NADPVIC2021: Joining the dots of inclusive practice – what is the picture now?

AHEAD of the Curve: Supporting Students and Graduates virtually transitioning into the workplace.
Caroline McGrotty, Employment Manager, AHEAD
Hannah Kelly, GetAHEAD Coordinator, AHEAD

Caroline: Hi I'm Caroline

Hannah: Hi I'm Hannah

Caroline: We're here today  to tell you how AHEAD have been supporting students  
and graduates with disabilities in a virtual  transition into the workplace through two of our  
projects; The GetAHEAD Programme and The WAM Programme.  So over to Hannah to do the first slide. 

Slide 1: AHEAD of the Curve
Supporting students and graduate virtually transitioning into the workplace


  
Hannah: Thanks Caroline. As Caroline said, I'm the GetAHEAD Coordinator and we're going to outline these two initiatives that we  had during the whole switch to working from home. 

Slide 2: What we do
Accessing College
· Info: Admission routes, how to apply, supports available
· Through: Publications, website, telephone helpline
· Event: Annual College Fair
3rd Level
· Info: Getting support, self advocacy, disclosure, preparing for work
· Through: website, telephone helpline, seminars
Employment
· Info: Disclosure, legislation, preparing for work
· Through: work placement scheme, publications, website
· Events: annual careers fair, interview prep workshops



Hannah: So if I can start very quickly first with who AHEAD are firstly and what  we do. I suppose our work can be broken down  into three different sections. The first being the accessing college stage; so here we're kind  of supporting students who are in second level education into that transition into third  level, students with disabilities I should say and how we're doing that is through a number of  different things, like our publications, our website which has a lot of different information  on it. We have our Information Officer Lorraine who's always available to talk to students about  specific problems that we have and also one of the largest events that we have at this kind of stage  is our annual college fair , Better Options which happens in November. Then I suppose in when we look  at third level education, so once students are in higher level education, we're starting to look  at again what supports are available at that stage we start to introduce topics like self-advocacy  and disclosure. My program in particular comes in here, where we're doing some seminars  and workshops that prepare and students for the workplace. In the back end then, we have some staff  training, we have some publications and we release annual statistics of the participation of students  and students with disabilities in higher level education. Then we have our employment side  which Caroline will talk about a little bit later which covers things like disclosure, legislation and preparing for work that kind of information but overall kind of is our  work placement programme, WAM, which Caroline will be speaking about a little bit later. We also have our annual careers fair that happens Building The Future which I'm going to discuss  in a bit more detail and how we did that online. Then, I suppose the bigger picture of all of  that is we release, as I said, annual statistics of participation of students with disabilities in  higher level education in Ireland and we also do some lobbying, we contribute to some policy and  then we're also part of a European network of organisations like ourselves that work in the  area. 


Slide 3: What is GetAHEAD?
GetAhead is a network of students/graduates with disabilities currently making the transition from third-level education to full time employment.
· Upskilling workshops for students/graduates: CV writing, disclosure, interview skills
· Building the future careers fair
· Disability awareness training – USI, cluvs and societies, student unions
· Student with disabilities advisory group

Hannah: So if I can move on to what is GetAHEAD, I've covered it a little bit there, but basically  GetAHEAD is a network of students and graduates with disabilities who are making that transition from third level education into full-time graduate employment. The programme has been  running since 2005 and what we do really is a lot of upskilling workshops so the likes of CV writing, disclosure and interview skills that kind of thing. And of course we have our Building The Future  careers fair that happens every year. In the back  
end then we do some disability awareness training  with the likes of USI (Union of Students in Ireland) as well as some training with clubs  and societies, committees and student unions as well and all that work is kind of enforced by  our Students with Disabilities Advisory Group which is a group of students with disabilities who  kind of weigh in on the work that we're doing, giving us the ear to the ground really  of what's happening with students at the minute.


