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“I enjoyed all modules and would be quite willing to carry on doing more”  
(BALT members) 

Introduction: 

In 2018 the Ballyfermot Adults Learning Together (BALT) group was formed with the 

objective of providing lifelong learning opportunities for adults in the Dublin 10 area. This 

case study captures the journey of the group of adults who have developed a sustainable 

community education peer group with a thirst for learning and knowledge. The case study 

will provide an overview of the origins of the BALT group, how it was formed, how it 

operates and its impact within the community. The BALT project provides an excellent 

example of SICAP services working to support communities with a severe experience of 

educational disadvantage and highlights good practice in inter-agency and cross-goal 

collaboration work. 

BALT is a universal adult education group aimed at supporting people living in a community 

with low levels of educational attainment. The objectives for the Ballyfermot Chapelizod 

Partnership are:  

 To provide lifelong learning opportunities for the adult learners in the community, 

which in turn may progress into access to further and higher education 

opportunities. 

 To sustain a group of adult learner role models promoting and advancing lifelong 

learning in Ballyfermot and Chapelizod. 

 To dispel the myth that members of the community would not be able to engage 

with or succeed in college education. 

As a result of these broad objectives the BALT and Communiversity programmes have 

engaged with members from a number of SICAP target group populations including lone 

parents, persons with a disability, senior citizens and long-term unemployed.  
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Who Are BALT 

“I love every minute of it” 

BALT members are made up of a variety of individuals and characters from across 

Ballyfermot, Cherry Orchard and Chapelizod. They consist of 32 members with varying levels 

of educational attainment, although many of the BALT group either left school early or 

would look back on their school life as an opportunity lost or taken from them. The ages 

range between people in their 30’s to those in their 80’s and it is this richness of experience 

and insight that makes the group so vibrant. What brings the group together is a passion for 

learning, a keen interest to learn more about the world and to have their thinking 

challenged. From the legacy of participating on the Communiversity programme (see 

below), BALT sessions are focused on bringing academic style learning and content into the 

community. Many of the BALT members would never have imagined they would have been 

able to sit through lectures on the Philosophical teachings of Aristotle or an insight into 

Globalisation and Inequality, but they have. In fact, not only have they sat through the 

lectures but they have engaged with the content, participated in group discussions around 

the topics and at times challenged major concepts or theories. This is one of the most 

significant attributes of the BALT group – the transformation of perceptions around 

university education and its accessibility for a community like Dublin 10.  
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“I found it all of great interest and has given me a complete new outlook. I now take a 

better interest in watching documentaries and reading newspapers” 

Background to Developing a Local Lifelong Learning Group 

BCP staff members from the Community Development and Education Departments had 

been attempting to form an adult education group in the area for an extended period of 

time. Although there are numerous adult education opportunities within the community 

(for example arts and craft and well-being courses in the Bungalow Family Resource Centre 

or more formal programmes like the QQI Level 4 Return to Learning course with Ballyfermot 

College of Further Education) there was a sense that many adult learners were hungry for 

lifelong learning opportunities but were not accessing what was available to them. Low 

education attainment levels of the adult population for Dublin 10 meant that there was a 

significant proportion of the community that had left school early and had a perception that 

adult education wasn’t for them, certainly college or third level education wasn’t for them. 

BCP wanted to tackle this stigma around educational attainment and the perception that 

college education belonged in other communities.    

Faced with this task Partnership staff held a number of inter-agency meetings with local 

adult learning organisations to gather information and interest on the range of options 

available. BCP staff became aware of the Maynooth University’s (MU) adult outreach 

initiative Communiversity. The Communiversity programme is delivered in collaboration 

between Local Area Partnership’s (LAP’s), local libraries and Maynooth Adult Education 

Department. It is a 16-week course covering 4 topics with four 2-hour lectures per-topic. 

Topics include History, Philosophy, Power and Politics and many more. The LAPs fund and 

coordinate the project, the library provides the venue and learning materials, and MU 

provide the lecturers and graduation arrangements. BCP staff foresaw that the 

Communiversity model could provide the ideal foundation to form a solid group of local 

adult learners with the potential to develop into a sustainable lifelong learning project.  
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The Communiversity Foundation and Sustaining BALT 

“I’ve learned I can make a contribution, I can make more effort to help other people in 

need” 

In September 2016, BCP education and community development departments initiated the 

Communiversity pilot group. Working alongside colleagues from the Matt Talbot project and 

the Ballyfermot Library, a plan was undertaken to mould this pilot group of adult learners 

into a sustainable group. In October 2016 the first group of participants embarked on the 

first Communiversity course delivered in this area. The topics for the 16 weeks were Local 

History, Power and Politics, Philosophy, and Economics and Inequality. A total of 26 

students signed up to the first course, with 20 completing the series of lectures and 

graduating.  

The difference between the Dublin 10 Communiversity and other versions of the 

programme was that the programme was delivered on an integrated BCP basis with a 

combination of the Community Development and Education departments. BCP staff took 

responsibility in forming the group, conducting the first workshop around enabling the 

group to get to know each other and establish group guidelines. The guidelines were 

extremely useful because it was made clear that some of the participants had literacy issues 

so the insistence that there would be no requirement to write (just learn) was a major 

factor in enabling some people to complete the course. The group guidelines also gave the 

group a sense of ownership of the programme as they established guidelines for the 

lecturers that were given to them in advance. Whenever the lecturers would refer to the 

guidelines it was clear there was a sense of cooperation in the learning environment rather 

than a top-down expert and student approach.   
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The interactive approach taken by BCP staff continued throughout the Communiversity 

schedule. Whenever a topic had been completed, i.e. the series of 4, 2-hour lectures were 

finished, BCP staff would meet with the group, get some feedback on the content, evaluate 

how the course was going and work with the group around looking to the future when the 

course would end. This was a straight-forward process as a group of enthusiastic adult 

learners can often be very willing to engage with the programme design and air their 

opinions. What was clear to the BCP staff during each feedback session, was that the group 

were hungry for more learning, so by the end of the first programme the group were 

immediately requesting more. So with support from the MU Adult Education Department 

the group received another lecture series on Philosophy and History, which got them 

through to their summer graduation on the Maynooth Campus.  

