
Welcome to the Spring edition of the Newsletter.  We have mainly devoted this edition to the cuts in education for children with special needs (particularly in mainstream schools).  However, before we come to this ….

NPSA AGM

The recession is having a detrimental effect on NPSA funds.  We are now running on a shoe-string at a time when we are most needed.  Huge cuts have been made to services at all levels.  The multi-annual funding package has been abandoned, education is being cut and there is almost no money available for new services.

These cuts will continue unless there is a strong voice prepared to speak out.  The NPSA has always been prepared to be that voice.  However, to do so we need your support more than ever.  We hope the AGM will be the starting point for a major campaign to get things back on track – we are aware of the current problems in the country, but we feel that people with intellectual disability and autism cannot wait for the upturn.

So please attend the AGM on April 18 and lend us your voice and support.

RTE Radio 1 is trying to raise the profile of disability on the station

At a meeting in the NDA offices representatives from RTE Radio 1 indicated that they wished to raise the profile of disability issues on the station.  There is no problem with going to individual reporters or programmes and attempting to persuade them to highlight issues.  However, they have appointed a reporter whose job is to look at submissions sent in by organisations and attempt to find them an appropriate slot on programmes.  The advantage in doing this is that part of his brief is to look behind the actual submissions and try to pull out what might be useful from a radio viewpoint.

His name is Zbyszek (pronounced “Speecheck”) Zalinsky and he can be contacted on 01-2083282 or diversity@rte.ie.

The Situation Regarding Children with Special Educational Needs in Mainstream Schools.

The NPSA is gravely concerned about the recent cutbacks in services for children with special needs and particularly those for children with intellectual disability and autism.  We have called on the Department of Education and Science to develop a proper response to the needs of these children.

Since last year’s budget there have been many cuts or changes to the education of children with special needs.  They include:
The EPSEN ACT

In 2004 the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act 2004 (EPSEN Act 2004) was passed.  Twelve months later it was commenced.  The intention was that it would be fully implemented within five years.  That is, by October 1, 2010.  Parts of the Act have been commenced.  The rest were “deferred” in Budget 2009.

Below is a list of the main provisions of the Act and a comment on their current status:

The National Council for Special Education (NCSE) was set up.  (Is up and running)
The Council has been set up to oversee the provision of educational services to children with special needs up to the age of eighteen.

Special Educational Needs Organisers (SENOs) were to be appointed. (This happened)
Their duties were to:

· Act as a liaison between the Council the school, parents, the HSE etc.  (Is happening)
· Arrange for assessments to be carried out when informed by the school.  (Deferred)
Assessment

School children with special needs were to be given an assessment of needs.  (Deferred)
Individual Education Plans:

Following assessment each child was to have his/her own plan  (Deferred)
Continuing Education

The Individual Education Plan was to include a process of planning for transition – going from primary to second level or from second level to the next stage. (Deferred)
Special Education Appeals Board

Parents were to have the right to appeal many of the decisions made about their child.

In particular, they could appeal about Assessment, The Education Plan, education & training provision for people over the age of 18.   (Deferred)
Designation of a School:

The Council was to have the power to designate a school as the one to which a child with special educational needs was to be sent.  This would be done following consideration of the views of the parents and the child.  (Deferred)
Implementation Plan:

The National Council for Special Education was charged with preparing a plan as to how the Act might be implemented.  (The Plan was prepared and published and is worth reading)
It emphasised two things:

· There was a huge need for school staff and SENOs to be trained for the new situation.  (Deferred)  

· The intention of the EPSEN Act was that a new vision or philosophy of inclusion was to be developed.  In the words of the plan: “The disability deficit paradigm, which is built around the thesis that the child with SEN (Special Educational Needs) has the problem, must be reoriented to produce an inclusive education paradigm which recognises that the core problem is not with the child with SEN but is systemic in terms of an inability on the part of the education and health systems to effectively meet the needs of, and deliver outcomes for, children with SEN. Implementation must be framed around achieving this paradigm shift if the intent of the EPSEN Act, 2004 is to be achieved.”  It goes on to say that the system must guard against partial implementation of the Act and that, if it is to be effective, it must be implemented as a whole.   (Deferred)
Cutting of Special Classes

Minister for Education and Science, Batt O’Keeffe recently announced that some special classes in mainstream schools will be axed next September.  Although he acknowledged that the action was to save money, he attempted to rationalise his decision by saying that his department’s policy would help to include SEN students in mainstream classes.  (Stealth cut)
Disappearing SNAs

Throughout the country schools are finding that children are losing their SNAs.  (Stealth cut)
Finally, when we see the number of cuts inflicted on the education of children with special needs, we wonder if, as one professional involved in the area has suggested, the Government is trying to row back on the area of special education, in fact, is the EPSEN Act dead in the water? 
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Quick Note:  We’ve just heard that the NCSE have commissioned PricewaterhouseCoopers to do research into the views of parents of children with special needs in relation to the services provided for them.  Expect a questionnaire during April if you’re on the NCSE database.
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