
























lar attention needs to be given to the pupils with special needs regarding 
motivation levels, self esteem, progress and relationship with his/her peers. 
If mainstream teachers are to cater adequately for children with special needs 
in their classes, class size must be reduced accordingly. 

Attitudes to Inclusion 
The child with special needs' experience of inclusion will be affected by the 
attitudes of others in the school. Attitudes in Ireland as in other countries to 
inclusion vary. Many are open to the prospect of inclusion and '1ppreCi!lte 
fully the benefits to the entire school community. Others are quite apprehen­
sive, but such apprehension should not be misconstrued as opposition to 
inclusion. Having little experience of teaching such children, the teacher often 
points to the inadequacy of his/her own teacher education and the lack of 
available information. Teachers acknowledge their genuine fears regarding 
meeting special educational needs in an individual without neglecting the 
other pupils. This apprehension must be dealt with before programmes are 
established without proper consultation 

Teachers have identified and articulated their own priorities for successful 
inclusion as being the following: 

• the availability of support teachers and specialist resource teachers 
• smaller classes 
• a Visiting Teacher Service 
• teacher assistants 
• teaching aids and materials 
• Inservice courses in special education 
• a Schools' Psychological Service 
• access to information on disabling conditions 
• assistance in curriculum planning and realistic goal setting to 

suit the pupil with special needs (Hegarty, Pocklington and 
Lucas,1981). 

Research on Classroom I School Practices 
Research is really only just beginning to determine which school and class­
room practices result in the most effective inclusion (Hollowood et al,1995; 
Giangreco,1996) However, it seems that the following factors help consider­
ably if students with significant learning or adjustment problems are to be 
successfully included in the regular classrooms with appropriate access tn the 
general curriculum: 
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• Strong leadership on the part of the school principal; 
• The development of a whole school policy supportive of inclu­

sion; 
• The development of positive attitudes toward students with 

disabilities; 
• A commitment on the part of all staff to work collaboratively and 

to share problems, responsibilities and expertise; 
• The development of support networks among staff, and links 

with outside agencies and services;, 
• Adequate resourcing in terms of materials and personnel; 
• Regular training and professional development for staff 
• Close liaison with parents; 
• Adaptation of curriculum and teaching methods (differentia­

tion) (Westwood, 1997) 

Enrolling a Child with Special Needs 
When a school receives a request to enrol a child with special needs the school 
needs to consider the following factors: 

• The degree and nature of the special need and 
• What support services and resources will be made available to 

support the child. 

Frequently asked Questions by Teachers include: 
How will the pupil with special needs fare in my room? 
How will the other pupils succeed? 
Will it increase the workload? 
To what extent must I change my teaching style? 
What information and support will I get from the referring agency? 
What extra resources must I purchase? 
How must I modify my timetable? 
Must I adapt my curriculum? 

The teacher may, understandably be apprehensive, information, therefore, 
must be made available. For example, teachers must be provided with data on 
disabling conditions, and their origins. They must know whether a condition 
is due to difficulties in pregnancy or at birth, if it was genetically transmitted, 
due to accident or illness in childhood or acquired otherwise. Teachers must 
also know of the developmental history of individual pupils with special 
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needs, medical interventions (if any), earlier school placements and how they 
succeeded in meeting the child's needs, behaviour at home and in school, 
strengths, and weaknesses, and the prognosis for such children. The teacher 
must also have access to information compiled from assessments, particularly 
medical, social and educational. 

The teacher, complete with information from several sources, will then 
begin to understand the pupil with special needs. S/he will be in a position to 
employ suitable teaching methods and equipment in his/her efforts to offer a 
curriculum at an appropriate level. S/he will build in revision and evaluation 
stra(egies towards meeting the child's needs across the entire spectrum of 
special need. Teachers do not work in isolation, so it will be necessary for each 
school to develop its own policy on the inclusion of pupils with special needs. 

Towards a School Policy on Inclusion 
The Education Act specifies the necessity for a School Plan to cover the many 
diverse aspects of a school's work; this document should also include a policy 
statement on pupils with special needs. It should state what basic information 
is required on each pupil with special needs, what assessment reports the 
school expects, how additional staff, materials and equipment should be allo­
cated and what additional Inservice education the staff may require. The 
plan should also state what specialist facilities or equipment are available in 
the school, to what extent teachers will be available to the parents of pupils 
with special needs, and how teachers and parents might work in close collab-
oration. . 

Part Two 

Current Provision 
Currently, provision for pupils with special education needs in mainstream 
primary schools is made mainly through special classes and through resource 
teachers. 

Depending on individual circumstance a child with a special need may 
spend varying amounts of time in a mainstream classroom. 

According to the SERC Report(1993) there were 8,000 pupils with special 
educational needs in mainstream classes in primary schools. Approximately 
50% of these were receiving additional support, mainly from remedial or 
learning support teachers. Since the publication of the SERC Report every 
school has been granted access to a remedial teacher and the number of 
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resource teachers for children with special needs has been increased signifi­
cantly to just over 265 resource teachers at present. 

Special Class 
As the debate on integration/ inclusion gathered momentum the Department 
of Education and Science began, in the mid-70s to recognize and encourage 
the establishment of special classes in primary schools. Such classes were 
initially considered suitable for pupils with mild learning disabilities. but 
expanded to include a small number of children with mocterate mentalhanct­
icap. Enrolment in a special dass was seen as preferable to transfer to a special 
school especially if the latter option was at a distance from a child's home. The 
Department of Education and Science will currently consider establishing 
special classes for children with special educational needs arising from the 
following disabilities: 

Visual Impairment 
Profound Hearing Impairment 
Hearing Impairment 
Mild General learning Disability 
Moderate General Learning Disability 
Severe /Profound General learning Disability 
Emotional Disturbance 
Severe Emotional Disturbance 
Autism / Autistic Spectrum Disorders 
Physical Disability 
Multiple Disabilities 
Specific Speech and Language Disorder 

Guidelines for schools who wish to apply for a special class for children 
with disabilities are available in Circular 9/99 from the Department of 
Education and Science. There are currently 301 special classes for children 
with disabilities in mainstream schools. 

Supp,,_ i Teacher Service (Resource Teachers) 
At present, a resource teacher can be appointed to a single primary school or a 
cluster of schools to assist in providing an education which meets the needs 
and abilities of children assessed as having disabilities. The role of the 
resource teacher is to provide additional teaching support for these children 
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who have been fully integrated into mainstream schools and who need such 
support. In addition he/she should advise and liaise with other teachers, 
parents and relevant professionals in the children's interest. Details of how to 
apply for the services of a full or part time resource teacher for children with 
disabilities and details of the role is contained in Circular 8/99 from the 
Department of Education and Science. 

Special Needs Assistants 
Childcare assistants have been employed in special schools and in some other 
special education facilities for many years. Expansion of this service, to main­
stream schools was recommended in the SERC Report. An announcement by 
the Minister for Education and Science in November 1998 allowed for the 
appointment of additional assistants to support the work of teachers whose 
classes include pupils with special needs. Their duties include, helping pupils 
individually and in groups, to cope with tasks across the entire school 
programme under the guidance of the class teacher. This assistance is invalu­
able, especially if the persons involved are provided with the necessary train­
ing. 

The Visiting Teacher Service 
The Visiting Teacher Service was established in the 1970's to support the 
education of pre-school and primary school children with hearing impair­
ment; it later expanded to include the visually impaired, in a separate and 
independent section. Working closely with health boards, the National 
Rehabilitation Board (NRB) and other agencies, the visiting teachers went 
into homes, mainstream schools and special schools, to assist in organisation, 
diagnosis and assessment, to advise on and teach areas of the curriculum, e.g. 
language development and literacy, and to counsel parents and teachers on 
children's needs generally and how best to meet them. 

The early 1990's saw further expansion and a major re-structuring of the 
service; the Department of Education and Science intended that teachers in 
three specialist areas, i.e. visual impairment, hearing impairment, and mental 
and physical handicap would offer a comprehensive service to all pupils with 
special needs, especially those attending mainstream schools. Some few 
pupils who do not attend school receive home tuition involving the Visiting 
Teacher Service, usually during school hours. 

The role of the Visiting Teacher includes the following: 
• To provide accurate, up-ta-date information and guidelines for 
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parents and professionals concerning the education of pupils 
with certain disabilities; 

• To respond authoritatively to queries from parents and profes­
sionals on issues pertaining to the education of pupils with 
disabilities; 

• To identify developmental and educational goals and expecta­
tions, and to develop strategies for their attainment; 

• To employ specialist teaching skills with their pupils, and to 
share their skills with classroom teachers; 

• To explore with parents the educational options available and to 
assist their decision making and give non-directional advice; 

• To facilitate the smooth transition into an initial or alternative 
educational placement. 

The caseload of each individual visiting teacher differs according to the 
• 

severity of disability concerned, the variety of disabilities involved, the 
geographical location of the pupils and the frequency with which visits are 
expected. 

Conclusion: 
Inclusion can only be effective if governments, schools and teachers modify 
policies, practices and attitudes. Effective inclusion requires the development 
of a number of key features. A flexible and coordinated organisation of 
classes and deployment of teachers is essential. Teachers must be supported 
in their professional environment and work with a range of services which 
form an essential part of the lives of these students. There is a need to provide 
courses on special education at all levels of teacher training including pre­
service <lIld post - graduate levels. 

Despite the very real and sometimes overwhelming difficulties faced by 
schools and teachers as a result of underfunding and professional unrest, 
there are encouraging signs of change and reform which if successful, could 
have a significant impact not only on children with special needs but on all 
children. 
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Special Education 
Conference, 
February 2000 
Maynooth 

Opening Speeches 

Mr. Des Rainey, INTO President 
Good morning and welcome to this our fourth biennial conference on special 
education which gives members an opportunity to discuss issues in special 
education. 

This year the focus is on special education in the mainstream school. The 
theme of today's conference, "Responding to Special Needs in the 
Mainstream School", gives US an opportunity to consider the implications for 
everyone involved of the increasing trend towards the integration of pupils 
with special needs into mainstream schools. 

At this point, for the purpose of clarity, I want to explain that the term 
'special needs' has a different meaning North and South - in Northern Ireland 
'special needs' pupils are generally those who only have learning difficulties 
whereas here in the Republic the definition is much broader covering children 
with different types of disability including behavioural and emotional prob­
lems. 

I want to make it clear at the outset that we support the concept of integra­
tion and inclusion but the totally inadequate support for teachers faced with 
integrating children in individual schools and classrooms is placing an unfair 
and intolerable burden not only on the teachers who are already stretched to 
the limit with an ever increasing workload, but also indeed on pupils them­
selves. 

We are saying clearly that we cannot continue to tolerate this situation 
unless there is a planned and co-ordinated approach to the provision of 
special educational facj~ties for all children with disabilities including the 
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provision of effective assessment and referral procedures and a whole range 
of support services which would allow integration to take place in a planned, 
coherent and successful manner. 

That is the challenge. Anything less will mean we are in fact failing some of 
the most vulnerable in our sOciety. 

In my experience, teachers have always been more than willing to meet 
these challenges but our commitment, dedication and professionalism cannot 
continue to be taken for granted. 

We are demanding that the Departments of Education, North. and South, 
face up to their responsibilities and meet the challenge of integration and 
inclusion with the same commitment as our teachers. 

Senator Joe O'Toole, General Secretary, INTO 
One of the most controversial tdpics in special education has been that of inte­
gration but with the passing of the Education Act, with parents becoming 
increasingly involved in the education of children with special educational 
needs, to all intents and purposes the debate at a conceptual level is over. So 
whatever one's views in relation to integration, current Department of 
Education & Science policy is towards as much integration as "is appropriate 
and feasible with as little segregation as is necessary" (SERC). 

With increasing levels of integration the challenge for us as educators is 
the effective implementation of that policy. 

The keys to effective implementation are: 
• flexibility; 
• adequate levels of resources; 
• availability of appropriate materials and resources (developed 

in Ireland); 
• exploiting potential of leT for children with special needs; 
• provision of professional development in special education to all 

teachers who teach children with special educational needs, (pre 
service and inservice education); 

• access to psychological assessment; 
• team approach involving all the professionals, class teacher, 

resource teacher, visiting teacher, special class teacher, and also a 
multi-disciplinary team involving professionals from other 
diSciplines as they are needed. 

We need a flexible system given the diversity of special educational needs. 
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Any approach which implies a one size fits all solution is destined to failure. 
What is needed is a continuum of types of provision to match the continuum 
of special needs. Indeed, just as one type of provision will not suit all children 
with special needs even within individual children one type of provision e.g. 
might be more appropriate at different stages in a child's life and children 
should be able to move in and out in a relatively seamless manner. The range 
of provision then would be as recommended in SERC Report. 

What is paramount is the needs of the child. 
One of the problems with current DES policy is that integration is being 

implemented by exploiting the goodwill of both principal teachers and class 
teachers. Even if children have access to additional help from a resource 
teacher / special class teacher / special needs assistant, the child with special 
needs very often spends the majority of their school day being taught by the 
class teacher. The class teacher gets no recognition for this either in terms of a 
reduction in class size or in terms of funding to purchase extra teaching 
resources. There may also be a dearth of information available to the class 
teacher depending on the type of disability involved. Class teachers have 
very limited access to professional development in the special education area 
confined primarily to summer courses on learning disabilities. At pre service 
level only some of the Colleges of Education have taught modules on special 
education. Is this system fair on either the child or the teacher? 

Other teachers working in special education e.g. resource teachers, special 
class teachers, etc. have access to a special education course but this course is 
currently only available at one centre in Dublin, and there are only 25 places 
each year. 

In November 1998, the Minister announced a concept of 'automatic' enti­
tlement where children would have entitlement to a formalised system of 
teaching support and/ or special needs assistants. One of the difficulties with 
this automatic entitlement is that in order for a child with special educational 
needs to exercise that entitlement they must first be assessed by a psycholo­
gist. Schools and parents find it very difficult to get those assessments done. 
Until the child has the report he cannot access the support to which he is enti­
tled. There may be light at the end of the tunnel but only when the National 
Educational Psychological Service is fully implementec' That requires the 
immediate appointment of at least 200 additional Educational Psychologists. 
Without these additional personnel pupils' assessment is delayed, sometimes 
beyond the point at which intervention is effective. 

