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Introduction

It is the belief of the NPSA that the lives of people with intellectual disability and autism will only be improved when our society grasps the nettle of disability; acknowledges that the charity model of service is no longer acceptable; that people with disabilities and their carers must be helped to have the same quality of life as their fellow citizens and, most importantly, that Government must lead by example.  We very much regret that the opportunity to guarantee such a situation was lost when none of the recent legislation was rights-based.  However, at this moment we have what we have and must now ask Government to provide the necessary funds to end the misery of the families of those with disabilities, particularly those with intellectual disability and autism, and, by providing sufficient resources, to ensure the provisions of the Acts are implemented and that the scandal of inadequate services and waiting lists is finally ended. 

In this submission we have confined our requests to what we call the three As.  That is, we believe that much will be achieved if families of people with disabilities were confident that that the State would guarantee:

A
ssessment of needs for all those who require it

A

ppropriate services for all those who require it

A

ccountability on the part of those who are entrusted with the responsibility of providing services for our sons, daughters and siblings.  

We believe that, if this budget provided the necessary resources, the situation for families of people with intellectual disabilities and autism would be much improved and we therefore request you to give serious consideration to the points made below.    

SUMMARY OF REQUIREMENTS

I.  Assessment (see pages 5 and 6 for further details)
1. There is a need for assessors to be allowed a degree of discretion regarding priority cases.

The rollout of assessment over the next four years must allow a degree of discretion for those administering the system to take on priority cases even if they do not fit precisely into the category currently being dealt with.

2. There is a need to up-skill the assessors

There is a need to up-skill those professionals who will be doing the testing.  Those charged with testing should be trained to identify the appropriate tests and should be instructed to use them.

3. There is a need to up-skill school personnel in carrying out assessments

School personnel must be trained to carry out assessments required under the EPSEN Act 

4. There is a need to allow enough time for testing

It is important that assessors be allowed the necessary time for each assessment to ensure that a full statement of needs is produced.  

II.  Appropriate Services (see pages 7 to 9 for further details)
1. Mainstream Education  - the Need for a Coherent Policy on Special Needs.

There is a need to initiate research aimed at developing a national policy on special needs education.   
2. Training must be extended to cover all levels of educational provision

Following the development of a coherent policy it is then necessary to train teachers and other school staffs in the implementation of this policy.

3. Early intervention – the need for organisation and regulation

It is important to look at the issues of early intervention services and to develop systems aimed at coordinating and regulating them.

4. There is a need to ensure that training for transition is treated as a priority in schools

It is essential to develop a process to assist children with special needs to move from one school level to another or from school to a post-school situation.

5. Special Needs Resources in Education

The process of resource allocation must be totally reassessed.  The present system of allocating resources by formula rather than by need is leading to some children not getting the resources they require while, at the same time, money is being wasted in areas where no need exists. 

III.  Accountability (see page 10 for further details)

Schools must be accountable for the quality of education given to children with special needs

It is necessary that the quality of education given to special needs students be evaluated and monitored and for the appropriate funds to be put in place to ensure this takes place.

I.  Assessment
1. There is a need for assessors to be allowed a degree of discretion regarding priority cases.

Perhaps the single biggest challenge for Government at present is to roll out the provisions for assessment of need as set out in the EPSEN Act 2004.  Next to the achievement of appropriate service provision, it is the single greatest need for many people with intellectual disabilities and autism.

We are very much aware of the enormity of the task and the need to develop some system to govern how it is rolled out.  The DoHC, in its Sectoral Plan, launched on July 21st, states that under fives will receive a service first.  This will be followed by children from five to eighteen (in conjunction with the rollout of the EPSEN Act).  Finally, over eighteens will be assessed.  We very much fear that the NCSE Implementation Plan, as yet unpublished, will follow the same procedure.  Unfortunately, there are children who have never been assessed or have never been appropriately assessed and who do not qualify under the “under fives” rule and who would find themselves waiting up to four years for an assessment.  These children have been abused by the old system and will now be abused by the new.  This cannot be allowed to happen.  The only solution is that the new system must be sensitive to children’s needs.  It is, therefore, necessary to allow those administering the system the discretion to take on priority cases even if they do not fit into the “under fives” rule.  The money for such assessments must be made available.   

