
Human Resources personnel (HR), managers, and colleagues,
which hampers effective support and integration. 

Employers also struggle with balancing respect and equal
treatment of employees with disabilities while providing the
necessary care and support, which can be complex. 

Additionally, resource limitations, such as insufficient staffing
and time for managers to guide and support these employees,
pose significant obstacles. 

Funding and finding the right opportunities are other challenges
mentioned, alongside the need for a willingness to explore new
approaches and seek expert advice to facilitate inclusion.

PEER4ID
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What employers said about the challenges of including
people with intellectual disabilities in the workplace



Six Higher Education Institutes participated in the surveys,
revealing four active courses across various institutions.
 
One course has been discontinued, and another is not
operational. 

There are variations in weekly hours and delivery modes,
including both full-time and part-time formats. Two courses
were between 10-15 hours per week, and two courses were more
than 20 hours per week. 

These courses typically span 18-24 months and employ a mix of
fully inclusive and targeted programs, achieving an overall
retention rate of over 80%. Two courses offer a level 5
qualification, one provides level 4, and one offers level 3. 

The surveys for higher education institutions had some
differences compared to the employer surveys.

PEER4ID
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Higher education institutions surveys
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The Higher Education Surveys highlight a strong student
involvement and inclusion across all aspects of university life.
Comments were very positive. One respondent reported that
each cohort has elected class representatives, ensuring that
every group has a voice. 
Likewise, students collaborate closely with peers from Music,
Drama, and Sports courses, while first-year students are
mentored by second-year students in an Intellectual Disability
nursing programme. They are well integrated into campus life
through co-learning modules and active participation in clubs
and societies. 
As some of the courses have only recently begun, it is
anticipated that students will become fully involved in both
academic and social experiences. 
The overall aim is for students with intellectual disabilities to be
included in every part of college life—academically, socially, and
personally—within a model firmly based on co-learning.

PEER4ID
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Higher education institutions surveys
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What higher education staff said about the involvement
of people with intellectual disabilities at university



The Higher Education Surveys show a strong commitment to
inclusion and accessibility for students with intellectual disabilities. 
Teaching, communication, and flexible learning approaches were
highly rated, while peer support and inclusive policies also scored
well. 
Moderate scores were given to staff training and awareness of
supports, and lower scores to campus accessibility and clarity of
disability information. 
The weakest area was staff peer mentoring on disability. 
Overall, the results highlight good progress in inclusive teaching but
a need to improve mentoring, accessibility, and communication about
available supports.
Notably, more strategies were highlighted in the responses from
higher education institutions compared to employers, likely due to
the well-structured and articulated nature of programmes and
pathways to employment that are central to the learning experience.

PEER4ID
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List of inclusive resources indicated by staff from
Higher Education Institutions



In relation to opportunities and benefits of inclusive practices in
higher education institutions, the respondents mentioned their
positive impacts on both the institutions and the participants.
These benefits include enhanced academic and social learning
experiences for students with intellectual disabilities, greater
awareness and understanding among staff and students, and
the creation of a more inclusive campus environment. 
An attitudinal shift was noted, recognising people with
intellectual disabilities as equal contributors with valuable
capabilities. Additionally, the surveys revealed advantages such
as expanded social networks, increased confidence and
independence for participants, and the potential for greater
collaboration and resource sharing between universities and
community support organisations. These practices lead to
pathways for employment, work experience, and more fulfilling
lives. 
Families also gained pride from their students' progress and
certification. 
Overall, these insights underscore the transformative potential
of inclusive higher education practices for individuals and
institutions alike.
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Among the barriers to inclusion in higher education for students
with intellectual disabilities identified in the surveys were
limited accessibility of learning materials and campus facilities.
To foster an inclusive environment, institutions must commit to
providing staff training in inclusive pedagogy and support.
Organisational and structural challenges, such as funding
issues, lengthy staff hiring processes, and the availability of
appropriate learning and sensory spaces, can further limit
opportunities for inclusive participation. 
There was a notable emphasis on the shortcomings in support
services. Disability services are already stretched thin, and
institutions are not utilising mainstream disability support but
instead relying on program-specific resources. Additionally,
there is a need to strengthen the transitions in and out of higher
education.
Overall, these barriers underscore the need for systemic
changes within higher education institutions to foster a more
inclusive environment for students with intellectual disabilities. 
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People with intellectual disabilities: systems perspective

resources
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People with intellectual disabilities themselves gave great insight
into the challenges that exist and the support needed whilst
transitioning from school to education and or employment. The
image above represents the key topics that emerged from the
interviews with people with intellectual disabilities, organised
within an ecological systems theory framework.
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Five people with intellectual disabilities were interviewed. Three
were currently enrolled in two different higher education
institutions, one was employed, and one was seeking employment.