It is time also for the Colleges of Education to develop more specialist 
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courses so that teachers can acquire additional knowledge and expertise in 
the various areas of special education. Existing provision is geographically 
confined and not adequately supported by the State. 

Keynote Address 

Meeting the Challenge 
Spedal Needs in Mainstream Schools 
Rosemary Kilpatrick, Queen's University, Belfast 
Let me preface what I am going to say with the rather obvious observation 
that in Ireland we may be at different stages along the road to inclusivity in 
our schools. Additionally, I am very aware that the legislative framework is 
different North and South. These are issues which you may wish to explore 
later with your colleagues - they are not issues which I will be covering in this 
morning's talk. 

In your class you have several children whose level of ability is well below 
average. Two of them you are hoping to get extra help for in the form of a 
classroom assistant or peripatetic teacher. Additionally, you have two pupils 
who also regularly disrupt the class and you are convinced that they have 
emotional and behavioural difficulties. You have now been told by the 
Principal that you will also have a child who has Sotos Syndrome, something 
you have never even heard of, in your class in the next term. 

How can you possibly cope is most probably your immediate reaction! 
Where are you going to get the time to spend with these pupils? What are you 
going to do with the pupil who has Sotos Syndrome - what is the syndrome 
anyway? Who is going to give you some extra help? I am sure some of you 
here today are in similar situations. For those of you who are not: welcome to 
the inclusive classroom, which is where we are being taken, like it or not, in 
the new millennium. 

WHY INCLUSION? 

Inclusion philosophy proposes that children with disabilities or special 
educational needs, are entitled to the same range of opportunity and experi­
ence as their peers and should therefore be educated in the same physical 
location. The goal of inclusion is not to erase differences but to enable all 
students to belong within an educational community without prejudice. This 
it is argued will breakdown the barriers which exist and lead to all children 
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being valued equally. Furthermore, it will promote inclusion not just in the 
school but in the wider community and thus lead to greater acceptance by 
society as a whole. 

There is a growing movement towards the inclusion of children with 
special educational needs in mainstream schools. This is driven in part by the 
human rights movement as well as various government policies throughout 
the world. With specific reference to children and young people there is the 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, which has been signed up to by 
both governments in Ireland. Articles 28 and 29 of the Convention cover the 
Right to Education and the Aims of Education respectively and clearly recog­
nise the right of the child to education which should be provided on the basis 
of equal opportunity. Another document prepared particularly with special 
educational needs in mind is thE! Salamanca Statement which had been agreed 
by 25 international children's organisations and signed up to by 92 govern­
ments. This statement argues that: 

"Those with special educational needs must have access to regular schools who 
should accommodate them within a child-centred pedagogy capable of meeting these 
needs. " 

Thus inclusive education is to ensure that children and young people have 
equity of opportunity and experience. However, several commentators have 
begun to question the drive for totally inclusive education waming that the 
research evidence about its effectiveness in providing this equity is neither 
overwhelmingly for or against it. This recent concern is particularly apparent 
in North America where inclusion has been accepted as the way forward for 
over 20 years. Commentators such as Crockett (1999) have argued that 
concerns about placement of children with special educational needs in the 
least restrictive environment (as they call it in America) have dominated the 
field and obscured the key issue of individually appropriate instruction. 
Weber (1994) has suggested that the movement will destroy itself by simply 
replacing the 'tyranny of institutionalisation' with the 'tyranny of full integra­
tion' while Kauffman and Hallahan (1995) warn of the danger of embracing 
the 'illusory rhetoric of full inclusion'. 

Other concerns around inclusion of special needs pupils in mainstream 
schools have also been expressed. It has been argued that these pupils may 
actually be less well off because of lack of services or resources; the stigmati­
sation of special needs pupils will not simply disappear because they have 
been placed in a mainstream school. They in fact may remain just as excluded 
because the school's policy and practice have not fully embraced the philoso-
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phy of inclusive education or understood that its demands often require a 
complete rethink of the school's strategies, values and beliefs. 

While I am well aware that you do not want a lecture on the advantages 
and disadvantages of inclusive education this morning I felt it was important 
to draw your attention to the fact that the movement is being questioned and 
that the research evidence does leave some questions unanswered. Let me 
now move onto addressing the subject of my talk this morning which is 
Meeting the Challenge of Special Needs in Mainstream Schools - or to put it 
another way Meeting the Challenge of Inclusion. 

WHAT IS INCLUSION? 

One of the difficulties surrounding the concept of inclusion is that frequently 
there are different interpretations placed on the term. Some people when they 
refer to inclusive education simply are referring to where a school has a unit 
within the school grounds but the pupils are still segregated for some of their 
classes, while others are referring to situations where the child with special 
educational needs is indeed in the mainstream class but remains isolated and 
is in some ways 've1croed' on to the class, he or she is the token special needs 
child to demonstrate that the school does 'care'! These situations do not 
present the type of challenge which is key to my talk today. The challenge, 
which t am examining, is that of inclusive education which has been defined 
as: 

"The process by which a school attempts to respond to all pupils as individuals by 
reconsidering its curricula organisation and provision" (Sebba, 1996 in Florian, 
1998 page 16). 

With the dictates by governments that we should be moving towards 
greater inclusion many more schools are making reference to this in their 
policy. Unfortunately, there is less emphasis placed on how to implement 
such policies. How can all staff be flexible enough to cater for the diversity of 
students' needs through appropriate teaching programmes, organisation of 
resources, planning and delivery of the curriculum and other adaptations that 
are necessary? What I intend to do is firstly examine what schools can do to 
help ensure that policy is put into practice and secondly to put to you some 
ways of ensuring that the child with special needs is fully included in the 
classroom. Many of the examples which I will use are drawn from my own 
Masters students experiences and I am indebted to them for the opportunity 
to share their research with you. 
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POLICY INTO PRACTICE 

Policies are usually based on the best of intentions but unless they are based 
on shared values and joint ownership they are unlikely to be changed from 
rhetoric into action. One way of moving forward on this is for the school staff 
to explore, as a group where they are in terms of inclusion. What are the atti­
tudes of the staff? Do they share a belief that children with special educa­
tional needs should be included in their classroom? What are the barriers for 
staff here? A useful way forward here is for the school to conduct an audit of 
where they are in terms of special educational needs, where they would like 
to be, and what needs to happen to progress from A to B. Such an audit would 
identify strengths which can be built on as well as identifying weaknesses. It 
can also serve to establish priorities for development. 

If this step is taken, it is important that it is followed up. The school must 
invest in ensuring that at least some of the moves identified actually take 
place, it must reinforce its commitment to inclusion by taking action. Some 
key issues which need to be considered when discussing inclusive practices 
as part of successful implementation of policy emerged from my own 
students work on their own school's philosophy and policy development. 

• How can teachers and learning support assistants (or classroom 
assistants) collaborate in the classroom? (What planning, discus­
sion is needed; how is the learning support assistant's (LSA) role 
defined? Is there a danger of the student becoming too depen­
dent on the LSA? How is this addressed etc?) 

• How is full and active participation by students encouraged? 
(Or put another way what kinds of blocks are there to this? What 
kinds of teaching strategies are currently used? Is there stream­
ing/withdrawal- if so does this encourage full and active partic­
ipation etc. Does the regular curriculum exclude pupils?) 

• What supports do teachers need? (Do they have training? Who 
can they go to? - e.g. of Sotos Syndrome child; is there an oppor­
tunity for discussion with other teachers, reflection on teaching 
strategies etc? Is there a commitment to share responsibility and 
expertise? Links with outside agencies?) 

• What support services are available to students? (Educational 
psychology, physiotherapy, counselling, pastoral care etc.) 

• How will the school monitor the effectiveness of any develop­
ments? (e.g. monitor staff views and attitudes; impact of any 
changes on pupils in general.) 
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From the above you will have gathered that a move to the practice of inclu­
sive education means change and change is both threatening and challenging. 
It threatens many teachers and it is not uncommon to come across strong 
resistance to inclusion. This is especially true in today's world where teachers 
have had to face so many reforms recently and feel increasingly overbur­
dened with work. Such resistance can be overcome but only if the full school 
staff understand what inclusion is and take collective responsibility for 
special needs as a whole and demonstrates a commitment to this. I would like 
to take examples of two schools to illustrate this point. 

In one school where there had been little discussion of how special educa­
tion should be addressed the special needs teacher was being denigrated by 
many staff for two different reasons. Firstly, there were those who argued that 
the special needs children were the responsibility of the special educational 
needs co-ordinator (SENCO or special needs teacher) and why wasn't she 
doing her job? The second group expressed frustration that advice and guid­
ance that should be available from this teacher could not be easily gained as 
she was always teaching a mainstream class! The SENCO was clearly in a no­
win situation. There was little common understanding of her role, and even if 
there had been, structures had not been put in place to allow her to fulfil that 
role. Had the school devoted some time to exploring with the entire staff the 
change in the SENCO's role which had occurred in this school and considered 
how the requirements of the new role could be fulfilled then the petty bicker­
ing which went on might have been replaced with a more positive and 
constructive approach which in time would have benefited the pupils. 

In contrast in another school there had been a review of the whole school 
policy through whole-school working groups (which involved the students) 
during which specific difficulties had been identified including problems in 
the area of communication and curriculum development. This had led to a 
restructuring of the organisation of special needs provision within the school, 
resulting in the elimination of the special educational needs department and 
the setting up of an area of responsibility entitled Support for Learning. This 
took the form of a cross-curricular team with the objective of supporting 
learning for all children across the curriculum and providing an emphasis on 
the development of teaching and learning styles. The core team was made up 
of specialists in SEN and associated areas (e.g. Pastoral Care) working in 
collaboration with a group of subject specialists, one from each subject area. 
This had a knock on effect and the Support for Learning Team acted as a 
consultative body for developing the new whole school special needs policy. 
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INCLUSION IN THE CLASSROOM 

Even where an agreed philosophy exists one of the major blocks to getting 
teachers to accept responsibility for teaching all children is the difficulty of 
convincing them that they have the abilities and skills to teach children with a 
range of special educational needs. However, it is worth noting here that the 
lesson of research over the past twenty years into children's learning is that 
good teaching is good teaching for all children (Thomas et aI1998). Thus if 
you have good teaching strategies then you have the skills to teach special 
needs children - it's just the confidence that you are lacking. In other words 
there is nothing particularly unique or different about teaching spedal needs 
children - you can use the strategies you use with all children so long as they 
are good strategies! 

Because of this, as well as the time limitations, I am not going to talk about 
such things as differentiation or whether or not children with special educa­
tional needs should be exempted from certain aspects of the curriculum. Nor 
will I examine ideas such as offering special needs pupils alternative exami­
nation syllabi or the celebration of achievement of all types. These are ideas 
with which I am sure many of you are familiar and if not we can perhaps 
follow them up in discussion afterwards. 

What I have decided to do is to divide this strand of my talk into two 
aspects which I believe are key to inclusion in the classroom, firstly, inclusion 
of the child in the learning process - which I will refer to as interactive teaching 
and learning - and inclusion of the child in the group - which I will refer to as 
social inclusion. These two aspects of any child's education are, I would argue, 
central to helping the young person achieve to the best of his or her ability. 

INCLUSION IN THE LEARNING PROCESS 

For a whole variety of reasons, which I have not time to go into today, the 
focus of teaching is increasingly on academic achievement. Education is 
predominately driven by an Input-Output Model where the product of learn­
ing becomes all important (Le. knowledge and facts), and the process of learn­
ing becomes secondary. The question for the individual child is: 'How smart 
are you?' which immediately puts pressure on the child and excludes learners 
who may be struggling for whatever reason from any chance of success. The 
model is traditionally described as that of the passive learner. In contrast 
more recent learning theorists, and particularly Bruner and Vygotsky have 
argued that learning is an interactive process where the learner should have 
some control and responsibility for his or her learning. Here the question for 
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the individual learner is 'How are you smart'? This allows the child to 
explore his or her own individual strengths and encourages participation in 
the learning experience. 

I have decided to focus on one approach that teachers can use to promote 
children's inclusion in their learning namely, through interactive teaching 
and a greater understanding of pupils' learning dispositions. 

LEARNING DISPOSITIONS 

Johnston (1996) raises the profile of the individuality of the learner with the 
Interactive Learning Model which accounts for the whole child in the learning 
experience. This model sees learning as the product of the interaction of 
cognition (thinking) conation (behaviour) and affectation (feeling). At the 
heart of this interaction is the Will to Learn - the learner's voice which will 
inform us of the child's learning preferences or combination of preferences. 

The interactive model postulates that the interaction of the three mental 
processes (cognition, conation and affectation) produce four patterns of learn­
ing within each individual. These patterns or preferences are described as: 

Sequential Processor: seeks to follow step by step directions - organises 
and plans work carefully. Completes work/project from beginning to end 
free from interruptions. This is the pupil who wants clear directions, who 
likes the security of seeing what the whole project should look like, who hates 
the teacher changing directions after they have started their work. 

Precise Processor: seeks detailed information, processes information care­
fully / accurately. Listens attentively to teachers, takes detailed notes, asks 
questions relentlessly to find out more information. They challenge you to 
provide more and more detail in your teaching and want to know the source 
of your information. They're the pupils who are like 'walking encycolpae­
dias' - the know the exact answers; they're the adults who excel at pub 
quizzes! 

Technical Processor: works independently without interference. Likes 
hands on experience, doesn't like pen/paper work; uses technical reasoning 
to figure out how to do things, learns best from real world experiences. They 
cognitively process information on an 'as needed' basis - discard anything 
they don't need. Are people of few words, write the shortest answers, the 
shortest paragraph and only one draft of anything. Like to take things apart 
just to see what makes them tick and seek opportunities to get physically 
involved in what they are doing. They don't want to read history from a book 
- they want to go to the battlefield where the action took place. 
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Confluent Processor: Avoids conventional approaches, uses unique ways 
of completing learning task. Willing to take risks, accepts he/she might fail 
and starts again. Uses imaginative ideas and unusual approaches, impro­
vises. They see connections and relationships that others don't - in the middle 
of a focussed activity will say something apparently totally unrelated to 
what's going on making you think 'where is this person coming from?' They 
don't like directions AT ALL and rebel against what they believe are senseless 
rules. Are whirlwinds of ideas - their hue and cry is 'let me have the freedom 
to explore this'? Don't box me in! 