Slide 4: Building the future – physical event
Building the Future is our annual careers event for students/graduates with disabilities. Typically hosted by Citi, it took place on the last Friday in May.
· Mock interviews
· CV clinics
· Employer stands
· Workshops
· Jobs wall
· Headshot station

Hannah: So, Building The Future; the physical event  usually happens, so it's our annual careers event  
that happens every year and typically would it's  hosted by Citi bank in the city centre in Dublin.  
It usually took place on the last Friday in  May and that event usually had the likes of mock  
interviews every year, CV clinics where students  could and graduates could come and get their  
checked over by recruitment staff within our  employer network through WAM and then  
we also had employer stands, where again similar  to any other kind of careers fair where people  
could come and ask specific questions about maybe  jobs that were currently available or maybe about  
company culture that kind of thing. Then we  had workshops, typically about three workshops that  
we would have again similar to those upskilling  workshops that we would have throughout the year  
on various topics like you know interview  prep but also LinkedIn that kind of thing.
We had a live live jobs wall so jobs that  were currently available through our WAM Programme  
that people could apply for and then also we  had a headshot station as well where  
graduates and students could come and get their   headshot taken professionally and have that for  
their LinkedIn profile. 



Slide 5: Building the Future – Reimagined
The event was initially postponed to August, but when it was evident that a physical event wouldn’t be possible, it was reimagined to a week-long virtual event all taking place on Zoom.
Regular bi-weekly meetings to redevelop how elements would work online and testing out Zoom capabilities.
· Zoom webinar format for workshops
· Breakout rooms were essential for one-to-one sessions and drop in sessions
· A need for two separate Zoom accounts
· Ensuring two AHEAD staff members hosting at all times
Testing out accessibility features
· Zoom webinar accessibility issues for visibility of multiple speakers/sign language interpreters when sharing slides was the major issue

Hannah: So obviously due to Covid everything had to change, one of the things being  
this Building The Future careers fair,   we initially had postponed to August  
thinking that you know, magically when we  thought that things were going to be better  
by August last year! But obviously when that  didn't happen we had to think about it again  
and we decided to to push it into an online space. With that we decided to create a week-long  
virtual event rather than keeping it just to that  one day. To do this I suppose it took a lot of work ,
there was bi-weekly meetings to redevelop how elements would work, testing and  
seeing what functions were available on  Zoom. So through that we decided that the  
Zoom webinar format worked best for the workshops, we would use breakout rooms for the one-to-one  
sessions like the mock interviews and the CV clinics and then we also needed two separate  
Zoom accounts as well because there was so much  going on at once. Through those kind of meetings,
we also decided that two AHEAD staff members were going to need to be hosting at the same time.
Throughout that whole testing period as well what was really important was  
ensuring that accessibility was going to  be at the heart of everything that we were doing.
Through that, Zoom webinars, we  had multiple speakers at one time,
we would have sign language interpreters  and being able to see how captions would work  
in that space as well. 

Slide 6: Building the Future 2020 – Schedule
Timetable – explained in transcript

Hannah: Through those meetings, this is the schedule that we ended up having.   
We ran Monday through Friday, every morning  started with either mock interviews or CV
clinics and these were all pre-booked sessions  which graduates and students could sign up  
for in advance. Then from 3pm - 4pm we  had employer drop-in sessions which tried to  
mimic the face-to-face interaction  of the employer stands. There again,
students and graduates could book into which ones  that they were interested in learning more about every day.
Then the workshops happened every  day in the afternoon, so it was finished up every  
day with a workshop on different kind of topics that we thought were valuable   
and useful for our attendees to hear a bit more  about. 


Slide 7: Bring attendees along – FAQ Videos
As the event involved using platforms, graduates might not have been familiar with it. A series of promotional videos was put together.

Hannah: So obviously this is a big change from how  it was originally going to look and it was very  different from how our physical event looked.
So part of that was I suppose bringing the  attendees along with us, bringing our students and  
graduates along on that journey and we decided  that to do that we needed to include some FAQ  
videos. There was three of these so the first  one was a promotional video kind of explaining  
how the event was going to work. The second one was an informational video on  
how to register, so taking people through that that  registration process which obviously had different  
elements, whether you wanted a mock interview  CV clinic, what employers you wanted to speak to.
Then our final video then looked at the mock  interviews and the CV clinics and the employer  
drop-in sessions and how they worked on Zoom. That included a demo of Zoom of how it was  
going to look, who they were going to be greeted  by and stuff like that to really bring all of  
the attendees along with us and help keep them  in the know of what was going to  
be happening and what to expect. 