The main messages from these interviews highlight the
importance of support systems, suitable communication, personal
resilience, and opportunities for growth after leaving school. 

Family support, access to education, and having rights are crucial
in the transition from school to work and adulthood. Receiving help
to apply for jobs and gaining work experience are significant for
employment success. 

Additionally, the interviews underscore the value of social
inclusion, such as meeting friends, being welcomed into third-level
institutions and participating in activities, which contribute to a
fulfilling life. 

The individuals acknowledged that transitioning from school to
college can be stressful and challenging, especially in managing
time and understanding expectations. 

The interviews demonstrate that with proper support and
opportunities, individuals can successfully transition into
employment and actively participate in the community.
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The three primary emerging themes highlighted were challenges,
life goals, and support as experienced by individuals with
intellectual disabilities. These themes are interconnected. 

In the space of higher education, individuals often encounter
challenges related to academic demands and comprehension,
insufficient support, high stress levels and mental burdens, as
well as issues with organisation, navigation, communication, and
self-confidence. 

Additionally, identity and emotional well-being issues emerge as
significant obstacles. In terms of employment, individuals often
encounter long waiting times, extended periods of unpaid work
experience, and situations where parents must seek job
opportunities.

Emerging themes from interviews with people with
intellectual disabilities
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Unsupported work placements can result in job losses, and there
is often a disconnect between a person’s abilities and the tasks
assigned to them.

Life goals, such as aspirations for college or employment, are
vital but can be challenging to attain due to reliance on family or
service providers and the lengthy processes involved in achieving
these outcomes. Many are still waiting for opportunities to move
forward.

Support is critical in overcoming these challenges. Family
members, teachers, key workers, and school personnel like
Special Needs Assistants (SNAs) and year heads offer vital
assistance, especially during transitions and when leaving school.

It is interesting to notice that topics related to friendship or
societal attitudes did not emerge from the analysis of interviews
with people with intellectual disability. This could be because
there were no explicit questions in the semi-structured interview
that focused on those topics, or for other reasons.

However, the perspectives and the voices of the five people
interviewed gave an incredibly valuable account of the
challenges and opportunities they face when transitioning to
education or employment after secondary schooling.

LIFE GOALS SUPPORTCHALLENGES
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Open quotes from  people with intellectual
disabilities

These quotations reflect the perspectives of individuals with
intellectual disabilities regarding their life goals, college
experiences, and employability. Participants express a strong
desire to attend college as a pathway to meaningful work and
independence. They convey motivation and ambition in pursuing
their career aspirations.
As college students, they face the pressures of academic life,
worrying about assignments, deadlines, and practical issues like
travel and attending lectures. Their insights indicate that student
life is marked by both stress and uncertainty.
Regarding employability, participants describe the job search as
slow and challenging. One individual noted it took a year for a
position to be offered, but once given the opportunity, they
gained valuable experience and successfully found employment.
Their responses highlight the determination and resilience of
individuals with intellectual disabilities, who regard education as
a crucial step toward achieving their employment goals, despite
the obstacles they encounter.
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Family interviews’ findings, organised by the ecological systems theory
lens, show how various environmental layers affect an individual's
development, as seen from the familial viewpoint here.  The individual
dimension of occupation, development, and skills depends on the
immediate environments like family support, education, employment, and
available services. The interactions between different elements of the
systems highlight the importance of collaboration, resources, barriers,
and support. Wider cultural influences, including societal values, beliefs,
norms, and the impact of policies, are also crucial from the family's point
of view. The broader social structures indirectly influence the individual,
such as prevailing attitudes and expectations are interconnected with the
dimension of time, illustrating how life changes and transitions affect
development.
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Emerging themes from interviews with families

32

Family members identified several challenges related to the
transition from school to education and or employment, including
systemic and financial barriers, limited services, and a lack of
mainstream opportunities. 
Competition for post-secondary placements was identified as
intense, leading to feelings of envy among those who secured spots. 
Family members expressed concerns about the absence of direct
progression routes and inconsistent communication, which
sometimes resulted in a lack of information. 
Additionally, they highlighted the difficulties in securing
meaningful paid employment, often requiring support from families
or services. 
The lack of peer interaction and negative societal attitudes towards
individuals with intellectual disabilities were also noted. Families
emphasised that PSE contributes to confidence-building, which is
crucial for their vulnerable members.