I am sure you can pick out children in your own classes who fit into these 
various profiles - or they may have a combination of learning preferences. 
One of the most common combinations is that of precise/sequential process­
ing. This is hardly surprising since schooling is generally characterised as a 
process in which academic achievement is considered to be best facilitated 
through emphasis on orderliness and rigour. This places a premium on learn­
ing as gathering, processing and utilising factual knowledge, the asking and 
answering of many questions and as something which can be demonstrated 
through detailed and factually accurate written outcomes. 

I'd now like you to think about what you would identify as the skills 
required for successful learning say in science. One teacher's reply to this ques­
tion, which is reasonably representative of a group of primary teachers in the 
North, and hopefully representative of some of your thoughts, was as follows: 

'If a child is good at science I think it's likely that they'd be more logical in 
their thinking. It's about following things through in a logical way - setting 
up experiments and foreseeing what you are going to do. Children who don't 
have very good scientific skills just jump in and there's no organisation with 
it. You can see the organised people who are leading the groups and who are 
able to work things out sequentially.' 

What this teacher is describing is a child who is a sequential and precise 
processor. Someone who follows instructions and is organised. The technical 
processor is the child who just jumps in and is often seen as the child who is 
careless and has poor concentration. The confluent processor is the child who 
is all over the place - they don't want instructions at all and rebel against what 
they believe are senseless rules. 

Both the technical and confluent processors may be mistaken as having 
learning difficulties because they do not place a premium on learning through 
the gathering, processing and utilising of factual knowledge. 

Typical of the technical processor with strong confluent tendencies is 
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Christopher ( not his real name) who has never been assessed as having any 
special educational needs but he had always been a difficult child in the class­
room, who does not attain well. The teacher says of him: 'He has always been 
the child who drives me to distraction!' In class Christopher is constantly on 
the move and can never sit in his own seat for any period of time, he roams the 
classroom, relating his observations to all and sundry. He rarely seems to 
approach tasks in an organised manner, cannot see the need for detailed 
instruction or the point of completing tasks in any order:He does not appear 
to care how things were done, often writing the answers in his workbooks just 
to say he was finished. However, he would read any kind of book to learn 
when he wanted to 'because that is different' from somebody telling me what 
to do'. When asked why he didn't follow directions for a particular piece of 
work he responded: 

'I want to (follow directions) but I feel like someone puts their hand on top 
of my head and just pushes down on me, all the way through my tummy to 
the bottom of my feet'. 

This failure to follow directions led to stronger words like uncooperative, 
defiant and refusing to do work - yet is Christopher really like that? Is it not 
perhaps that his will to learn is trapped by the constrictive nature of the teaching 
approach which tends to require us all to be precise and sequential processors? 

Students know how they want to learn. They know how they learn best but 
they do not always know how to learn differently. Once the teacher under­
stands this he or she can respond to the pupil's learning preferences and 
develop practical strategies which include the pupil in the learning process and 
their education. This also opens up the door for discussion and exploration 
with the pupil as to where his or her strengths are, how they might use these 
and what skills they need to learn. Thus in Christopher's case teacher and 
pupil together came up with a variety of practical strategies which included: 

• Agreeing times when Christopher must remain 'on task' and 
times when he can work with his preferred group; 

• Making greater use of l.T. as a tool he can use; 
• The teacher acknowledging a less precise form of recording, 

while simultaneously encouraging Christopher's use of a more 
sequential process; 

• Ensuring a high level of communication exists between pupil 
and teacher; 

• Affording Christopher the opportunity to video tape his 
research on particular topics. 
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Surely this approach of ensuring that pupils are involved in their learning 
is better than labelling them as having learning difficulties and excluding them 
on the grounds that they need some form of specialist input and teaching? 

SOCIAL INCLUSION 

Similarly, if the special needs child spends all their time on the periphery of 
the class and is not accepted by their peers then they cannot be described as 
being included. They do not have the same opportunity as their peers to 
engage in social interactions which again Btuner amongst others argues is key 
to the learning process. Furthermore, such situations will simply exacerbate 
the poor self image and sense of failure that these young people tend to expe­
rience. If school is not a safe, secure environment where the pupils actively 
participate in classroom activities then, regardless of whether or not they have 
special needs, they will not see themselves as valued and their full potential 
will not be achieved. One way of ensuring that the child-is not isolated in class 
is to engage in group work and co-operative learning. These strategies offer 
the opportunity for social exchanges which encourage the development of 
social skills and provides an opportunity to practise these, to formulate and 
share ideas and for mutual support in a safe environment. Indeed, you may 
remember when considering Christopher's case that one of the strategies was 
agreeing times when he could work with his preferred group. 

JIGSAW GROUPS 

There are many ways of organising groups but this does require an under­
standing of individual pupils' needs and a clear analysis of lesson content, 
possible learning opportunities, intended outcomes and group dynamics. 
The size and composition of the group can be crucial to its success or failure. 
Bearing these points in mind jigsaw groups have been demonstrated to be an 
extremely effective means of enabling students of different abilities to work 
together. The idea was first introduced by Aaronson in 1979 and further 
developed in relation to special educational needs by Rose in the early 
nineties. In the jigsawing approach a group activity is broken down into inter­
dependent parts which can be completed by individual or subgroups of 
pupils who, in turn, need to co-operate in order to complete the whole. In this 
way pupils are assigned, or encouraged to select, a task appropriate to their 
individual needs and abilities while, at the same time, developing their skills 
of interaction and sociability by working co-operatively. 

Again an example. of a jigsaw class would seem an appropriate means of 
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explaining how this works. In one primary school classroom the pupils are 
engaged in a project on The Way We Live. There is a wide range of ability in 
the group including a pupil in a wheelchair because of a physical disability 
and three children who have been identified as having special educational 
needs, as well as others who are clearly struggling. The teacher, in discussion 
with thedassroom assistant has come up with a series of lessons based on the 
theme The Way we Live and this week they have decided to look at different 
types of homes with the aim of producing a .collage including some written 
work. The class is divided into five mixed ability groups and within each 
group there are various tasks which pupils are aSsigned to such as: 

• identify five types of home and write a short piece giving details 
of size, building materials, location. {precise processor} 

• identifying appropriate pictures in magazines and cutting them 
out; {teclmical processor} 

• plan the collage layout by making a check list of what it should 
contain and a diagram of where pictures and writing will go 
(sequential processor) 

• find out why people chose the home in which they live and 
present the information in the clearest way you can (confleunt 
processor). 

Thus completion of the overall task depends on the group working 
together and requires co-operation. Learning preferences could be taken into 
account and indeed depending on your desired outcomes you could have: 

• Homogeneous learning preference groups 
• Heterogeneous learning preference groups 

You could use homogeneous learning preference groups where you 
wanted to oblige pupils to work from different preferences - where for exam­
ple you might want Christopher to use some sequential processing you could 
assign him the task of planning the collage layout. Or alternatively, if you 
have a precise/sequential processor whom you want to use more confluent 
processing then you could assign them the task of finding out why people live 
in the homes in which they do. 

All of this clearly requires careful planning as well as the monitoring and 
surveillance of what is happening in the group. You may need to intervene 
and explore with the pupils some of the ways they might go about the task. 
This requires some use of questioning techniques and finding out what the 
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pupil's thoughts are - it is not about telling him or her how they could 
approach the task. 

Alternative heterogeneous learning preferences groups can be used 
assigning the tasks to the pupils in accordance to their learning dispositions. 
On completion of the task there could then be discussion as to how each 
person went about completing their element and the strengths of this 
approach? 

CONCLUSIONS 

There is little doubt that in the future teachers are going to have growing 
numbers of children with special needs in their classrooms. Inclusion will 
occur increasingly over the 21st century and even if educational professionals 
are not convinced of its value they are more than likely to have to respond to 
the increasing anti-discriminatory legislation backed by vigorous rights 
movements across the world. 

Of course they could, as Thomas (1998) and his colleagues point out, 'fight 
a rearguard action' and maintain the existing establishment of segregated 
provision in the form of special schools. However, this would simply result in 
the continuation of the uneven distribution of resources and mainstrearning 
individual children only where it is 'economically efficient' (or where the 
parents are sufficiently assertive or litigious). 

While I have spoken this morning of ways of including children with 
special needs in the mainstream classroom and also explored how policy may 
be transformed into practice it must be remembered that inclusion means 
change. That change must be supported by government who need to demon­
strate their belief in the rhetoric by providing the support and training and 
supporting change at all levels. Herein lies a problem for the North of Ireland 
anyway. How can the Government genuinely support inclusion when it 
operates a system of exclusion via the selection procedure? One is the 
complete antithesis of the other. 

For children with special educational needs, as with all children, to 
achieve to their full potential they need to be seen as valued members of the 
whole school community, to be socially accepted by their peers and to take an 
active part in their learning. Only then will they be fully appreciated by soci­
ety. To achieve this we need Government and the education profession to 
rethink their priorities. What do we value in our children? We need not to ask 
the question: 'How smart are you? but rather 'How are you smart?'. 
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OPEN FORUM AT THE END OF ROSEMARY KILPATRICK'S 

PRESENTATION, DELEGATES WERE GIVEN AN OPPORTUNITY TO ASK 

QUESTIONS FROM THE FLOOR. SOME OF THE QUESTIONS AND 

ROSEMARY'S ANSWERS ARE INCLUDED HERE. 

Question 1 
How many pupils were in Christopher's class and did the time devoted to assessing 
his preferred learning disposition not detract from the education of the other pupils in 
the class? 

Answer 
There were 29 pupils in the class all of whom had their learning disposition 
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assessed as part of a project which the teacher was conducting. This may have 
been time-consuming but the teacher felt that the time was well spent 
because: 

• It allowed him to develop teaching strategies appropriate not 
just for Christopher but for others in the class who were strug­
gling. 

• As a result of the practical strategies introduced Christopher's 
behaviour in class improved significantly and thus allowed the 
teacher to devote greater time to teaching rather than managing 
Christopher's behaviour. 

• The administration of the learning disposition inventory 
resulted in much discussion between teacher and pupils as to 
how each individual learns and encouraged pupils to see 
strengths in the various approaches. It encouraged the pupils to 
participate in their learning. 

There were other positive outcomes but these were three key ones which 
the teacher identified. 

For those who are interested there is a website which gives further back­
ground on the Learning Combination Inventory (LC!) as well as the actual 
instrument itself. The website is located at: http://www.letrneleam.org/ 

Question 2 
You stated that there is nothing different in teaching children with special educational 
needs and that we all have the strategies. This would imply that we do not need any 
further training and I would disagree with that. 

Answer 
I did not mean to imply that teachers of children with special educational 
needs do not need any further training. I would argue the complete opposite! 
I think this is a key aspect of the education of these children which urgently 
needs to be addressed. 

As I pointed out in my talk there is a tendency to teach from an Input­
Output Model rather than an T->eractive ModeL I believe everyone needs to 
up-date their skills and explore various approaches to encouraging children 
to participate in their learning - or develop good teaching strategies (Le. 
Interactive Model). This is particularly true when we are talking about teach­
ing children with special needs where it is very easy to see these pupils as 
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passive learners and encourage dependency throughout the education 
process. Additionally, professional development through training is central to 
good classroom practice. This again is especially true in the field of special 
education where there is currently much rapid change in the legislation 
accompanied by a significant growth in the numbers of new syndromes and 
disabilities that are being identified. 

Special Education and Recent Legislation (Transcript) 
Tom Boland, Department of Education & Science 

INTRODUCTION 

Thank you for the opportunity to speak to you today. The topic of my presen­
tation is Special Education and the Law. My intention would be to talk 
through my presentation for maybe 20 minutes. I'm not trying to make you 
legal experts. What I would like to convey at the end of the process is some 
sense of the general legislative framework in which you carry out your work. 
111 be touching very briefly on the Constitution, the Education Act, Equal 
Status Bill and finally on the Education Welfare Bill. I think it might help, 
given that we've a short time if I begin with my conclusion. I think the princi­
ple conclusion that can be drawn from a review of the legal system applying 
to education is that the education system depends on the interaction of vari­
ous players. So even if there wasn't a policy of partnership in the education 
system, the actual legislative framework would require that there should be a 
partnership in the operation of the system. 

THE CONSTITUTION 

Any consideration of education and the law has to start with the Constitution 
and article 42 of the Constitution in particular. Very briefly what article 42 
says is that the parents are the primary and natural educators of their chil­
dren. Article 42 states that the State should also provide for free primary 
education, and I stress the word 'for' there because it goes to the heart of that 
concept of partnership in education. What we have is a privately owned but 
publicly funded education system. The drafters of the Constitution were care­
ful to ensure that control over the education system given to the State was not 
an absolute power. There is that division that the state provides the funding 
but the education system is owned and to a considerable extent is managed 
and operated by somebody else. 

Education has been the subjed of quite a bit of litigation. Education itself 
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has been defined as essentially the teaching and training of a child to make the 
best possible use of his/her inherent and potential capacity, physical, mental 
and moral, though I think we can add in the context of the discussion today, 
'however limited their abilities may be or however special or different those 
abilities may be'. 

THE EDUCATION ACT, 1998 

Moving to the Education Act, this Act as you are probably aware is the first 
piece of legislation to place the primary and post primary education on a 
proper legal footing. It's intention was to provide a legal certainty for the 
education system and to provide for the rights and the roles of the various 
interests in education. The long title to the Act gives a good sense of what it's 
all about: 

"It is an Act to make provision in the interests of the common good for the education 
of every person in the State including any person with a disability or other special 
educational needs and to provide generally for priman}, post primary, adult and contin­
uing education and vocational educational training, to ensure that the education system 
is accountable to students, their parents and the State for the education provided, 
respects the diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish society, and is 
conducted in a spirit of partnership between schools, patrons, students, parents, teach­
ers and other school staff, the community served by the school and the State". 