Slide 8: Building the Future – Reimagined
· The virtual event ended up greatly expanding our reach:
· 423 attendees at five online workshops
· 174 attendees at our Employer Drop in Sesions
· 48 mock interviews completed by 19 employer volunteers
· 58 CVs checked by 9 employer volunteers

Hannah: So the reimagined event ended up being a great success! 
It really expanded our reach of the event, we ended up having over 400 attendees across the  
five online workshops that we had. We had 174  attendees at our employer drop-in sessions where  
they could speak directly to their employers.   We had 48 mock interviews conducted by 19 of  
our employer volunteers and 58 CVs were checked  over by 9 of our employer volunteers as well. 


Slide 9: Feedback – Attendees and Employers
Employer Feedback:
· 100% felt communication/organisation was excellent or good
· No major preference for online or physical event

Attendee feedback:
· 100% felt they benefitted and was fully accessible
· 50% wanted a blended approach, 40% preferred the event to remain online

Hannah: The feedback that we got, we had great success in the feedback as well.  
From an employer perspective, 100 of the employers  felt that the communication and organisation was  
excellent or good. There was no major  preference that we've seen for a return to  
an online event or to a physical event, so people  that had volunteered for both were actually  
quite happy and with the online and the physical, so there wasn't any a clear preference there.   
When it came to attendees, 100% felt they benefited  and they felt it was a 100% accessible as well.  
Then again, here 50% wanted a blended approach  going forward. So having some elements online, some  
having the physical events somehow incorporated.  But 40% preferred to keep it in the online setting.
Only 10% would have preferred a completely in-person event going forward.


Slide 10: Looking AHEAD – What did we learn?

Issues
· Grads/Volunteers arriving at exact time – no time to solve issues, settle in
· Time allocatied for CV slots too short (15 minutes)
· Attendees missing time slot
· Connection issues
· AHEAD staff fatigue


Solutions
· Ask employees/attendees to join 10 minutes before slot
· Add 5 minutes on to CV slot
· Collect attendee phone numbers
· Include time off screen for AHEAD Staff

Hannah: So looking ahead, what did we learn? So from  the experience with grads and volunteers  
were arriving kind of exactly at the time  that we needed them there and there was no  
time I suppose to settle people in or to clue  them into how it was going to work.   
We found that the time allocated for the CV clinic  maybe was a bit too short at 15 minutes, that maybe  
people needed a little bit longer. We did have  some attendees missing their time slots but we  
found having contact numbers for attendees  was actually really useful in that regard.
Some connection issues as could be expected, but  honestly nothing too major and everything we
could kind of handle ourselves pretty easily. There was some AHEAD staff fatigue as  
you can imagine from the pretty packed schedule. I suppose the learnings that we had and the  
solutions that we have going forward for that  is to ask employers and the attendees to join 10  
minutes before their slot so we have a little bit  of a settling in period. We're going to add  
five minutes into that CV slot so that  there's a little bit more time to play with and  
then we thought it was important going forward  to include that time off screen for  
the AHEAD staff members so managing who was doing  what events and that kind of thing to make sure  
that people had enough time off screen. I'm  going to pass over to Caroline now who's going to  
speak a little bit about The WAM Programme. 


Slide 11: Short video on the WAM programme (Willing, Able, Mentoring)

Caroline: Thank you so much Hannah so I do have a very  short two-minute video that's going to play and give you an overview of The WAM Programme.

Caroline: That was a very brief overview of everything  that's involved in when an employer takes on a  
graduate through our programme. So I'm just  going to give you some overview of key statistics  
since the programme began.

Slide 12: WAM Placements – Key Statistics
· 4 out of 5 applicants did not require any interview accommodations
· Two thirds of accommodations do not incur any cost
· 94% gained confidence in their ability to work in the mainstream environment after their WAM placement
· 87% felt they had a better understanding of what supports they needed in the workplace
· 71% of graduates surveyed are no longer in receipt of disability/illness payments