The primary emerging themes highlighted by the families
were challenges and supports.



SUPPORTCHALLENGES
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Families have emphasised both the available and needed supports
for individuals with intellectual disabilities. While there are some
post-secondary education programmes, the number of available
places is severely limited. 
Although there are gaps in the services that facilitate this
transition, some specific support roles take time to become
effective. 
School teachers and Special Needs Assistants (SNAs) play a vital
role in providing support, along with disability umbrella services,
key workers, job coaches, and independent living supports. 
Additionally, programmes such as Independent Living and outreach
initiatives are in place. 
Families view themselves as essential, natural supports, and they
recognise that advocacy, emotional assistance, and informational
support are crucial components of the overall support system, and
this type of support is limited.
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They emphasise the critical need for equal access to higher
education, believing that all opportunities should be equitable
and not predetermined by one’s abilities. 
Families want their family members to have the same chance to
pursue higher education as their siblings and as other students
do.
Families see themselves as vital supports, yet limited resources
leave significant gaps in the transition to further education,
work, and independent living for individuals with intellectual
disabilities.

Open quotes from  families
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Families are increasingly concerned about the limited options
available for their loved ones with intellectual disabilities
after secondary school. 
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Findings from service provider interviews highlight how environmental
factors shape opportunities and barriers to inclusion. At the individual
and organisational levels, limited resources, time, and staffing, together
with negative societal attitudes and transport difficulties—especially in
rural contexts—constrain access and participation. Financial
disincentives, such as the risk of losing Disability Allowance or medical
cards when taking up full-time work, further restrict possibilities. In
contrast, the presence of coordinated support roles, including transition
officers, job coaches, and employment officers, enables more person-
centred, responsive pathways. Collaborative, flexible, and adaptive
support, along with employer and co-worker awareness training,
emerged as essential to fostering inclusive employment environments.

CRONOSYSTEM

MACR
OSYSTEM

MES
OSYSTEM

EXOSYSTEM

MIC
ROSYSTEM

roles

user’s voice

fr
ie

nd
sh

ip
employm

ent

service organisatio
n

support

transition

ba
rri

ers
co

lla
bo

ra
tio

nro
le

 o
f a

tt
itu

de
s a

nd expectations

role of policy
societal change

35



PEER4ID
Report

05

Emerging themes from service providers include challenges and
support. Challenges identified were a lack of resources, time, and
staffing, alongside negative societal attitudes and transportation
issues, especially in rural areas. 
The financial trap was noted, as accepting full-time work can
jeopardise Disability Allowance and medical cards, which are
considered valuable. 
Additionally, there was limited work experience and informed
decision-making.
The highlighted support roles included transition officers, job
developers, job coaches, employment officers, teachers and
trainers. 
Support was tailored, responsive, and client-centred, utilising
active listening and adaptive approaches. Awareness training for
employers and co-workers was deemed essential and beneficial.

Emerging themes from interviews with service
providers
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Service providers have described the current barriers of exclusion
as historic, emphasising the need for more time to overcome
attitudinal barriers. Advocates for individuals with intellectual
disabilities have previously focused on issues such as employment,
education, and the importance of being heard. However, in the past
year, they have shifted their attention to raising concerns about
transportation, education, and accessibility.

The supports designed for individuals transitioning from school to
education or employment are tailored to each person's unique
needs, placing them at the forefront of the process. Starting this
transition as early as possible is beneficial, and some services are
now available to initiate this process while students are still in
school, allowing for earlier intervention than in the past.

Open quotes from  service providers
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Findings from Higher Education Institution (HEI) staff interviews
show that multiple factors shape inclusion for students with
intellectual disabilities. Learners’ abilities, motivation, and support
networks influence participation, while course design, teaching
practices, and family involvement are key to fostering access and
belonging. Collaboration among educators, families, and services is
essential, though limited funding and inconsistent awareness can
hinder progress. Broader attitudes, resources, and policies also
affect inclusion. Overall, inclusive higher education depends on
strong collaboration, institutional commitment, and a shared culture
of flexibility and respect.
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Results highlight a strong commitment to inclusion for students
with intellectual disabilities in the higher education institutions
interviewed, supported by tailored learning opportunities, family
engagement, and flexible participation. 
Programmes emphasise preparation for college, shared inclusive
modules, and work-readiness initiatives, while community
involvement and celebratory events foster belonging and
confidence. 
However, challenges persist, including limited course availability,
small student numbers, complex programme structures, and
logistical barriers such as transport, particularly in rural areas.
Attitudinal barriers, uncertain outcomes, and the temporary status
of some pilot programmes further restrict progress. 
Continued investment in coordinated support systems and
accessible pathways remains essential to ensure genuine and
lasting inclusion.