In the process of preparing the Education Act, the various ministers 
involved, Ministers Breathnach and Martin, and the Department were 
involved in a lot of consultation with interests connected with special educa­
tion and as a result of those consultations the original Bill was quite substan­
tially amended to ensure, in quite a number of critical areas, that special 
education got very particular mention. Effectively what the Act does, apart 
from some technical provisions on the establishment of the NCCA, is it 
provides for the rights of students, the duties of the Minister and the duties of 
schools. A very important section of the Act, and to some extent a bit of a 
legislative innovation, is Section 6. This provides for the underlying princi­
ples of the act. We were conscious in writing the Education Act that it should­
n't just be a mechanical piece of legislation addressed to lawyers in the court, 
that it had to have a meaning on the ground to the people who work in the 
system, to the children and to the parents. It was felt that setting out some 
principles that would underpin the legislation would give a sense, that we're 
not just about legislating for legislation's sake, that this is about something 
practical on the ground. What ·the start of the Section says is that "every 
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person concerned with the implementation of this Act shall have regard to the 
following objects in pursuant of which the Oireachtas has enacted this Act". 
What it's says is 'this is why we are here, so to speak'. 

The first object is to give practical effect to the Constitutional right for chil­
dren and it specifically mentions "children who have a disability or other 
special education needs" as they relate to education. 

• To provide as far as is practical to people within the State a level 
of quality education appropriate to their needs and abilities. 

• To promote equality of access to and participation in the educa­
tion system. 

• Parental choice. 
• To promote best practice in teaching methods with regard to the 

needs of students and the development of the skills and compe­
tences of teachers. 

• Being sure that each person has available to him/her support 
services and the level and quality of education appropriate to the 
person's needs and abilities. 

Effectively, that is the general object of the Education Act, to give a practi­
cal effect to constitutional rights, ensure that the educational needs of children 
are identified and provided for in a meaningful and comprehensive way. 

This is to be done through the Minister and through the schools and the 
duty of the Minister is the one that I mentioned above. It is to ensure that 
everybody has an appropriate education available to him/her and appropri­
ate support services. Support services themselves are listed also very briefly. 
It includes assessment, psychological services, guidance/ counselling service, 
technical aid and equipment, provision for students learning a foreign 
language, speech therapy services and transport services. 

Legislation is not a panacea. Legislation doesn't really do anything. What I 
mean by that is, legislation is saying "This is what should be" but legislation 
requires practical implementation, it requires resources, it requires your coop­
eration, it requires initiative from all sorts of places. But legislation creates the 
skeleton on which must hang the clothes of the education system in this 
particular case. So legislation of itself is almost useless. Hence the support 
services, they will require resources. But they will also require, I think, a 
preparedness of schools and teachers to use those resources in the interests of 
children or to get those resources in the interests of children. 

When we talk about the duties of schools, we are referring to the duties 
that are to be carried out by the Boards of Management and obviously the 
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staff of the school. The first duty listed is to ensure that the educational needs 
of all students, including those with a disability or with special educational 
needs, are identified and provided for. Very similar to the Minister's duty 
except now it's down at the level of schools. It isn't just the Minister's duty to 
do this, it is also the duty of the school to establish an admissions' policy 
which provides for maximum acceptability to the school; to carry out ministe­
rial policies, to make reasonable provision and accommodation for students 
with a disability or other special educational need. We'll come to the admis­
sions policy in a moment. So generally, those are the duties of schools. They 
are statutory duties but they will depend obviously on the resources of the 
school to be given effect. I don't mean just the financial resources, I mean the 
staffing resources and the resources in terms of good will, and preparedness 
to accommodate children with special educational needs in school. 

The admissions' policy in particular, which is contained in Section 15 of 
the Act, is particularly relevant to the issue of special needs. One of the func­
tions of a Board of Management is to establish and publish an admissions' 
policy. The policy is to relate to admission to and participation in the school, 
generally and in the case of students with disabilities and other special educa­
tional needs, and to deal with expulsion and suspension of students. It has to 
respect principles of equality and parental choice and have regard to the 
directions of the Minister. 

" ... Publish the policy of the school concerning admitting to and participation in 
the school, including the policy of the school relating to the expulsion and suspension 
of students and admission to and participation by students with disabilities or who 
have other special educational needs. Ensure that as regards that policy, principles of 
equality and the right of parents to send their children to a school of the parents' choice 
are respected, and such directions as may be made from time to time by the Minister 
having regard to the characteristic spirit of the school and the constitutional rights of 
all persons concerned are complied with." (Section 15 of Education Act). 

We'll come back to that admissions policy in a moment in the context of the 
short discussion on the Education Welfare Bill. The Education Act obviously 
deals with a lot of other things but in essence in relation to our topic today, 
that is it, it sets out basic principles for the education system, it sets out how 
they are to be achieved in a legal sense in respect of all students, but in partic­
ular, students with special educational needs. 

EQUAL STATUS BILL 

The Equal Status Bill has caused quite a bit of interest, anxiety and upset in a 
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lot of areas primarily in relation to religion and the ethos of schools. The Equal 
Status Bill is of course a companion Bill to the now enacted Employment 
Equality Act dealing with equality issues in employment "an Act to promote 
equality and prohibit types of discrimination, harassment and related behaviour in 
connection with the provision of services, property and other opportunities to which 
the public generally, or a section of the public, has access". 

The Act sets out the grounds on which discrimination is prohibited: gender, 
marital status, family status, sexual orientation, religion, diSability, or member-. . . 

ship of the Traveller community. In the context of schools; the Bill at Section 7 
says that "schools shall not discriminate in relation to admission, access to courses, 
facility or benefit, participation, disciplinary measures and expulsion." It says in full 
that" An educational establishment shall not discriminate in relation to 

1. the admission or the terms or conditions of admission of a 
person as a student to the establishment; 

2. the access of a student to any course, facility or benefit provided 
by the establishment; 

3. any other term or condition of participation in the establishment 
by a student; or 

4. the expulsion of a student from the establishment or any other 
sanction against the student. 

The Bill goes on to acknowledge a number of circumstances where 
discrimination can take place; it makes no attempt to create women priests for 
instance, but it specifically allows for discrimination in that context. More 
importantly for our purposes, and this I am aware has caused some hurt and 
anxiety, particularly to parents of children with special educational needs, it 
provides in Sub- Section 4 that there is no discrimination where there is a 
difference of treatment of stu~ents on the gender, age or disability ground in 
sport and where the discrimination is reasonable. What is reasonable, of 
course, is a matter which ultimately can be adjudicated upon by the equality 
service if one has a particular case. The intention there, if I understand it, is to 
acknowledge that you may have to prevent certain children from engaging in 
certain sporting activities for their own good. Controversially, it also says that 
there is no discrimination, "to the extent that compliance with any other provisions 
in relation to a student with a disability would, by virtue of the disability, make 
impossible, or have a seriously detrimental effect on, the provision of an educational 
establishment of its services to other students." 

What it is saying is that where discrimination is necessary in order to 
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enable the other students to reasonably benefit from education, then it is not 
contrary to the Act. I think in a sense what it is doing is trying to accommodate 
what Rosemary Kilpatrick is referring to as the "illusionary rhetoric of full 
inclusion". It is accepted that there cannot always be full inclusion and that 
circumstances can and will arise where there will be discrimination, and it is 
reasonable that there should be discrimination on the disability ground. As I 
said that has caused some anxiety and some hurt to people, but the intention 
is a good one. The legislation is not enacted yet, so that section will probably 
continue to be the subject of some debate. 

EDUCATION WELFARE BILL 

Finally, I would just like to mention the Education Welfare Bill. This Bill will 
probably become law in the next couple of months. Its purpose is to replace 
the existing, or maybe non-existing, school attendance system, which, despite 
the good efforts of the school attendance service that is there, and the Gardai 
in some areas, is woefully inadequate. It doesn't have a particular resonance I 
suppose for Special Education in the way that the Education Act does, except 
that it does give a statutory support to the state's obligation to ensure that 
each child receives at least a minimum education. It also addresses one of the 
issues that I think Rosemary Kilpatrick also mentioned earlier, the issue of 
curriculum. It requires schools to draw up strategies for school attendance, in 
which the schools would be obliged to look at their curriculum among other 
things and how it is delivered and to make changes in order to accommodate 
students and to accommodate their varying needs as students. Most impor­
tantly, I think in a direct way, in relation to special needs, it provides a very 
strong statement about admission and, I suppose, in a way is a companion to 
the equal status legislation. It provides that a Board of Management of a 
recognised school shall not refuse to admit as a student in such a school, a 
child in respect of whom an application to be so admitted has been made 
except where the refusal is in accordance with the admissions policy of the 
school. In other words, what it's saying is that schools would be acting against 
the law if they made it up as they go along; i.e. that the admissions policy 
depends on who's looking for admission. The school will be required, as we 
noticed under the Education Act, to set out their admissions polity and we 
discussed briefly the issues they have to take account of, including equality, 
parental choice and ministerial directions. Once the policy is in place, 
however, schools will be prevented by law from refusing admission unless 
that refusal is in accordance with their admissions' policy. 
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This issue is of particular importance for special education in that schools 
in the past, though it may be less so now, and sometimes for good reasons, 
sometimes for bad reasons, may have refused access to children who had 
special needs. Very often, that might have been because there weren't any 
resources and that obviously is an issue, but this Section of the Bill is trying to 
create transparency and accountability in the admissions' policy of schools to 
ensure that parents know where they stand and that schools can't act in an 
arbitrary manner in their admissions' policies. 

So, in conclusion, to start where I began, the operation of the education 
system as envisaged under the law is very much a partnership model. lt 
depends upon an interaction of various interests and various forces to deliver 
education to all children including children with special educational needs. 
It's only a skeleton. It's up to the system which includes the state and its 
resources to actually give it life and effect. Thank you very much. 

AFTER TOM BOLAND HAD ADDRESSED THE CONFERENCE, 

IJELEGATES WERE GIVEN AN OPPORTUNITY TO ASK QUESTIONS. 

SOME OF THOSE QUESTIONS AND TOM BOLAND'S REPLIES ARE 

INCLUDED BELOW. 

Question 1 
Honor Reid, Athlone 
Could I put it to you that the Department's Circular regarding the appointment of 
Classroom Assistants is someWhat inadequate? We were having some difficulty in 
trying to convince the DES to give us a special needs assistant for a child who is 
mildly to moderately handicapped and for another child who has severe emotional 
difficulties and who, the moment a teacher takes their eye of them at lunch time, is out 
the gate or up the road, while another child behind you is bleeding in behind the shed. 
What we need is a revised Department Circular so that we can include a minder for 
these children, particularly during the lunch breaks, when one teacher is foregoing her 
lunch to supervise all the rest of them. 

Question 2 

Maire Donnelly, Bray 
I want to knvw why the DES reacts to people when they take cases to court to give 
their children an education? Why do we have a situation where it has to be reactive? 
Why can't we be proactive in Ireland and provide the services that are needed so that 
these cases are not being brought to court by people who have such difficulties looking 
for education for their children? I think it's a shame. 
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Question 3 
Tom Kinately, Ballinrobe 
What is the situation in the school where parents refuse to get a psychological report 
on their children? We cannot build up an argument for assistance in schools unless 
we have the psychological reports. If parents refuse to send their children to have that 
psychological report, or if we have no psychologist, how can we move forward? 

Responses 
Tom Boland, Department of Education & Science 
I don't know the details of the particular circular you mention. And obviously 
I cannot make any commitment about the resources issue that you 
mentioned. Generally one of the things the Education Act is trying to achieve, 
is to avoid the system of operation of the education system by circular which 
can sometimes be less than transparent and maybe unaccountable as well and 
to move to a system of regulation whereby the Oireachtas ultimately can chal­
lenge and can discuss and debate regulations relating to the education 
system. I hope also that in drafting regulations that we would do so in a way 
which is comprehensible to people on the ground rather than trying to draft 
them in any kind of quasi-legal manner. . 

Why so reactive in special education? I certainly am not going to say that 
we haven't been reactive. We have been reactive. We've been far too reactive. 
This is partly to do with resources, with the fact that we have concentrated 
resources upon the most able children perhaps and not given nearly enough 
resources to the most disabled children. The situation is very much chang­
ing. As you know, it's changing both because of the pressure from the courts 
and indeed because of the political and policy decisions made as well. The 
court, particularly in the O'Donoghue case of 1993, made a very strong state­
ment about the rights of children, in that case the rights of a profoundly 
handicapped boy, to education. The State is working, not perhaps fast 
enough, but it certainly is working to improve considerably the situation in 
special education and is having beneficial effects. The number of cases going 
before the High Court demanding special education has greatly decreased in 
the last few months, due in large part, to one or two of my colleagues in the 
inspectorate. So we're working on it, certainly the Department has nothing tr 
be proud of, and hopefully the future will at least reach international stan­
dards. 

Regarding parents who refuse to get a psychological assessment, the 
Educational Welfare Bill actually provides that in the event of a parent so 
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refusing, an education welfare officer, who is an officer appointed under this 
Bill, may apply to the Circuit Court for an order requesting that the assess­
ment be done. 

Question 4 
I would just like to know where the Department stands with regard to taking respon­
sibility for a pupil with behaviour problems that impede the learning of others. I think 
it is widely recognised at secondary level more so than at primary that when pupils 
dropout they become a burden on society. 

Response 
Tom Boland, Department of Education & Science 
Maybe I should have given more time to the Education Welfare Bill. One of 
the things that it is trying to do, is to put a legislative framework in place to 
deal with the issue of "early dropout". It's going to set up a national system 
for school attendance which is intended to be pro-active rather than reactive, 
i.e. to identify children and their families where there are likely to be difficul­
ties with school attendance, and to work with them and to try and keep the 
children in school, at least up until the age of 16 or to complete three years 
post-primary education. Once the legislative framework has been put in 
place, how effective it will be will depend on the resources provided and the 
personnel appointed. 