Caroline: So some of our key statistics, we recently launched a brochure or a  
research report last summer and it is available  on our website with a lot more information. 
Some of the key things that we found from  that, was that four out of five applicants, so  
2,000 applications that we  analysed over a seven year period,
four out of five candidates did not  actually require any interview accommodations.
What this is suggesting for us is, that the majority of people coming to our programme  
do have what's kind of what's called a hidden  disability, where they may not need anything for  
a standard face-to-face interview but  may need supports in the workplace.  
We also analysed needs assessments  that we conducted over that seven year period so  
over 200 assessments were analysed and we found  that our recommendations, what we were recommending  
in terms of workplace reports, over two-thirds of them did not actually cost any money to the  
employer. They were very much related to work tasks  and whatnot. We also surveyed our graduates,   
94% gained confidence in their ability to work in a  mainstream environment after their placement or  
internship with an employer. 87% felt they had a better understanding of what  
supports that they needed in the workplace because  of the needs assessments that was did with them.
71% of our graduates were no longer in the  receipt of any state welfare disability or illness  
payments. From that as well, 80%  of our graduates secured full-time work  
as a direct result from their placement. Only  about 9% of our graduates were still  
looking for work a year after they had finished  up on their contract. So it's a really successful  
programme. We have placed over 500 graduates to date and  with both private and public sector employers.



Slide 13: Impact of Covid19 on WAM Recruitment

Initially WAM was impacted by the pandemic with new recruitment. Some of the reasons cited were:
· Lack of equipment available and budgetary constraints
· Unsure about how to provide appropriate training and support
· Remote access not possible due to security reasons
· Unable to facilitate social distancing on site
· Postponing placements until staff are back in the office

Caroline: So I suppose when the pandemic  kind of hit Ireland in  
mid-March, it really impacted on us, on our  work plans and we had to re-develop all of that.  
I suppose every year I would normally go out to meet with employers to get confirmation of   
how many placements we're going to get with that  organisation but it did have an impact because  
of that uncertainty around ,we didn't know how  long it was going to last, the economy, would  
affect business revenue and everything like  that. So some of the reasons that employers  
kind of were a bit hesitant to do any  recruitment was, the lack of equipment available  
in setting everyone up to work from home and  budgetary constraints. They were very much unsure  
about how do you actually provide training  to remote onboard or induct someone remotely.  
It was all new to them, they've never done it  before, so they were very much unsure how to do it  
but even more unsure how to support people  with disabilities in that remote working world.
For some cases for some departments that  we worked with, specifically the public service,
remote access was simply just not  possible because of security reasons   
and they were unable to facilitate social distancing guidelines in the workplace as well, so for  
some departments they weren't in a position to  kind of take on a WAM graduate last year  
Then some kind of wanted to postpone it until  staff were back in the office, because I think we  
all kind of had some false hope thinking that a two week kind lockdown it would
all be fine and we could all go back to our normal  lives but I suppose as the year went on it became  
more prevalent that you know we're just going to have  to work with what we have here.



Slide 14: WAM’s Response to issues and concerns
With the pandemic, the world of work changed including the way we work and learn.
WARM developed it’s yearly work plan and created additional resources and processes in order to support both graduates and employers throughout the pandemic.

Virtual Needs Assessment:
· Provision in our policy around on-site needs assessments on a case by case basis
Virtual pre-placement training
· We included additional information with regards to remote-working and best practices
Virtual graduate check-ins with WAM team
· To combat isolation and an opportunity for any issues relating to work

Caroline: With all that in mind in terms of  what our response was, as I mentioned we  
have completely redeveloped our work plan.   We would normally have done like physical  
employer training events, that was all gone and  so we had to really look at how we do it online.  
We had to look at our needs assessment process  because, yes employers were still recruiting,
but that needs assessment could no longer take  place on site in the employer's workplace.   
So we had to redevelop our need assessments policy and had to create additional sections in  
our documentation that we would use with graduates and managers to obtain information.  
We had to include a whole new section on  remote working, we had to learn about  
you know what remote working was, all the different  types of best practices that were out there.   
We also would have carried out pre-placement training  with the manager and mentor on site, we had to do  
that online and we included information around  how to remote onboard someone, how to mentor  
someone remotely. We had to really redevelop  all of our resources to include remote working.  
One of the things that we also started  to do, that we wouldn't have typically done,
was online virtual check-ins  with all of our graduates.   
When we first made that transition, there was  about 20 of our graduates who were making that  
move from being in a physical office space to  remote working and we were very conscious that  
you know social isolation could happen so we  started doing check-ins with our graduates via  
Zoom so we've actually continued that for the  entire duration and this is something we're  
going to continue doing even when we do get  back to a physical office environment because  
this was the first time graduates got a chance  to meet other graduates from different companies  
and actually talk to each other and share what  their learnings were from remote working.  
Some of the conversations they're having are just  general kind of working tips, it's a safe space  
for graduates to talk about their disability as  well with other graduates who have disabilities