2. The use of appropriate testing – the need to up-skill the assessors

An issue which is increasingly coming to our attention is that on some, if not many, occasions inappropriate tests are being used.  These inappropriate tests are producing inaccurate results and are resulting in people with disabilities receiving inappropriate interventions.

Therefore, we believe there is a need to up-skill those professionals who will be doing the testing.  Those charged with testing should be trained to identify the appropriate tests and should be instructed to use them.

3. There is a need to up-skill school personnel

The EPSEN Act (Section 3.3) allows for assessments to be carried on the school premises by school personnel.  It is the belief of the NPSA that many schools do not have staff who are sufficiently trained to carry out this type of assessment.  As referred to above, we very much fear that unless adequate training is given it will result in students not receiving appropriate interventions.   

4. There is a need to allow enough time for testing

Furthermore, it is important that assessors be allowed the time necessary to ensure that a full statement of needs is produced.  Therefore, when allocating finances this fact should be taken into account.

II.  Appropriate Services

1. Mainstream Education  - the Need for a Coherent Policy on Special Needs.

One of the issues which concerns the NPSA is that there is no coherent policy on the concept of inclusion.  The EPSEN Act (section 2) allows that 

“A child with special educational needs shall be educated in an inclusive environment with children who do not have such needs unless the nature or degree of those needs of the child is such that to do so would be inconsistent with 

(a) the best interests of the child as determined in accordance with any assessment carried out under this Act, or

(b) the effective provision of education for children with whom the child is to be educated.”

The main difficulty with this section is that it assumes only two possibilities exist for a special needs child.  That is, total immersion in a mainstream class or a place in a special school.  It does not allow for the fact that children may benefit by being in a mainstream school but not necessarily in a mainstream class or at least not wholly in a mainstream class.  While we are aware that measures such as special classes are in operation in some schools, most of these depend for their success on the enthusiasm of the school and are not supported in any way by a clear national policy as to when or where such approaches should be used. This is because, so far, neither the DES nor the NCSE has attempted to develop a system aimed at catering for possibilities other than the two extremes as stated above.  

To do so would require serious study of the provision in other countries and an expert decision as to how the ideas from this study can be adapted for Irish conditions.  Following this it would then be necessary to implement the findings in a consistent way throughout the country. 

In this respect the report “An Evaluation of Educational Provision for Children with Autistic Spectrum Disorders” (2006) by the DES Inspectorate states the position very well:

“The report concludes that a coherent policy on educational provision for children

with ASDs must be based on available research, consider each child’s individual

needs, include early intervention opportunities, and have a high level of parental

involvement.”  

While the report refers specifically to autism, the points made apply equally to most other special needs children.
2. Training must be extended to cover all levels of educational provision

The NPSA is concerned that many mainstream schools are operating with staff who have only been partially trained or, in many cases, not trained at all, in the area of special needs.  As already stated, this is due mainly to the fact that there is no clear policy on how special needs children should be dealt with.  At present, the system is based on the assumption that if a child is given an SNA and, according to a formula which is not based on the child’s specific needs, a number of resource hours are allocated per week, then the child’s needs will be addressed.  Occasionally, efforts have been made to regularise the haphazard situation in schools by issuing circulars such as SP ED 02/05.  However, as has been said above, what is lacking is a coherent policy supported by a clear vision for special needs children.  Of course, this is made worse by the inadequate training received by teachers.  While this is a problem at Primary level, at Second Level the situation is much more serious.  

The Government must be prepared to invest the necessary resources in planning and introducing a programme of teacher and other professional training.  The words of the DES Inspectorate Report on ASD again summarises the requirements in all areas of special needs: 

“It is recommended that those involved in implementing learning and teaching

programmes for children with ASDs should have a recognised teaching qualification.