Question 5 
Marie Vaughan, Ennis 
I want to enquire into the liability of Boards of Management who might unwittingly 
draft admissions' statements which may result in litigation in years hence when a 
child might be refused admission. The admissions' statement itself might be clumsily 
written and the intentions of the Board of Management might be unclear, although 
they might have intended to act in good faith. What is the liability, and are we quali­
fied to draft such statements? 

Question 6 
Therese Murphy, Dublin 
Ifa school doesn't have facilities, doesn't have space, doesn't have teachers, can it write 
into their admissions policy that admissions are contingent upon resources being 
available now in the school for this child, and if they are not, can they refuse to admit 
that child, despite parental wishes to admit that child into the school? 
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Question 7 
Paul O'Mahony, Dublin 
In light of the O'Donoghue judgement which Tom referred to, which allows for school 
opening during July, there are a considerable number of national schools around this 
country which have been open during the month ofJuly with teachers teaching children 
in recent years. wm that extend, in Tom's opinion, to all special schools and possibly to 
all special classes in mainstream schools, and indeed to all schools as time goes by? 

Response 
Tom Boland 
The answer to that last question is no. The extension of the opening of the 
school year to the summer period in the case of O'Donoghue, was in the 
special circumstances of his case, where expert evidence indicated that if he 
enjoyed any significant break from education, he would regress. In the 
context of vindicating the constitutional rights of children with special needs 
to education where summer education is needed, then there will be an obliga­
tion on the state in general to provide it. There is no general obligation. It's 
only in the very special situation where a child would actually regress. 

Regarding the issue of the admissions policy and space, if a school doesn't 
have space then it doesn't have space, and no admissions policy in the world can 
say that you'll hang children from the rafters if a school doesn't have space. I 
would be a bit wary about a school putting in a general catch-all about resources, 
because no school anywhere ever has enough resources, so if you can refuse on 
the general grounds of resources then you can refuse just about anybody. 

Regarding the liability of Boards if they don't draft their admissions state­
ment carefully, I would be very concerned if the education system gets too 
hung up about legal form and legal technicality. That's not your business, 
you're educators, you're not involved in the law in that way. What a school 
should do - and there will be guidelines from the Department, is to set out its 
admissions' policy in clear, ordinary language which means what it's meant 
to mean. I think schools may have a problem if they try to be clever and 
include hidden conditions or terms. But if a school says what its admissions' 
policy is then that's it, and I think if it ever comes to a court then a court will be 
aware that a school did this in good faith and in a particular context, and it's 
not going to look for the kind of precise legal drafting. It's much more likely to 
interpret the admissions' policy in terms of its purpose and its sense. 
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Practitioners' Experiences of Integration 

A Special Class in a Primary School 
Aine O'Neill 

BACKGROUND 

The school in question is a mixed vertical school and is designated disadvan­
taged by the Department of Education. There are approximately 600 pupils in 
the school. Twenty four of these pupils are attending two special classes - a 
junior and a senior, with twelve children in each. Both classes operate in 
exactly the same way and the two teachers liaise in relation to planning 
curriculum, materials and operation of the system. The result is that children 
move from the junior to the senior class with ease. The first special class was 
established in 1994 and the decision was taken at the time that the children 
should be integrated with their peers, as much as possible. 

How THE SYSTEM WORKS 

I will use the senior class as an example. There are 12 children in the senior 
class and they are drawn from 4th, 5th and 6th classes. The children are split 
into two groups of six. Six come from 4th class level and six from 5th and 6th. 
In all, there are 5 mainstream classes involved. Each group attends the special 
class for half of the school day and attends the mainstream class for the other 
half. The children attend alternate morning and afternoon sessions in the 
special class. 

To facilitate integration, at the beginning of the school year - the special 
class timetable is circulated to all relevant mainstream teachers, before any 
other timetables are drawn up. Teachers then work around this timetable to 
try to ensure that the special needs children are with their mainstream class 
when timetables are being drawn up for P.E., Art, Music, Computers - all 
activities in which the children can easily participate. Each child also has a 
special folder for use in the ordinary classroom. This folder contains work 
mainly relating to English and Maths which is relevant to the work of the 
special class and which the children can do independently. The folders are 
prepared - and the work in them is corrected by the special class teacher, on a 
daily basis. The use of the folder in the mainstream class is at the discretion of 
the class teacher. 
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CURRICULUM IN THE SPECIAL CLASS 

Although the main emphasis of the curriculum in the special class is on the 
areas of English, Maths and SPHE, it is not exclusively so. Senior children for 
example do History, Geography and Environmental Studies as well. 

CONTACT BETWEEN MAINSTREAM AND SPECIAL CLASS TEACHERS 

This occurs at informal and formal levels. The special class teacher visits the 
mainstream classes every day to collect the children and this provides an 
opportunity to discuss issues which may arise. Up until this year this was the 
main mode of contact between the two. In September last, a decision was 
taken by all the staff to look at ways of improving the structures relating to 
integration in order to improve on it. This involves dedicating a staff meeting 
to review its operation and have an input from the Department of Education 
Psychologist. The outcome of this review was that the mainstream teachers 
felt they did not have enough information about the children and were 
unsure about the demands they should be making on them. Special class 
teachers on the other hand felt that ordinary class teachers did not really 
appreciate how much the children were benefiting from their experiences in 
the mainstream class. As a result of this review a new system was put in place 
which involved the special class teacher drawing up a profile of each individ­
ual child outlining their strengths and weaknesses, making recommendatioll5 
for participation in each subject area and outlining specific needs which could 
be addressed in the integrated setting. One day was then set aside during 
which the mainstream teachers met the special class teachers on a one to one 
basis and discussed each child's profile. These meetings took place, without 
children, in the special class. For many of the. mainstream teachers this was 
their first opportunity to visit the special classroom and see the work carried 
on there. Some commented that they may have underestimated the capacity 
of the children in relation to classwork and also that it assisted them to under­
stand the needs of the children better. 

INTEGRATION RECOMMENDATIONS 

It is not possible to examine the recommendatioll5 given for each individual 
child - but a number of general guidelines can be drawn from them. These were 

• That the children should participate in all oral work in the class­
room. 

• That all opportunities to allow children participate in group 
work i.e. group projects, should be availed of (children'S individ-
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ual possible contributions were outlined here). 
• That teachers should be conscious of the benefits to the children 

of learning the language relating to specific subject areas (espe­
cially mathematics). 

• That the children should be involved in all practical work relat­
ing to all subject areas. 

• That the class teacher take control of the use of the 'folder'. 
• That some children might benefit from a 'buddy system' being 

developed in the classroom. 
• That very small initiatives in the classroom can make a very big 

difference to the children, especially in the area of social devel­
opment. 

BENEFITS OF THE SYSTEM 

The children benefit in the following ways: 
1. The children have a high level of contact with their peers and 

have friends outside the special class. 
2. The system offers an opportunity for them to see positive role 

models which enhances their social development. 
3. The children have regular contact with more than one staff 

member and they, and the staff of the school benefit from this. 
4. The system fosters independence in the children - they have to 

take a certain amount of responsibility for managing it, i.e. in 
relation to their folders etc. 

5. The fact that the children come to the special class in small 
groups means that they have a better chance of getting individ­
ual attention and I believe that more intensive learning takes 
place. 

6. The way the children are grouped means that they are not learn­
ing in the company of younger children which is important for 
their self esteem. 

7. The sharing of knowledge and experience between teachers 
enhances the general level of expertise in relation to learning 
difficulties in the school. (Teachers regularly approach the 
special class teachers for advice in relation to children who are 
not in the special class but who have particular needs, and expe­
rience and resources are shared.) 
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SPECIAL CLASS SAMPLE TiMETABLE 

Time 

9.00-

11.45-
2.30 

Mon 

Jm. 
Group 

Sm. 
Group 

Tues 

Sm 
Group 

Jm. 
Group 

Visiting Teacher Service 
Gerry McCarthy 

Wed 

Jm. 
Group 

Sm. 
Group 

Thurs 

Sm. 
Group 

Jnr. 
Group 

Fri 

Full 
Class 
to 
12.15 

Individual 
Plan 
Mats. 

The Visiting Teacher Service itself has been in operation in one form or 
another since 1967. Described recently in "The Irish Times'" as a 'far-seeing 
and innovative initiative' and 'one of the quiet successes of the Department of 
Education & Science', the service is one which many of our own colleagues 
may also be unaware of. I'll begin therefore, by briefly outlining what the 
Visiting Teacher Service is and what Visiting Teachers do. 

STRUCTURE OF THE SERVICE 

From its establishment up to the early nineties, the service consisted of teach­
ers of hearing impaired and visually impaired children only who worked 
with such children only. By 1992, there were 27 visiting teachers of the deaf 
and three visiting teachers of the blind. Then, in the early nineties, expansion 
took place, additional teachers were appointed and the work load was 
expanded to include children with other special needs such as Down's 
Syndrome and physical disability. Currently there are 42 teachers in the 
service. For management purposes we are divided into six regions, with 
seven or eight teachers, approximately, in each region and each regional 
group has a Divisionallnspector as Manager. All Visiting Teachers are quali­
fied and experienced in some area of Special Education (e.g. education of 
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hearing impaired, visually impaired, learning disabled, etc.) and by and large 
have caseloads which reflect their particular specialism. 

Caseloads vary a lot and frequency of visits varies with degree of disability 
and the extent of educational need as well as the prioritisation needs at any 
particular time. The Visiting Teacher has flexibility to arrange these as neces­
sary. 

WORK OF VISITING TEACHERS 

BecaUse of variation in caseloads as well as variation in job description and 
responsibilities, all Visiting Teachers do not all perforin precisely the same 
role. However, the following outliri.e will give an indication of the nature of 
the work carried out by the service as a whole: 

Work Location 
• In-Home (Early Intervention with Pre-School Children) 
• Primary School 
• Post-Primary School 
• Universities and Regional Colleges 
• Other Third -Level Education and Training Establishments 

Nature of the Work 
• Parent and Family Guidance 
• Demonstration Teaching 
• Direct Teaching 
• Advising Teachers 
• Ongoing Assessment & Programme Planning 
• Recommending and monitoring specialised equipment 
• Ongoing Liaison with 

Teachers 
Health Board Personnel 
N .R.B. Personnel 
N .CB.I. Personnel 
Learning Disability Services Personnel 
Vocational Guidance Personnel 
Disability Officers (3rd Level) 
Voluntary Agencies and Parent Groups 
Special Schools 
Beaumont Hospital Cochlear Implant Team etc. 
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OBSERVATIONS 

It is clear that in the light of the Education Act, 1998, The SERC Report, 1993 
and Circular 8/99, among other things, more help than ever before will be 
available to children with special needs in mainstream education - not to 
mention to their teachers. In this context, Visiting Teachers will be engaging 
with their colleagues and look forward to bringing their expertise and several 
decades of experience in providing individualised support into the ongoing 
development of services. In this context also, I would like to outline a number 
of aspects and issues -not by any means an exhaustive list - which we consider 
to be fundamental considerations in the provision of support teaching. 

• ROLE OF PARENTS: The central role which parents can, and do 
play in their child's education must be recognised and included 
in his/her educational planning. 

• ROLE OF CLASS TEACHER: No matter how many, how good or 
how available the support teachers are, the class teacher remains 
the most significant person in the child's school life. In this 
regard, it is appropriate to recognise and pay tribute to the 
outstanding patience, tolerance and hard work which Visiting 
Teachers observe daily as characteristic of the efforts of classroom 
teachers with mainstreamed children who have special needs 
frequently regardless of support, assistance or even appreciation. 

• NEED FOR TEAM APRROACH: With the plethora of support 
personnel of one kind or another now available comes the need 
for these people to work co operatively, to be flexible in 
approach, to communicate well and to be truly child centred. 
This also raises issues of a practical nature, for example; the need 
for TIME to do the necessary talking and liaising, the problem of 
finding a working space (other than the broom cupboard!) in the 
school, the need for overall co-ordination of support services, the 
need to consider the implications for the child of having to deal 
with several teachers. 

• NEED FOR CRITERIA for mainstream placement and a system 
of monitoring and review. 

• NEED TO DIFFERENTIATE BETWEEN RIGHTS AND NEEDS 
in the consideration of educational placement of children with 
special needs. 

• NEED FOR VISITING TEACHER INVOLVEMENT AT PRE­
SCHOOL STAGE FOR ALL SPECIAL NEEDS CHILDREN, not 
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just for hearing impaired and visually impaired, as at present. 
The point is that if parents have access to teacher perspectives as 
well as what they already have from the various early interven­
tion teams, they are able to make more informed and sometimes 
more appropriate decisions regarding their choice of school 
placement. 

• NEED FOR ALL CHILDREN WITH SPECIAL NEEDS TO HAVE 
ACCESS TO THE EXPERTISE AND EXPERIENCE OF 
SPECIALIST TEACHERS. 

• NEED FOR VISITING TEACHERS TO MAINTAIN A TEACH­
ING ROLE and not to have a role that is consultative only. 

• NEED FOR CONTINUITY AT TRANSITIONAL STAGES: For 
example between pre- and primary school, between primary 
and post-primary, etc. 

Finally, {"d like to insist that even though support teaching of any kind 
may be perceived by some as less demanding than classroom teaching and as 
something of a cushy number, this could. not be further from the truth. 
Though different, the stresses are equally onerous and the achievements 
equally satisfying as in all other areas of education. 

*Judith Crosbie, The Irish Times Jan.IB, 2000. "Education '& Living"Section. 

A Resource Teacher's Perspective 
Colette O'RoTa, Dublin 
I have been teaching Infants to second class all my teaching career and have 
always enjoyed my job enormously. In my school, Bayside Junior School a 
number of children with special needs were being enrolled as was the case in 
other schools in the Howth Peninsula. I could see that while resources were at 
a minimum, successful (inclusion) integration took place when a committed 
partnership between parents, teachers, principal and ancillary staff was in 
place. To succeed, the process needed to accommodate different needs and 
expectations, be collaborative and crucially a spirit of co-operation must 
permeate relations all round. When these conditions are in place successful 
inclusion is possible and benefits all round. The reverse also true. 