Slide 15: Remote working employer resources
WAM devised a new employer remote working resource on the AHEAD website, providing information on:
· Accessibility features
· Video-calling platforms
· Online meeting etiquette
· Virtual interviewing
· Virtual onboarding
· Mental health
· Assistive technology

Caroline: We also developed a whole brand new web page  for our employers called the employer  
remote working resource page and we provided  information about accessibility. For example how  
to make word documents accessible, PowerPoint, how  to book an ISL interpreter, what captioning is when  
you should use this and video calling platforms  we talked through which is the most accessible  
in different features that were, employers  were using they all used a variety of platforms.  
We developed online meeting etiquette tips and best practices, tips on virtual interviewing, virtual onboarding  
and around minding your mental health. And then  our assistive technology hive was added on to that  
remote working resource page . This was great  to be able to redirect some of the managers and  
mentors and even HR staff if they  had a bit of concerns or questions,
we could redirect them to this resource  that we developed during summer last year.



Slide 16: Employer training events
Our events transferred to online monthly webinars on a variety of topics
· Workplace needs assessments
· Accessible virtual recruitment
· Future of the workplace post covid
· Unconscious bias
· Assistive technology
· Remote onboarding
· Mental health
· Disclosure
· Temporary disabilities 
· Autism awareness
We even had a virtual WAM leaders awards ceremony with an address by Government Minister

· 1,645 Attendees Registered for free monthly WAMinars
· 100% of attendees said their benefitted in evaluations returned


Caroline: As I mentioned we would have typically  done about four employer training events and  
they've always been like half a day,  that couldn't happen! I think we had  
great intentions of, ‘oh maybe at the end of  2020 we'll have a physical event’ with
our lovely leaders awards ceremony that we have  but that didn't happen. So what we started doing  
in response, was actually creating  monthly webinars that were short and sweet.   
So they weren't three hour long webinars, they were an  hour and fifteen minutes, an hour and a half and  
they were on a variety of topics. So we our first  one took place in April which looked at needs assessments.
There's so many different topics that we did, around virtual recruitment, the future the workplace  
unconscious bias, assistive technology,  remote onboarding panel discussion,  
mental health, disclosure, temporary  disabilities, and autism awareness.  
So we did all of those webinars and in the space  of 10 months and what we actually found is our  
attendance and our reach was way greater than we  could have ever gotten if we did physical events.  
Typically physical events you're depending on  room capacity and size, so you might only be able to  
fit 50 people in one room and then maybe 10 of  them don't show up, whereas like with the online  
webinars you know we had over 1,600 attendees  registered in total for those 10 webinars and yes  
there was a drop off but at least you know it's  online and it isn't really affecting the capacity 
of people attending. 100% of attendees who  attended those webinars felt they benefited  
So it definitely did kind of give us more reach  and make us more well-known with  
employers that maybe weren't too familiar  with us because they saw everything online.


Slide 17: Contact details & more info
Website: www.ahead.ie
Email: wam@ahead.ie
Phone: +353 1 716 8844

Free monthly WAMinars – www.ahead.ie/waminars

Caroline: So that was kind of how I suppose AHEAD has tried to be AHEAD of the curve in some respects!
But it's been a very challenging year, but it's been a steep  
learning curve for us as well you know, but I think  it's fair to say that we responded pretty well to  
the pandemic and there's definitely certainly  a lot of learnings that we are taking that we  
are going to implement going forward regardless  of whether we go back to a physical world again,
where we can all hug each other!   Hannah do you have anything you want to add at the end?  


Hannah: No I suppose it was an interesting development  and something that we found, it was  
in essence a lot more accessible what we  were able to do, and it really expanded  
the reach not only being able  to contact more people but ensure that it was  
accessible for more people and because of their  location or because of disability as well.  
So no it's been a great journey! 

Caroline: Thank you guys for watching, bye, thank you!