 

“It’s left me with a sense of wanting to make things right, to educate myself” 

After the success of the pilot it was agreed by BCP and Ballyfermot Library to run another 

programme. In October 2017 BCP and the Ballyfermot Library began to recruit for a second 

Communiversity. The objective this time was to build another group of local adult learners 

and merge the two groups to form one local adult learning group. A total of 25 participants 

completed the second Communiversity programme. The topics they covered were History, 

Power and Politics, Media Studies, and Economics and Inequality. Once again BCP 
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Community Development and Education staff worked with the group and facilitated 

feedback and group building sessions throughout the Communiversity schedule. At this 

stage both groups were aware of the other (many of the second group had been 

encouraged to join it by members of the first group) and all were of the understanding that 

the groups would merge once the second Communiversity programme ran its course. On 

the morning of the 18th and 25th of April 2018, 32 participants attended two workshops 

delivered by BCP staff on group dynamics and group building. During the second workshop 

the group devised the name BALT: Ballyfermot Adults Learning Together as their new title 

and on the 9th of May the BALT group commenced their first lecture series on Criminology 

delivered by Ballyfermot native and Trinity College lecturer Brendan Marsh.  

 

Sustaining BALT  

BALT is made up of 38 active learners and from this group 6 have volunteered to act as the 

Steering Group. The Steering Group meet regularly with BCP staff to shape the schedule of 

lectures, group processes and any other issues that may arise. Having just formed in June 

2018 the Steering Group have already successfully devised the lecture series for the 

2018/2019 academic year: Terrorism and Society, Positive Psychology, New Social 

Movements, and Inequality in Society. The Steering Group have also organised a group trip 

to Templemore Gardai Training College, which is linked to much of what they have learned 

in their recent lectures. Through the Steering Group, BALT participants have an agreed 

process for internal feedback, how to become a member and emphasising oral processes.  
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BALT in the Community:  

“Drawn Together”: Portrait Project Celebrating Ballyfermot’s 70th Anniversary  

In 2018 Ballyfermot celebrated its 70th anniversary with activities running throughout the 

year. Ballyfermot College of Further Education and BCP have been collaborating on 

numerous projects throughout the years and 2018 required a special project. So when 

Louise Boughton, coordinator of the Illustration Course, approached BCP staff with an idea 

to capture the history of Ballyfermot with a series of portraits of residents with an 

illustration of their memories of Ballyfermot, the BALT group were the perfect match. On 

the February 5th 2018 16 BALT participants met with 16 BCFE Illustration students and 

embarked on an intergenerational learning project that captures the spirit of Ballyfermot. 

An exhibition of the work was held on the 5th of June in Ballyfermot Library and the occasion 

was marked with a night of song, story-telling and laughter. 

 

BCFE Youtube Video of the Drawn Together Launch - https://youtu.be/HmJORimZZLs 

 

Primary School Art Programme 

Following on from such a positive experience of the illustration project BALT members were 

invited to join a further set of BCFE students during their Arts 4 Success programme with St. 

Michael’s national school. BALT members took part in a story telling workshop with local 

https://nam03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fyoutu.be%2FHmJORimZZLs&data=02%7C01%7C%7C02db6d7d547645f4a73308d5d08c1ac6%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C636644222514374102&sdata=rYQm6WwzSwwTkLeIhaF%2Bwcx8doblI8I84CjF9LLRKe8%3D&reserved=0


 9 

pupils as they compared their lives growing up in Ballyfermot. 

 

Men’s Musical Shed 

With BALT end of term workshops usually finishing with a song or four from the participants 

it was no wonder that 3 of the members formed a local Men’s Musical Shed project in 

Ballyfermot in 2018. The group meet weekly and rather than building or repairing things like 

the original Men’s Shed this group get together to play music together, talk and sing. There 

are now over 20 members in this group and are in demand to play to play at local events, 

they have successfully received a grant to buy musical equipment. 

 

Adult Literacy Tuition 

In 2018 the CDETB recommenced their volunteer tutor programme and 3 BALT members 

have been trained and joined the panel of tutors. The volunteers thirst for learning new 

things and desire to “give back” epitomises all the qualities of the BALT learners.  
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Supporting Parents Communiversity 

The success of the Communiversity programmes and BALT group paved the way for 

Maynooth University agreeing to pilot a Supporting Parents Communiversity programme 

with BCP. This course was aimed at engaging parents, in particular lone parents, in a course 

that focused on family life and raising children. The content of the course included topics 

such as positive psychology, family well-being, social media analysis and understanding the 

education system. 18 participants took part in the short pilot programme. 

Further Education 

6 BALT members have progressed onto further education programmes with many of the 

group now seriously considering their options and linking in with BCP staff around 

employment and educational opportunities.  

“The course stimulated me to think about our society and what type of society we need” 

“I would like to see a fairer society too be had by all” 
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