When the position of Resource Teacher was declared I was naturally inter­
ested. Though reluctant to abandon the safety of my classroom and armed 
with no more than twenty-five years of experience and observation plus my 
copy of "Meeting the Educational needs of Children with Downs Syndrome" 
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by Gillian Bird and Sue Buddy, I applied, was interviewed and subsequently 
appointed to this rather nebulous new job - not only a Resource Teacher but a 
Shared Resource Teacher. 

Immediately I found myself meeting with, consulting with and getting to 
know up to 14 new teachers, four extra principals, umpteen Fas workers, a 
new inspector, psychologists, speech therapists and occupational therapists. 
Unlike the child in the T.v. advertisement - I had no "ology" or even an "ist" 
to my name - just a humble 'mUinteoir'. Above alll was meeting my new chil­
dren, scattered through five schools and twelve classes with many, many 
different needs and strengths. It was a daunting prospect and to be honest, I 
found myself initially a bit overwhelmed. However, there was little time for 
anxiety as I had to devise a timetable which would allow me to take each child 
for three sessions of up to forty minutes a week, without impinging on 
subjects such as Art or P.E., or disrupting the same lesson regularly. Each 
school had a slightly different timetable of breaks, and opening and closing 
time. It took me three weeks but after re-working it a number of times it was 
finally to everyone's satisfaction. I had no guidance or induction in the 
setting up of the service or in how I would adIp.inister it or as regards what I 
would teach, but I started off full of hope in the sure and certain knowledge 
that now they had me all would be well. It was later on I realised I was not in 
fact a magician or a cure all- all I could offer was my best effort. 

EARLY DAYS 

Resource Teachers were scarce in January 1997' but I had visited one Teacher 
in Beaumont, who was able to give me some initial guidance. I heard of a 
Resource Teachers' Support Group and attended a number of sessions which I 
found useful for the exchange of ideas, commiserations and advice. It is 
important to note that a Resource Teacher does not have the daily support of a 
staff who face and deal with similar problems. Indeed, during this time my 
school underwent a 'Mor Thuairs isc' and my Inspector simply asked me to 
tell him what my job was about i.e. 'Who was I? - I think I'm still asking the 
same question intermittently. 

I felt overall that the training, experience and patience gained from being 
an infant teacher was invaluable to me in my new job. Also the fact that as an 
infant teacher you have a lot of contact with parents was an invaluable asset. 
My training in counselling and listening skills was also very helpful to me. I 
am still surprised at the amount of time I spend listening. Perhaps I talked too 
much before. People at the chalkface clearly needed to talk. 
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I worked away with my children mainly in the areas of Maths and 
Literacy. I also listened to them and found out so much I never knew. I don't 
test, as my children come to me only having had a psychological assessment 
which recommends one to one teaching and gives recommendations. I take 
them from where they are at and following discussions with parents, teach­
ers, principal and psychologists work out an individualised teaching 
programme for each child. This process is not always satisfactory due to 
severe time pressure. In the beginning I had no extra qualification. I had to be 
careful not to trod on toes of experienced remedial teachers, class teachers -
who was I? What did I know? 

SPECIAL EDUCATION DIPLOMA 

After a year and a half I felt that I really should develop my skills so I applied 
for and was accepted on the Special Education Diploma course. After the year 
in St. Pats I returned to my job with a far greater understanding of my chil­
dren's needs and an appreciation of the sheer commitment and dedication of 
these teachers involved for years in teaching children with many different 
and difficult needs. I felt myself I could better support my own ideas and 
more deeply appreciate the opinions of others. 

A Special Education qualification is vital for Resource Teachers. 

DAILY ROUTINE 

As I now have fourteen children on my list, maintaining the number and 
length of lessons means I am dependent upon unreliable spaces appearing in 
my timetable to prepare lessons and materials. I have given thought to taking 
a day a fortnight for preparation and this is an option. 

I have devised a one sheet lesson plan which is also a progress record, and 
this simplifies matters of planning which in reality have to be concisely 
presented. 

Once a term I meet with teachers to devise an LT.P. for each child and I also 
meet them regularly for qUick mutual up-dates. I also meet the psychologist 
once a term. I collect my children from their classes (which I find easier for all 
concerned) and they return independently. I keep folders of all their work in 
my various classrooms and return the work at intervals. I do a lot of 11 
work, pre-reading, reading, phonics, spelling, sequencing, pre-math's, maths 
games, jigsaws and memory exercises. I explore the visual, auditory, kines­
thetic and tactile channels of learning. I also use various computer 
programmes. (Starspell, Tizzy's Toy Box) I do not do class work or set home-
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work, though I do recommend work which the teacher might find useful in 
class. I always take children individually except in the rare situation where 
their needs are very similar and the pairing works well. No teacher has ever 
suggested I take a child in a class situation and early on when I tried it, it was 
not in my opinion, successful for anyone. In all but one situation I was visible 
to a passer by. 

Overall I find I have excellent to fair conditions to work in and have no 
problems, getting any resource, book or equipment that I need. I am working 
on my Computer Skills. 

ROLE OF RESOURCE TEACHER 

Teaching 
Naturally my primary role is that of teacher. My children have serious needs 
and it is my job to help their own teacher address these needs. However, they 
are not always educational needs. I see my role as meeting their needs in an 
individual as opposed to a class setting while facilitating the best possible 
classroom situation. 

Consultant 
To this end I offer myself as a resource. As a class teacher I was rarely person­
ally asked my advice on a professional matter by fellow professionals, even 
though as a shared school my situation was probably better than most teach­
ers. Suddenly as a resource teacher I was being looked upon as a fountain of 
information which in the beginning I was anything but! Now however, I do 
feel I can provide some assistance and indeed not a week goes by without 
someone asking about a child in their class or a suggestion I might make. It 
keeps me on my toes and is totally different to previous experience. As a 
resource teacher you are working in a very different area and as part of a 
different team which operates parallel to the mainstream. Overall it is very 
interesting and rewarding. This team approach is still in an embryonic form 
and there is plenty of room for developing it. 

Mediator 
I have on occasion found myself in a mediating situation between various 
interested parties. Parents appreciate your role as a one to one teacher of their 
child and the special relationship that can exist in this situation. Teachers 
appreciate a sympathetic, independent professional ear into which they may 
choose to unburden themselves in confidence. 
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Contacts 
I can also provide contacts between various agencies, schools and parents. I 
meet with special class teachers in second level schools and are involved with 
that crucial step i.e. Where to next? Which is even more problematic for the 
special needs child leaving 6th class. At present I am Learning more about the 
concept of dual enrolment. 

Innovator 
I should be an innovator -a vehicle for new ideas. If r see a system which 
works really well or even an element of one, I am in a position to spread a 
good idea around. 

Training 
I have found myself at times with the job of providing information, sugges­
tions, curriculum of sorts for classroom assistants or Fas workers. This can be 
time consuming but provides a structure which they can profitably pursue 
with my particular children. At times this is a frustrating exercise because of 
the frequent turnover of ancillary staff 

Counselling 
I have actually found my Counselling training very useful as frequently one 
comes upon people who are at the end of their tether and need a new perspec­
tive which can often be found by having a sympathetic trained ear to open up 
to e.g. parent/ teacher meetings. 

Problems 
Resource Teachers are lone wolves - we do not travel in packs. The main prob­
lem is the sense of isolation - who is to listen to the Resource Teacher when 
he/she feels another sequencing exercise or Kim's game will drive her over 
the edge? As I said before you lack the support of others who are facing simi­
lar problems. 

Another problem is the perception of others that you somehow have it 
easy, off in your car, no yard duty etc. Where as the repetitive nature of much 
of the work needs a different kind of patience. The feedback you get from a 
regular class situation is now absent. However, the joy of making that small 
step with a child with a learning disability is hard to match. 

Nonetheless the effort required to positively stimulate and enthuse up to 
seven individuals one after the other on any given day each with very differ-
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ent needs and personalities and in different settings can be exhausting and 
requires considerable levels of positive personal input. There is no time to feel 
down, no place in the day when you can suggest that a picture might be 
drawn. And while there is no one to search for you its just as well, because 
there is nowhere to hide. 

There are no substitutes for a resource teacher. It's just not always feasible 
to find a suitable candidate who also drives, knows the area and to whom 
your children may not take exception. It took me some time to gain the trust of 
some of my children. This can result in your feeling guilty if you are absent as 
the service ceases. I tried a system whereby a colleague learned my routine 
and met my children, if I was out she did my job while a substitute teacher 
took her class. It worked quite well. 

Another problem is that you can become pressurised by schools into 
accepting more children onto your list than you can comfortably manage. 
This is a difficult situation and seems to be worse in some areas than in others. 
Sometimes the local inspector takes responsibility for who goes on the list but 
it's a bit nebulous as far as I can see. 

As I described earlier the time remaining for preparation is still a problem. 
I have toyed with the idea of taking a morning off classes once a fortnight but 
haven't really put it into operation. I am still using the odd free class and stay­
ing back after school for preparation time. 

Finally, do I think that as a resource teacher I make a difference? I hope I 
do, I'm told I do, sometimes I wonder do I, but most of the time I'm sure I do (I 
have to .think positively). I have to be internally motivated and positive to all. 
I must have a high degree of flexibility as plans frequently don't work out as 
you might wish. I have to be realistic and not feel I can cure it all. I have 
become a born again seminar attender, as I need all the help I can get. Above 
all I have learned to appreciate the tenacity, good humour, stamina and 
supreme courage of the children I teach and the commitment, care and dedi­
cation of their own teachers. They confirm my pride in my profession. 

Mainstream Perspective, Rural 
Mary Kelly, Co. Limerick 
Our school is a three-teacher rural village school in South Limerick. To the 
outsider it would seem as if it were a typical school bereft of problems - noth­
ing could be farther from the truth. Approximately 60% of our pupils come 
from the local council estate - where the ?arents generally are very young and 
whose educational attainments would be that of Primary Level or Junior 
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Certificate (maximum). Educational expectations are very low. The rate of 
unemployment was high until recent boom times. The usual family problems 
exist - broken homes, single parents, etc. We have very problematic pupils 
who are in need of urgent help. These pupils were holding the school to 
ransom. They interfered with the work of the classroom - Le. constantly inter­
rupting the teacher and the other children, bickering, back-answering, fight­
ing, throwing pencils, rulers, etc., walking around the classroom and in and 
out of the classroom at will. In short, they were a danger to· themselves and to 
others. At times the teachers felt threatened. These problems were further 
compounded by the fact that these pupils were in a multi-class situation. 

The staff, armed with a newly drawn up Code of Discipline approved by 
the parents and the Board of Management, set about remedying the problem. 
We kept detailed accounts of the offending children's behaviour in the school 
and in the yard. This culminated in rolling suspensions for two pupils - One 
being a foster child from Limerick City who came to us via the Mid Western 
Health Board. He joined our school in 4th class. He had missed out on long 
periods of schooling in the city - he was very street wise - totally disruptive 
and destructive. He was sent to us without a psychological report. At that 
stage we didn't have recourse to a Remedial Teacher. We received very little 
help / support from social workers etc. in Limerick City. We soon discovered 
that we had to resort to letter writing - copies of which were sent to the C.E.O. of 
the Health Board, Social workers. This child was eventually taken into residen­
tial care - as we would never have facilities to deal with his many problems. 

The other pupil who has three siblings in the school comes from a very 
dysfunctional family - in short, the Department of Child Psychiatry took him 
into their care for therapy. When the Psychiatrist felt that this child was fit to 
return to school we set about seeking resources to help him. We enlisted the 
aid of our school's Inspector and the INTO. Soon home tuition was put in 
place for him. We were very fortunate to have procured for him a qualified 
teacher who is very sympathetic to his needs. This home tuition took place in 
the school- which meant the child had school for two hours per day - having 
been out of school for four months. Last June the Department of Education & 
Science granted us a part time Resource Teacher - to look after this child and 
his siblings and also a full time Special Needs Assistant to help look after our 
Special Needs Pupils. 

The aim of this Resource Teacher is to help our special needs pupil reinte­
grate into the classroom situation again. This is to be done on a (a) social level 
and (b) academic level. 
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We work under the guidance of the psychiatrist - who has recommended 
that this child be integrated with his own siblings at first and then slowly into 
the classroom situation. Presently, he joins the main class for Religion and for 
playtime. He also joins the class for any school-based outings, trips etc. The 
Special Needs Assistant accompanies him at all times. 

How IS THE RESOURCE WORKING 

The Resource Teacher feels progress is slow - work is demanding. AlthQugh this 
child is in sixth class, she is teaching him and his siblings' very basic sodalskills, 
- listening, cooperation, taking turns, interacting with each other. They play 
cards, draughts, paint, colour, craftwork, play Iwork on the computer. They 
have teal coffee. When this special needs child enters mainstream for Religion 
etc. - he still interrupts and still seeks attention, which the other children resent. 

DOES INTEGRATION WORK 

(a) As the special needs child is removed from mainstream it allows 
the other children "peacetime" - free from excessive interrup­
tions. 

(b) It benefits the diScipline of the schooL The other children are not 
being bullied - now they are not afraid to telL 

(c) The work of the classroom continues free froD;l interruptions -
school is a happier experience for children and teachers alike. 

(d) From the child's point of view - this child has come to school every 
day since we got help for him - he actually enjoys working with 
his teacher - he loves his teacher - has built up a very good rela­
tionship with her. So now he will have happy memories of schooL 

NEGATIVE SIDE 

(1) It took an inordinate amount of time, energy, and patience to get 
this scheme set up. 

(2) It is very important to have dedicated and adaptable personnel 
involved as a resource. 

(3) Our special needs pupil enjoys the isolation and attention that he 
gets from the Resource Teacher and consequently has no great 
inclination to join mainstream. 

(4) As regards the financial practicalities of this scheme - our Board 
of Management has to pay these supports weekly - deducting 
PRSI etc. - all of which means a lot of extra work. Money is slow 
coming from the Department. 
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Mainstream Perspective, Urban 
John Meehan, Holy Family P.S. Derry 

My name is John Meehan and r teach in Holy Family PS. in the 
Ballymagroarty area of Derry. It is currently Derry's largest primary school 
with about 800 children attending and over 40 teachers on the staff. 

r have been teaching for 10 years and prior to last Easter, my personal 
experience of Down's Syndrome and in particular Down's Syndrome chil­
dren, was very limited to say the least. It was last Easter that Ann Young" first 
came into my class. Looking back now, r can truthfully say that I was very 
apprehensive. I felt that I didn't have the specialised skills or training neces­
sary to provide Ann with a suitable and worthwhile education. 

