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Introduction
Please forgive me for not being able to attend the UCCSU Equality Standing
Conference and be held accountable in person; there was a family event arranged for
this week several months before the Conference date was set, and I was unable to
change arrangements.
This year I had the absolute honour and pleasure of being UCC’s first ever Students’
Union Disability Officer. The responsibilities and brief of the role had been outlined
previously in the documents of UCCSU, but the job of setting a precedent for the role’s
modus operandi, as well as the goals it could realistically achieve, fell to me as the
first officeholder. The Union of Students in Ireland provides a list of recommended
jobs, events, and tasks for its COs’ Disability Officers, but the list was designed for
officers carrying out a full 12 month term rather than the five months that this year’s
Equality Sub-Officers were given. Nonetheless, I was able to complete almost every
entry on the USI list in the reduced timeframe.

Events
My first task as Disability Officer was to represent UCC, along with two other
delegates, at a national conference run by the third-level disability support
organisation AHEAD. This event, organised in part by UCC alumnus Linda Kelly, was
an opportunity to meet with other students from Irish institutions, as well as openlydisabled professionals. The purpose of the conference was to build networking links
between the various Irish universities and ITs, as well as create a document
harnessing the needs of disabled students in Ireland and comparing the different
support services on offer around the country.
UCCSU’s first-ever Disability Awareness Week began at the end of January, and
included the following events:
•

•

Monday:
o An introductory talk featuring Mary O’Grady (head of the UCC Disability
Support Service), Linda Kelly (Project Assistant with AHEAD and UCC
alumnus), and Sinéad Kane (the first registered blind solicitor in Ireland,
and another UCC alumnus).
o A wheelchair basketball training session in the Mardyke Arena.
o A screening of the Christy Brown biopic My Left Foot.
Tuesday:
o The commencement of the first-ever UCC 24hr Wheelchair Challenge,
which raised over €400 for the Irish Wheelchair Association (IWA).
o An IWA stand was set up on campus, to engage with students and raise
awareness of the challenges faced by students with mobility problems.
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•

•

•

o A wheelchair basketball exhibition match was held in the Mardyke Arena,
pitting the IWA team against a mixed group from UCC Demons and
Neptune.
Wednesday:
o A stand was set up on campus to promote the work of the Irish Guide
Dogs for the Blind (and their trainers).
o An attempt was made to hold a quiz in the New Bar to raise money for
the Irish Guide Dogs, but had to be cancelled due to lack of numbers.
However, the prizes were raffled off later in the year (on SU election
results night) and raised over €160 for the charity.
Thursday:
o A Drop-In Clinic was held on campus, to allow students to visit the DSS
Office and speak with the staff there without having to arrange an
appointment beforehand.
o The final event of the week was a lecture from Louise Crowley of the
UCC Law Faculty, entitled “The impact of disability laws on the third level
education sector in Ireland”.
Throughout the week (and for quite a while thereafter) there was a large
painted sign to show students where the Disability Support Service’s office is
located.

At the start of March, I organised UCCSU’s Dyslexia Awareness Day. There were three
main parts to this one-day campaign:
• A Facebook event page that invited people to “Use the Right Font” and
provided them with a list of fonts that are proven to improve readability of text
for dyslexic people and those who suffer visual impairment.
• A Drop-In Clinic in the DSS Office, similar to the one during Disability
Awareness Week, but specifically geared towards students with dyslexia and
other learning disabilities.
• A Dyslexia Awareness Talk, featuring speakers such as James Northridge
(founder of web company Urability.com), Brian Hanrahan (a lecturer and
researcher with the UCC Civil Engineering Department), and Janet Thomas (the
dyslexia specialist with the UCC DSS).

Other Occurrences
A motion was passed at SU Exec to enforce dyslexia-friendly criteria for all
materials sent out by the SU and the Societies Guild using the ALLSTUDENTS
mailing list.
The outgoing Societies Guild have given assurances that the new web and PR
systems being made available to societies will be established with dyslexia
support in mind, and with societies given guidelines on how best to optimise
their materials for a dyslexic audience.
I have written for the AHEAD newsletter in my capacity as UCCSU’s first
Disability Officer.

•

•

•
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I was in attendance at the recent AHEAD AGM and conference, entitled “The
real risk is doing nothing: Supporting nursing and midwifery students in clinical
practice”. Amongst the conference speakers were a nurse from San Francisco
who has a successful career while coping with a physical disability, and the
President of Ireland Mary McAleese.
In February, I was invited by Mary O’Grady to sit on the Student Equality
Committee. This committee is a subset of the UCC Equality Committee, and I
would hope that the UCCSU Disability Officer will have a seat on this
committee for the future of the role.

•

•

Some Analysis
For the most part, I was very happy with my year as Disability Officer. Given
that it was the first year that the position has existed, I felt it was important that I
helped to define (beyond its constitutional definition) what the role should entail, and
also helped to forge the necessary links between staff organisations such as the DSS,
outside organisations such as AHEAD and the IWA, and most importantly of all the
students of UCC.
The year was not without fault or without its problems; there were times during
the year when events – particularly evening events – would falter or have to be
cancelled due to low turnout. Without wanting to make excuses, I think the main
reason that these things happened is the PR issue. Given that I only had five months
in the job, there was not a huge amount of time or space to effectively organise,
publicise, and carry out the events; and if time had to be sacrificed anywhere, it was
usually the publicity that suffered. I would imagine that the situation was relatively
similar for the other sub-officers too, and it will hopefully not be a problem for the
new officers with their full year available to work.
Overall, though, the year was far more successful that I had even hoped. The
response on campus from both staff and student groups, as well as outside groups
working in the field of disability, was enormously positive; the work that was
accomplished this year simply could not have been achieved without the help of the
university staff (particularly those working in the DSS), the outgoing SU Exec and the
other Equality Sub-Officers, clubs such as UCC Basketball and societies such as UCC
Film Soc, as well as “ordinary” students who were happy to roll up their sleeves and
plunge into the work. I hope that every single one of my successors meets with the
same level of enthusiasm from the student body, the staff of UCC, and people from
outside groups such as AHEAD’s Linda Kelly.

_____________________________
Antonia Virovska
UCCSU Disability Officer 2010-2011
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