Emerging themes from interviews with higher
education institutions
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The respondents from HEIs shared valuable insights on teaching
students with intellectual disabilities, emphasising the concepts of
universal design and a rights-based, inclusive education approach. 
Initially, some students showed reluctance to engage in inclusive
modules; however, over time, their attitudes shifted significantly,
resulting in increased interaction and participation. 
Furthermore, there is a growing emphasis on work readiness
within HEI programs, highlighting the importance of preparing
students for employment opportunities after college.

Open quotes from  higher education institutions
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Findings from employers reflect how interconnected environmental
layers influence inclusion and participation in the workplace. At the
immediate level, company organisation and staff training shape
daily interactions and opportunities for individuals with intellectual
disabilities. 
Collaboration and communication across different systems enable
or hinder progress and inclusion. Wider cultural and policy contexts,
together with prevailing attitudes and expectations, create
additional layers of influence that either support or constrain
inclusive employment. Over time, these relationships evolve,
showing how change, adaptation, and experience can foster more
inclusive practices.
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Emerging themes in the workplace emphasise the importance of creating
an inclusive environment for all employees. A range of supports and
challenges were highlighted. Key initiatives, such as mentorship
programmes, buddy systems, and open communication platforms, are
being developed to offer guidance, emotional support, and educational
resources, all while fostering a positive and diverse workplace culture.
Nonetheless, challenges remain, including recruitment, helping
employers comprehend and effectively implement inclusion programmes,
managing the emotional impact when support personnel depart, and
addressing mixed attitudes among colleagues. Furthermore, it is essential
to facilitate open discussions about disabilities, adapt recruitment
processes for inclusivity, and provide ongoing support for employees with
disabilities. Career progression and pensions were also mentioned in line
with the financial trap and the Disability Allowance. These emerging
themes illustrate the complexities involved in establishing a truly
inclusive workplace that accommodate individuals with diverse needs.

Emerging themes from interviews with employers
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Employers in their interviews emphasise the significant, often
immeasurable impact that employing people with intellectual
disabilities has on colleagues and the overall workforce. 
They view it as a responsible business practice to reflect the
community's diversity. 
Although they are not currently focused on proactively targeting
prospective employees with intellectual disabilities, they are
working to establish partnerships with organisations like the
programme in Trinity College Dublin based in TCPID, and are eager
to enhance their efforts in this area as they develop more effective
practices. 
Employers expressed the potential to broaden these initiatives
within their branches in the UK and the USA.
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The project focused on identifying the major challenges and
opportunities encountered during these transitions. It aimed to
inform policies that enhance support systems, promote inclusive
employment, and improve higher education for students with
intellectual disabilities. Additionally, it sought to foster inclusive
environments that enable individuals with intellectual disabilities to
succeed both academically and professionally. The project involved
three research questions;

1.What challenges do individuals with intellectual disabilities face
when transitioning from school to further education, training or
employment?

2.What challenges do stakeholders face while facilitating these
transitions?

3.What resources are out there to support education-to-
employment pathways for people with intellectual disabilities?

RQ1 

RQ2 

RQ3 

CHALLENGES FOR  PEOPLE WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITIES

CHALLENGES FOR  STAKEHOLDERS  FACILITATING TRANSITIONS

RESOURCES TO SUPPORT EDUCATIO-TO-EMPLOYMENT TRANSITIONS
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Personal and emotional challenges can significantly impact
students’ ability to adapt to post-school settings. Some struggle
with academic comprehension and feel overwhelmed by
organisational demands, which are often intensified by a lack of
tailored support for their individual needs. 
Structural and systemic barriers include limited opportunities in
post-secondary education, insufficient government programmes,
unclear support systems, and bureaucratic or financial
disincentives, such as those linked to disability allowances. 
Institutional and environmental obstacles also hinder access:
inclusive structures remain scarce, traditional academic
expectations dominate, and sensory or navigational difficulties on
campus can exacerbate exclusion. In addition, communication gaps
and inconsistent service provision make transitions more complex.