However, my fears were soon eased. From the start, I can say that I have 
received tremendous support from both Ann's parents and the school. Ann's 
mother Nora" came to me right away and told me that Ann was a very capa­
ble girl who liked to work hard at school and who loved her class mates. All 
this, r have found out, is true. 

Mrs. Young's philosophy with regard to Ann's education and schooling 
was determined, she told me, when she was leaving hospital after Ann's 
birth. Though fearful and apprehensive about what lay ahead, she was deter­
mined to take on board the words of the hospital doctor who told her to treat 
Ann no differently from how she treated her two elder children. So, when it 
came to choosing what school Ann was to attend there was never any doubt 
in her mind that Ann would not attend the local primary school, Holy Family. 
That was 7 years ago. 

Luckily and thankfully the welcome that she got was a warm one. Holy 
Family then was only a few years open and the then headmaster, Mr. Paddy 
McLaughlin, a Co. Donegal man, had adopted a very positive attitude 
towards the integration of mixed ability children into the school. Already 
there was one Down's Syndrome child, Fiona* at Holy Family. Like Ann's 
parents, Fiona's mother and father had approached the school stating their 
wish that Fiona be enrolled in the same school as her friends. At the time it 
was normal in Derry for Down's Syndrome children to go to Belrnont House 
school, the city's special school, where chile: .1 are unfortunately removed 
from their friends and their own locality. 

* Not her real name. 
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Holy Family, along with these early parents, have helped change the atti­
tude of other similar parents towards the choice of education for their chil­
dren in Derry. In all, four Down's Syndrome children have attended our 
school in its short history, with the parents all agreeing that the social devel­
opment of their children is much better advanced when they mix and 
socialise with children in mainstream schools. 

In recent years, there has been formed in Derry the Foyle Downs' 
Syndrome Trust whose aim is to "facilitate the development of a culture 
which respects the rights of people with Down's Syndrome to live indepen­
dent lives and to enable them to do so by increasing educational provision." 
At the very heart of the Trust's philosophy is social inclusion .. 

This group has gone a long way to helping parents decide that mainstream 
education may be best for their children. Also by looking at earlier experi­
ences of the children at our school, the trust has been able to show parents real 
examples where the integration of children has been successful. But also, 
more importantly perhaps, the Trust has also been able to use Holy Family as 
an example to other schools when they may be apprehensive about admitting 
children with similar special educational needs. Now in Derry there are 
several schools, both primary and secondary, where Down's Syndrome chil­
dren attend to the mutual benefit of all. 

This brings me on to what I personally see as one of the joys of having Ann 
at our school. It is the way that other children and adults, and in particular all 
those in our class, have learnt, and are still learning from having Ann among 
us. Respect, tolerance, caring and loyalty are only some of the words that 
spring automatically to mind. The children are, of course, aware of Ann's 
disability but they see beyond it. To them, she is a special member of their 
class but with the same needs and wants and feelings as themselves, someone 
who has a lot to give and at the same time, someone who wants to be heard, 
just like themselves. 

In saying this, the educational system in the North, has, I think, gone a 
long way to ensuring that all this can happen. In ten years at Holy Family, a lot 
has changed. Back then, the class teacher was on her own with very little 
support. I know, however, that any request for support made by our school to 
the Department of Education and the Western Education and Library Board 
were very favourably looked upon. Now, at present, there is a classroom 
assistant, Miss Grant, assigned full-time to work alongside Ann. Other 

• Not her real name. 
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children with similar disabilities also have a full-time classroom assistant. 
I cannot emphasise enough how beneficial Miss Grant's presence has been 

to Ann and the class in general over the years. When I was preparing the rest 
of the children from September to November for the Transfer Test Procedure 
(11+), which was basically three months of intensive coaching, (which is the 
norm in most schools in the North), neither Ann nor I could have survived 
without t):Us extra adult in the class. 

A lot of what Ann does in class is quite physical, needing concrete and 
practical materials whenever possible. Word games, number games, jigsaws, 
painting activities and computer related activities, all these daily activities of 
Ann's require a lot of one to one supervision. Even the logistics of setting up 
the activities and clearing up afterwards can be stressful for an individual 
teacher when the needs and demands of twenty five other children have to be 
taken into account. Ann's progress has, in my opinion, been considerably 
enhanced by the help of a full-time classroom assistant throughout her time at 
our school. 

Ann is a very competent reader. She has completed level one of the Fuzz 
Buzz reading scheme, she has read Ginn little readers and she reads an assort­
ment of other extension readers on her own. Her reading vocabulary is very 
good and because her visual memory is stronger, she learns best from the 
constant repetition and reinforcement of her vocabulary through visual cues. 

In spellings, she has learnt almost all of her eve words and is now begin­
ning to learn her initial consonant blends. Ann would learn about three 
spellings in class which she would take home to learn for homework at night. 
However, she requires constant reinforcement of all her spellings. At maths, 
she can work comfortably at addition up to 99, with no carrying over, she can 
subtract with help of a number line, she knows her colours, her main 2D 
shapes and she is good at the time. She is beginning now to write her own 
stories without having to have the words written for her first. She finds this 
difficult and tiresome and can only produce two or three simple sentences on 
her own, but still requires help with spellings. 

For literacy and numeracy, there are lots of resources in the school that I 
can use for teaching Ann. The difficulties arise when I am teaching subjects 
like history, geography and science, subjects for which there are fewer 
resources available at a level suitable for Ann. Miss Grant and I make our own 
worksheets that are pitched at Ann's ability. The main thing is always to have 
realistic expectations of Ann and not to overcomplicate things. 

I believe, and Ann's parents believe, that it is not the amount of words and 
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sums that Ann learns at school that is most important, but the fact that she 
learns to become as independent as possible and feels socially accepted by her 
peers to enable her to integrate fully throughout her life. 

A Principal's Perspective 
Leo Cowan, St. Malachy's P.S., Newry 
I'm not going to talk at all about the teaching aspect because that has all been 
more than adequately covered. I have nothing but admiration for the manner 
in which they work but when I think about it, the primary element in all this, 
is a question of cost. 

As a principal in a school in Northern Ireland, we're charged with the 
management of a budget in a way that you are not here in the Republic. That 
budget includes things like teacher cost, and having listened to the speakers, I 
hear an element in that cost which has tended to be unrecognised and that's 
the cost of the stress on a teacher in a classroom particularly in a small rural 
school struggling to do the sort of job that has been done in that case. You've 
got parents' expectations and you've got pressure group expectations. The 
teacher with the child coming in with special difficulties has her own pressure 
on herself because of her expectation on how she wants to do the job. To be 
faced very often with an unreasonable expectation from either a parent or a 
pressure group, albeit well meant, can have very serious effects on the ability 
of the teacher to do the job, not only for that child, but for every other child in 
the class. 

To remedy a difficulty for a child automatically has a cost. There may be a 
capital cost in terms of how you change the school building, erect a ramp, put 
hand rails in, ensure that a child who has difficulty in movement is able to 
access the building. There's the question of support in the classroom for a 
child who needs support. We have two types of support. We have domestic 
assistants whose function is to deal with the purely domestic needs of the 
child, the physical moving about, the protection of the child within the school 
environment. Then there's the classroom assistant who also has responsibili­
ties with regard to the child's educational progress. One basically is in the 
classroom and the other is only outside the classroom for movement around 
the school. 

These are costs and they are heavy costs. So it's not just a matter of asking 
for the resource, it's a matter of demanding the political decision to provide the 
resources. We have Education and Library Boards in Northern Ireland. I'm in 
the Southern Board. The Southern Board has developed its own particular 
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procedures for dealing with special needs. There are basically four stages. 
The first stage is the school. The teacher and the parents identify what they 

perceive as the child's special need. If it's possible that it can be remedied 
within the school, they decide what they're going to do and they set a date at 
which it's going to be reviewed. They review it and if it's successful, that's fine 
and if it's not successful, they move to stage 2. They are upgraded and they 
get help in from outside, perhaps advice. If that doesn't work over the 
timescale, and the whole thing is time capsuled because the parent and the 
child is the customer - and forgive me for using that term but that's the way in 
which the system sees it - and have statutory rights. Stage 3 and stage 4 is 
where you've got a child who is determined as having very special needs 
which can only be met by the addition of special resources from outside. That 
can be a classroom assistant, it can be in terms of machines which can convey 
you about, it can be wheelchairs - all the things that make it possible for a child 
with special needs to be catered for and to exist within the school environment. 

The child comes and goes in the class. The child who has these sort of 
needs, needs that are not perhaps identified, or emotional needs, can be diffi­
cult to deal with. For example, David* who has muscular dystrophy is a very 
bright child who became increasingly and devastatingly frustrated by the 
knowledge of his decreasing inability to cope with the world. His brain kept 
going and he arrived at the stage where he found that within the class he was 
not able to do what he wanted to do and so the teacher found that her lessons 
were punctuated by cries of "Crap" at the back of the room, "I'm bored rigid". 
Very stressful, very difficult and there is no one way of dealing with these. 
Every child and every day requires a change in the manner in which you deal 
with the problem as it is then. You get medical information, social services 
feed-in, educational psychology feed-in and the class service which is 
charged with providing whatever additional training is required by the teach­
ers in the school. 

The resources - remediation within the school, outside the school, special­
ist remediation outside the school - are provided on a peripathetic basis. The 
behaviour modification unit in the Southern Board has been working on 
strategies on helping teachers in schools on how they deal with the behav­
ioural aspect of a special need. Some of it has been good and some of it, quite 
frankly, has been useless. To have somebody come in and tell you on a form 
what you know as a teacher in the classroom without giving any indication of 
how that might be dealt with really is a total waste of time. Assessment units 
to assess particular needs and to provide information on what might be avail-

64 



able is required. For example, Reading Recovery is a programme for children 
with special needs and the training of staff within the school has been 
extremely effective in my own school. 

Regarding the administration of medication for children with Attention 
Deficit Disorder, there has been little consideration about how this might be 
properly managed. We have had David* with muscular dystrophy. We have 
had Kevin* who is profoundly deaf and we managed to get the special hear­
ing and speaking aids of the teacher included in a little bit of costume jewelry 
which she found much more atttactiv~. We had a child that sufferedfrOIri 
dwarfism, who had many operations, terrible pain and was inclined towards 
difficult behaviour. Ben's' family all had brittle bones. Bones coulcl:break 
without any pre-warning and without any real indication that it was going to 
happen. All of those children and my staff seemed to have come to terms with 
this situation. They have brought to the school and to the other children in the 
school a realisation of what they have got and what these other children don't 
have and I think that in that sense they have brought nothing but good to the 
total atmosphere of caring that exists within the school. 

The success of implementation depends on the school's success in manag­
ing the school system and the real secret is to try to keep it as simple as possi­
ble. Be warned of the need to avoid the growth in documentation. The 
teaching road can disappear under the draft policy which is in actual fact a 
very good and very clear document. It breaks down step by step what the 
procedures are, covers, visual, auditory, physical and all the different areas 
but there can be too many forms to be filled in. There are forms requesting 
support from outside the school, followed by one in which you monitor that 
support, followed by the one in which you do your planning, followed by one 
in which you review, followed by one in which you start to do your next plan­
ning. I don't know that all this form filling is necessary, but maybe it is. 

Can I wish you good luck in your task, and finish by saying that when it's 
successful, it's hugely satisfying. But the important thing to remember that 
the person who has to deal with the special child in the classroom is the 
teacher in the classroom and it's the teacher who needs the support and recog­
nition. 

• Not hiS real name. 
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Open Forum 
THE FINAL SESSION OF THE CONFERENCE WAS A PLENARY SESSION 

AT WHICH DELEGATES WERE GIVEN AN OPPORTUNITY TO ASK 

QUESTIONS OF THE PANEL COMPRISING 

SEAN HUNT, DES, CATHERINE BYRNE, INTO, JOHN CARR, INTO, 

FRANK BUNTING, INTO, PAID Mc GEE, SPECIAL EDUCATION, 

ST. PATRICK'S COLLEGE. 

The following includes some of the main questions and responses. 

Panel Session 
Question 1 

As a remedial teacher I work with children with special needs and I have a couple of 
children in the schools where I teach who actually have been assessed as eligible to 
attend special schools but the parents have declined the offer and have sent them to our 
school instead. We've been looking at the possibility of applying for a resource teacher 
for them. From what I've found from speaking to resource teachers and trying to get 
advice and help in dealing with these children, is that the resource teachers are as 
much at a loss as myself because there really is no specific training course for them, 
whereas there is a remedial course - I did it myselflO years ago in fact. I think there is 
a case for setting up a specific course for the resource teachers. The Special Education 
Diploma in St. Patrick's does not suit many teachers living in rural areas. It's just not 
feasible for them to relocate to Dublin for a year in order to do that course. So, there­
fore, there is definitely a case to make a course for resource teachers available on a 
rural/regional basis attached to the Teachers' Centres. There's been a huge increase in 
the appointments of resource teachers and many of them are totally at sea and just 
don't know what they should be doing, how to go about it, and how to get specific 
information that they require. I think the Department really should be looking at this 
case and help these teachers gain access to appropriate professional development. 

Question 2 

Una Crowe, Thurles 
I've just recently become employed as a resource teacher and I want to reiterate and 
support what the last speaker has just said. I came to this post after Christmas because 
I wasn't available to take it up in September. I'm working between 3 schools with an 
18 hour week. When I was being offered the job, the prospect of a fourth school being 
added to make this position full time was TU/sed. Since, however, it has happened that 
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the position is not full time, it's one of these positions that's termed permanentlpart­
time. Now I should say that I was a full time teacher for over 20 years. I pul/ed out of 
teaching and had been working as a sub over the last 9 years so this is my first time 
going back in some type of permanent capacity. However, the conditions are not at all 
conducive to being uplifted about the situation. For instance, I'm being paid £17.40 
per hour. I have 18 hours a week which does not make it full time. 