It is further recommended that all teachers who work full-time with pupils with ASDs should attend an autism-specific course of not less than 450 hours and should also have access to courses on the various approaches, such as TEACCH, ABA, and PECS.

In particular it is recommended that the in-service training needs of resource

teachers and mainstream class teachers be addressed within these arrangements.

It is also recommended that comprehensive teacher training be a combination of

theoretical and practical work that would enable teachers, in their programmes, to

accommodate effectively the children’s learning strengths and weaknesses.”
3. Early intervention – the need for organisation and regulation

It is important to look at the issue of early intervention services.  At present these are provided by a number of different agencies with little or no coordination from any central body.  It is important that a clear early intervention system be developed which is based on thorough research and which will be part of a clearly defined and agreed system of education for children with special needs.

4. There is a need to ensure that training for transition is treated as a priority in schools

We are aware that the EPSEN Act contains reference to this area and that the Implementation Plan will also consider it.  However, we believe that it is an area which must be given priority when implementing the Act.  The process of moving from one school level to another or from school to a post-school situation is often quite traumatic for special needs children.  It can result in issues which take much time to resolve or, in extreme cases, are never resolved satisfactorily.  In some cases it may help a young person into employment and in other cases, if not approached properly, it may have a totally opposite effect.   For this reason it is important that training for transition should be introduced as soon as possible.

5. Special Needs Resources in Education

As we stated last year we are concerned by the circulars from the Special Education Section of the DES which assign resources not on the basis of needs but on the basis of the child’s diagnosis.

We must point out that when people speak of students with special educational needs the term is meant to be taken literally.  These students, while sharing certain characteristics with other students who have the same broad diagnosis, also have their own specific and very special needs.  These cannot be satisfied unless the formula-based approach which is currently being insisted on by the DES is adjusted to allow for these individual requirements.   

Clearly, such adjustments will require extra funding.

We note also that funds are not being made available to cater for the special needs of some students and at the same time the General Allocation Scheme is giving certain schools funding that they do not need.  In the same way that some students have greater needs than others, also some schools have lesser needs than others.  This system fails to differentiate the particular needs of the school.  The end result is that those schools who have tried hardest to cater for special needs are suffering in favour of those who have tried least.

III.  Accountability

Schools must be accountable for the quality of education given to children with special needs

The NPSA is very much aware of the raft of legislation that exists in the education area.  However, despite this there are still many instances of children with special needs in mainstream and special schools who are receiving a less than adequate education.

We are very much aware that part of the reason for this, as has been mentioned elsewhere in this document, is inadequate teacher training.  While accepting the fact that proper training will help, there are other issues which also must be addressed.  To a certain extent Section 29 of the Education Act has reduced schools’ power to  refuse admission to students with special needs.  Nevertheless, there is little or no pressure on schools to provide an appropriate response to such students’ needs.  We accept that Whole-School Evaluation and other limited inspections attempt to set standards.  However, the reports of these inspections do little more than refer to the service provided.  Reports are couched in the kind of language guaranteed to place the school under little or no pressure to change.  

Yet poor practices exist in mainstream schools.  One example of practice guaranteed to ensure a poor quality of education is that of assigning the post of special needs teacher to teachers who have found life difficult in mainstream classes or who are nearing retirement and are anxious for a “rest” from mainstream  classes.

Even in schools that run open competition for special needs teacher places, very often the interview boards have insufficient knowledge to select an appropriate teacher.  

Even SENOs, who are charged with organising the provision of special needs education, have no remit when it comes to the quality of the education which should be given. 

We accept that poor quality teaching could be an issue for all students at some time in their lives but suggest that it is a particular issue for special needs students.  

It is necessary that the quality of education given to special needs students be evaluated and monitored and for the appropriate funds to be put in place to ensure this.
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