45

Research Question 1 focused on the challenges individuals
with intellectual disabilities face when transitioning from
school to further education, training, or employment. Five
categories of challenges were identified: (1) personal and
emotional, (2) structural and systemic, (3) institutional and
environmental, (4) employment-related, and (5) social and
attitudinal.
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Employment-related issues include long wait times for job
placements, overreliance on unpaid internships, and the
expectation that parents facilitate work opportunities. Employers’
concerns about productivity and limited understanding of workers’
abilities often compound these difficulties. 
Finally, social and attitudinal barriers—such as low expectations,
negative societal perceptions, and limited interaction with non-
disabled peers—further restrict participation and reinforce
exclusion.
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Research question 2 examined the obstacles
stakeholders encounter in facilitating transitions from
school to further education, training, or employment. Five
key categories emerged: (1) knowledge, training, and
awareness; (2) employment-specific challenges; (3)
financial disincentives; (4) Resource and capacity
constraints; and (5) Systemic and structural issues.

Knowledge, training, and awareness gaps remain widespread.
Educators and employers preparedness in inclusive practices is
crucial, while a limited understanding of intellectual disabilities
reinforces stigma and low expectations. 
Employment-specific challenges include difficulties in matching
skills to suitable roles, limited long-term employer commitment,
which undermines job stability and inclusion, especially
combined with frequent changes of support personnel.
Financial disincentives continue to discourage individuals and
families from pursuing education or employment, as the
potential loss of disability allowances or medical cards creates a
“financial trap” that limits autonomy and opportunity.
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Resource and capacity constraints demonstrate that
services are currently under-resourced, suffering from
insufficient staff time and a need for additional support
that surpasses what is currently provided by disability
services. Much of the assistance relies on the goodwill of
staff and temporary measures rather than lasting
solutions.

Systemic and structural issues hinder individual progression
both in postsecondary education and employment. 
There are unclear pathways for entering and exiting post-
secondary education, with few feeder routes or options for
progression, as well as significant delays in obtaining essential
grants like those for assistive technology. 
Broader policy shortcomings and a lack of strong government
initiatives make it even more challenging to establish smooth
and equitable transitions. 

Continues RQ2
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Research question 3 explored the resources available to
support education-to-employment pathways for people
with intellectual disabilities. Six categories were identified:
(1) specialised roles and support staff; (2) inclusive
education supports; (3) programmes and initiatives; (4)
interagency and community collaboration; (5) family and
school-based support, and (6) employer training and
awareness.

Specialised roles and support staff are important. Education-to-
employment pathways are strengthened by a range of
professionals, including transition officers, job coaches, job
developers, employment officers, Special Needs Assistants
(SNAs), year heads, keyworkers, and lifelong learning teachers.
These staff members adopt responsive, client-centred, and
adaptive approaches to meet the unique needs of each individual.
Inclusive education supports are advanced through student-
centred planning, inclusive teaching methods, and access to
mainstream supports such as counselling. Induction programmes
in post-secondary education help ease transitions, while inclusive
programmes—though still limited—offer valuable learning and
engagement opportunities.
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Several targeted programmes and initiatives enhance
transitions from education to employment. The OWL
(Oireachtas Work Learning) Programme, WorkAbility
funding for employment-focused projects, and
independent living and outreach programmes all promote
autonomy and long-term inclusion in education and work
settings.

Continues RQ3

Effective interagency and community collaboration among
schools, disability services, employers, and PSE institutions is key
to successful transitions. Peer and community networks, along
with the involvement of disability organisations and feeder
services, provide important additional layers of support.
Family and school-based support offer essential emotional,
informational, and advocacy support, recognised as a cornerstone
of successful transitions. Teachers and special needs assistants
(SNAs) also play a vital role during this stage, often extending
their responsibilities beyond formal expectations.
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Continues RQ3

Finally, training and awareness initiatives for employers,
coworkers, and families are essential to building inclusive
workplaces. Although some structured pathways and
training exist, stakeholders emphasised the need for
broader and more consistent efforts to ensure meaningful
inclusion in employment settings.

Transitions thrive on coordinated,
inclusive, and person-centred support.
Ireland needs stronger resources and
joined-up systems to ensure inclusive

transitions and successful life pathways
for people with intellectual disabilities
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Young adults with intellectual disabilities continue to encounter
limited options, minimal exposure, and few opportunities for
advancement when transitioning into further education or
employment. Guidance and support are often insufficient, leaving
families to carry much of the responsibility. Fragmented services,
unclear connections between frameworks, and the involvement of
multiple departments without cohesive leadership contribute to
disjointed provision. Although some structured pathways have been
developed to improve outcomes, significant gaps remain in national
coordination and targeted policy. Promising local initiatives
highlight the importance of ensuring that individuals with
intellectual disabilities are meaningfully involved in shaping the
policies that affect their lives. This research has highlighted the
need to further explore transitions from multiple perspectives,
keeping the voices, experiences, and insights of people with
intellectual disabilities at the centre of future inquiry.
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