I do not exist during an 11 o'clock break even though I am in a particular school. I 
do not exist While I travel from one school to another. I am not paid subsistence during 
a lunch break. So the conditions are very, very tight and they are simply worked by the 
hour. I'm a qualified teacher. I'm available to do this work. I've done a lot of training in 
holistic and alternative education. If I didn't have that I wouldn't have very much to 
bring to this role. So I sincerely feel the need for being trained but I would also worry 
that now the DES seems to be categorising resource teaching in little part-time areas, 
that we could in fact end up with a lot of teachers entering resource position who are 
not qualified at all. 

Question 3 

Denis McCarthy, Dublin and also representing the Irish Association 
of Teachers in Special Education. 
On the matter of resource teachers. Last Saturday IATSE had a seminar on literacy and 
we had 70 people attending. We get letters weekly from resource teachers just begging 
us "Do you have a kit?" "Where do I start?" "What can I do?" There is a huge need 
out there and our politicians are boasting about the fact that children have access to 
special needs support. I saw the list of resource teachers, some of them in South Kerry 
and in Donegal have 7 or 8 schools to deal with. It's not possible to do that. 

Responses 
Sean Hunt, Department of Education and Science 
First of all I would like to thank the INTO for giving me the opportunity to 
address this group. It's been a long time since I had a chance to talk to a group 
of teachers about special education. 

I agree fully that there is need for significant development on the incareer 
development training for teachers for a number of reasons. The Department 
of Special Education in St. Patrick's cor :,e is the main provider of advanced 
courses in special education in this country. This is not sufficient particularly 
in the present context when we have expanded the services so quickly, that 
there is now a large number of teachers working in special education who 
haven't had any specific training for it and who have indicated at this confer-
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ence and at others that they need additional training. We agree that training 
should be provided and my colleague, Gabriel Harrison, who is the Assistant 
Chief inspector with responsibility for special education, has already engaged 
in discussions with the colleges of education to see what is the best way that 
we can respond to that need and to try to do what you are trying to do for 
your pupils. in other words, meet their individual needs. What we have to do 
in drawing up a programme of incareer development for special education is 
to tailor it to meet the varying needs of your large and varied population. So 
we hope to be working energetically with that over the next few months. 

Paid McGee, st. Patrick's College, Special Educaiton Department, 
Dublin 
We agree that people who work at a distance from Dublin are disadvantaged 
in relation to gaining access to a one year full time Diploma Course. 

Just to take up the resource teacher issue and their needs. Everyone can 
recognise that they are in a particularly isolated situation in that they are 
probably serving a number of schools. They have whatever children with 
whatever needs that happen to be there and there's no immediate support. 
Our system doesn't have the support personnel in place. There's the begin­
nings of the Psychological Service. A major lack in special education, is the 
lack of local structures which would provide, one would hope, the sort of 
supports that might be needed at a local level. 

We developed a one-week induction course for resource teachers at the 
end of last year and we gave that course once to a group of 25 people in 
September. We think, insofar as you can meet needs with an induction course, 
we think it was a good course and the people who were there seemed to find 
that it was some serious help to them. We haven't been able to repeat it since. 
We are looking at whether we can do it a few more times this year but the sad 
thing is that we would need to do it 10 times this year to fill the need. We are 
all in a way the victims of an unexpected expansion in special education 
provision by the coincidence of a greater awareness, court action and money. 
Suddenly we have an expansion that was unthinkable some years ago but it 
was also unplanned for and everybody in the system is extremely stressed 
because of that. And I say just about everybody: you are, if you're working in 
that position; your school is, if it is trying to cope; your principal is if s/he is 
trying to deal with all those sort of issues; the inspectors are because they are 
hopelessly overworked in relation to the demand; the training side of it is 
overworked as well because it wasn't anti~ipated - so we're all carrying a lot 
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of extra stress because of it. 
On the diploma course, just a year and a half ago, we got a worthwhile 

expansion in our staff, at which point we could begin to think about doing 
things that we could never think of doing before but one of our long-standing 
ambitions was to run some sort of distance learning version of the diploma 
course so that people who lived at a distance from Dublin should not be at 
any disadvantage - and they shouldn't be in a democracy. We have a 5-year 
plan in our department to try to do a whole lot of things and that is one of the 
priorities. It takes very serious planning and we are just finding it very hard to 
get the time to do that. But there should be, undoubtedly, and we aim to do it, 
a distance learning version which would accommodate people. 

John earr, General Treasurer, INTO 
Perhaps the greatest achievement we've had in recent years is the expansion 
of resources into the area of children with disabilities and now they're getting 
those resources as of right. While we've achieved that on the one hand, unfor­
tunately, on the other hand, we are caught up with departmental bureaucracy 
in relation to the implementation of the scheme. The officials in the DES show 
good will and they are very flexible in relation to providing the resources 
except that they are tied by a section in the SERC Report which stated: "in 
exceptional circumstances the children of the category of 8 or under should be 
entitled to 5 hours and children in the category of 8 or above that should be 
entitled to 2.5 hours". That particular section of the SERC report was 
designed to apply in exceptional circumstances but now exceptional circum­
stances are becoming the norm. In schools where you don't have the required 
number to grant a full time teacher, then the number of children are multi­
plied by this 2.5 hours to give you this ludicrous situation of a part of a teacher 
or where I had in Celbridge recently where there was 18.5 hours of teaching 
time granted to a school and the school only operates every week for 25 hours 
and in a celtic boom tiger we couldn't get the extra 7 hours. To me, that type of 
bureaucracy is tying down the officials who themselves wish to respond 
quickly. So we do have a problem. The fact that every child has a right to the 
resources only came in June. The officials are grappling with the problem. We 
now have 265 resource teachers in the system. Two years ago we were lucky 
to have 25 or 30 in the system. So there has been a major explosion and we are 
trying to resolve this issue. A full time teacher should be allocated to a school 
rather than a part time teacher. The conditions of employment of those teach­
ers should also be protected in the same as for other teachers. 
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Concluding Speech 
Deirbhile Nic Craith, Senior Official, INTO 

As we come to the conclusion of this year's·conference on special education it 
is evident that in spite of the many improvements in the area of special educa­
tion in recent years, much remains to be done. INTO last held a conference or 
seminar on the integration of children with special needs in mainstream 
schools in September 1993 where the INTO policy document on integration 
Accommodating Difference was launched. The INTO was very critical· of the ad 
hoc and unsupported manner in which integration was occurring in schools. 
At that time the INTO called for 

• The availability of assessment to all schools 
• The appointment of resource teachers for special needs 
• The allocation of special needs assistants to pupils as required 
• Physical modifications of school buildings 
• Access to professional services, such as speech therapy as 

required 
• The expansion of the Visiting Teacher Service 
• Professional development opportunities for all teachers in the 

area of special education 
• Increased funding for schools to support integration 
• The enactment of legislation to ensure the right of access to an 

appropriate education for all children with special needs. 

Since the publication of the INTO policy report on integration, and follow­
ing numerous congress resolutions on integration, a number of improve­
ments have been introduced into the system: 

• The psychological service has been established, though it has yet 
to reach its full complement 

• Over 200 resource teachers for special needs have been 
appointed in mainstream schools. An overview of the role was 
given by Collette 0 Hora this afternoon 

• Special Needs Assistants have been allocated to support particu­
larpupils 

• The Education Act has been enacted and Tom Boland of the 
Department of Education & Science outlined its main provisions 
regarding special educational needs this morning 
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• And most recently the Minister announced an additional £4m 
for the coordination of services for special needs 

However, the availability of the increased resources to support integration 
is only beginning to impact on schools. Years of frustration among teachers 
arising from the ad hoc and unsupported nature of integration will not disap­
pear overnight. We have heard examples of this frustration today. On the 
positive side, we have experienced how supported integration can wor\<. 
Integration or inclusion is not only about supporting a child with special 
needs in a mainstream setting. It is also about the other pupils in the class and 
schools who are learning how to include and work with a child with special 
needs. As stated by Dr. Rosemary Kilpatrick this morning, the development 
of a school policy on integration or inclusion challenges a school to rethink its 
strategies, values and beliefs. 

The work of the !NW will continue in the area of special education. Even 
though many demands of the !NW in relation to special education have 
finally been conceded, there remain matters which have not yet been 
resolved. There are also new challenges arising from recent developments, 
such as ensuring comprehensive provision of and access to professional 
development courses in special education for all teachers, though particu­
larly for newly appointed resource teachers for special needs. There is no 
doubt that there is a need for co-ordination both within support services and 
between support services. As support services develop and become more 
accessible the respective roles of visiting teachers, resource teachers, special 
needs assistants and class teachers, and how they interface with one another 
may change. 

The INTO's decision to focus on special education in the mainstream 
school at this year's conference gives delegates an opportunity to highlight 
issues of concern regarding policies and practices of integration and inclusion 
as experienced in Irish primary schools. The themes of the biennial confer­
ences on special education over the last number of years have focussed more 
particularly on the role of the special school. However, as is evident today, 
special education is a matter for all teachers. What is needed is a flexible and 
supported system that acknowledges the diversity of special educational 
needs and allows for a continuum of provision where pupils may avail of the 
most appropriate education at different stages of their educational careers. 
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Evaluations of Conference 
All delegates to the Special Education Conference were provided with evaluation 
forms and asked to express their views on the Conference. A total of 126 responses 
were provided, just over a third and these form the basis of the evaluation. 

The results of the evaluation are discussed under six headings: 
1. Profile of Respondents 
2. Evaluation of Presentations 
3. Organisation of Conference 
4. Conference Venue 
5. Issues to be addressed at future Conferences 
6. Possible formats for future Conferences 

1. PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS 

More than three out of every four delegates (76%) were attending a Special 
Education Conference for the first time. 16% of delegates were male and 84% 
were female 

2. EVALUATION OF PRESENTATIONS 

Participants were asked to evaluate each of the three presentations. Overall, 
delegates rated the presentations highly with over 90% of respondents rating 
the presentations "interesting" or "very interesting" in each case. 

A summary of the results follows: 

Very Interesting Interesting Uninteresting 
Keynote Presentation 31% 61% 8% 
Presentation on Legislation 46% 50% 4% 
Presentations by Practitioners 71% 26% 3% 

It should be noted that, due to a technical difficulty with the audio-equip­
ment, the impact of the earlier presentation was reduced considerably for 
some participants 

Viewed in their entirety, the comments received on the three presentations 
show a variety of often-conflicting preferences and opinions. For example, 
some participants were critical of the keynote presentation because of its focus 
on Northern Ireland, while others were unhappy that the presentation on legis­
lation was of relevance only to the Republic of Ireland. Similarly, some people 
found the practical focus of the third presentation helpful, while others were 
unhappy with the "theoretical" emphasis of the keynote presentation. While 
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there was some dissatisfaction with each of the three presentations, the high 
level of overall satisfaction (as shown in the table above) would suggest that the 
format of having "something for everyone" was ultimately a successful one. 

3. ORGANISATION OF CONFERENCE 

In general, delegates were satisfied with the organisation of the conference 
though some participants would have liked information and documentation 
in advance of the Conference. 

Very Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied 
7% 61% 7% 

4. VENUE 

Very Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied 

Location 61% 35% 4% 

Hotel Facilities 67% 28% 5% 

Service 68% 32% 0% 

Catering 62% 31% 7% 

The choice of the Glenroyal Hotel and Leisure Club as the venue for the 
Conference was a popular one· Respondents were glad that the conference 
was held outside of a city centre, with its attendant problems with accommo­
dation, parking, etc. 

5. ISSUES TO BE ADDRESSED AT FUTURE CONFERENCES 

Participants were asked to suggest three issues that they would like to see 
addressed at future Special Education Conferences. A number of themes were 
suggested repeatedly: 

a. The need for training - including inservice (especially for mainstream 
teachers), postgraduate training, specialisation and training for Principals. 

b. Creating awareness among classroom teachers and Principals -
ways of communicating information about the needs and experi­
ences of special education teachers to school staff not directly 
concerned with this area. 

c. Specialisation - it was suggested that a more specialised approach to 
the Conference could be taken. This specialisation could be in terms 
of the different kinds of teachers working within special education 
(Remedial/Resource/Visiting/ Mainstream Teachers). It could also 
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be in relation to teaching children with specific needs (such as ADHD, 
Asperger's syndrome, Autism, elective mutes, Down's syndrome, 
muscular dystrophy, dwarfism, etc.) 

d. Children with Behavioural Needs 
e. 

f. 

g. 
h. 

Resources and Supports - such as Visiting Teachers, School Counsellors, 
Speech Therapists, Psychological Service, funding and staffing. 
Networking-theneed for the exchange of information among remedial 
teachers, by means of such structures as regional meetings and "skills 
workshops" that would allow practising teachers to share experiences. 
Integration 
lCT and special needs 

6. FORMAT OF FUTURE SPECIAL EDUCATION CONFERENCES 

Participants were asked to suggest the format of future special education 
conferences. A number of respondents expressed satisfaction with the present 
format. Suggested changes included the following: 

• Some participants thought that a biennial Conference isn't suffi­
cient and that the conference should be held annually. A significant 
number thought that it should take place over two days. 

• A large number of people suggested that future Conferences should be 
held in different parts of Ireland. Some suggested that smaller confer­
ences could take place at regional centres throughout the country. 

• A strong preference was expressed for structures such as workshops 
and group discussions that would facilitate discussion and the 
exchange of ideas and good practice. 

Generally, responses to the Conference were very positive. However, two 
important features regarding special education emerged from the responses 
to the questions and from the conference overall. 

1. A sense of isolation. Many respondents expressed a need for a greater 
level of interaction with colleagues facing similar challenges. There was 
a strong sense that the needs and practices of special education teachers 
are not fully understood by mainstream teachers and principals. 

2. The need for further training. The strong preference for the provision of 
practical advice, coupled with the sense of isolation described ",",ove, 
would suggest that there is a need for appropriate inservice and other 
training to be provided, including specialised training for special educa­
tion teachers and general training for classroom teachers and principals. 
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