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A Personal Lens…
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The  Language of Travel…



Our use of language remains a powerful 
tool in changing attitudes through its 

role in cultivating and deepening shared 
understandings of how we view 
difference. Throughout history, a 

language of deficit has been employed 
to refer to children who have been 
perceived as not being capable of 

accessing the broader education system.
Ring (2024: 12; 13) 



World Health Organisation  (1954: 8) 





Language shapes our 
attitudes and attitudes 

change the world





Defining Moments on Our 
Journey…



Post-Independence 

Why were 100,000 Irish children missing from school in the 
1920s? (rte.ie)

1937 - Article 42.4
The State shall provide for 
free primary education

1922 - Article 10
All citizens of the Irish Free State 
(Saorstát Éireann) have the right to 
free elementary education. 

https://www.rte.ie/brainstorm/2020/0131/1112009-why-were-100-000-irish-children-missing-from-school-in-the-1920s/
https://www.rte.ie/brainstorm/2020/0131/1112009-why-were-100-000-irish-children-missing-from-school-in-the-1920s/
https://www.whytes.ie/art/1922-constitution-of-the-irish-free-state-act/140755/?SearchString=&LotNumSearch=&GuidePrice=&OrderBy=HL&ArtistID=&ArrangeBy=list&NumPerPage=15&offset=570


No fundamental reappraisal was carried 
out in the early years of the Irish Free 

State of the leading characteristics of the 
school system which it had inherited; 

many of the assumptions underlying the 
existing system went unexamined. In 

January 1923 the Minister for Education, 
Eoin MacNeill, rejected calls for the 

setting up of a commission of inquiry into 
Irish education. 

John Coolahan (2017:36)



https://www.irishexaminer.com/opinion/commentanalysis/arid-20432727.html 

https://www.irishexaminer.com/opinion/commentanalysis/arid-20432727.html
https://www.irishexaminer.com/opinion/commentanalysis/arid-20432727.html
https://www.irishexaminer.com/opinion/commentanalysis/arid-20432727.html


Teachers



We anticipate the objection that we should have 
confined ourselves to primary education, but we feel 
that education should not be thought of as a number 
of systems but as one integrated system, that its 
stages are only convenient labels, that it is a single 
process, one organic growth. We believe, too, that 
most of the faults of our present system can be 
traced to the failure to regard it as a single integrated 
system, and that the view that certain kinds of 
education are suited to certain grades of society 
rather than to certain abilities and aptitudes goes 
directly counter to the ideal of equality of 
opportunity. 

Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (1947: 3) 



Education at present is mainly through the medium of words, and so 
does not make proper use of the greatest of teachers-the senses. 
There are wide differences of verbal ability in pupils, and many of our 
young people derive little benefit from purely bookish instruction. 
This type of instruction, moreover, is not a full preparation for life, 
since less than ten per cent. of the population are in occupations 
which demand high verbal ability. The curriculum, then, is distorted to 
cater for this minority. The senses are the great educators, but their 
relative efficiency differs greatly, and many pupils learn best when 
they can see, feel, and work with the material. For backward and 
mentally deficient children the handling of material is almost an 
essential aid to intellectual development, but, as we have already 
stated, handwork is not merely a subject for dull pupils but a need of 
every pupil. 

Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (1947: 61) 





"Association for Parents of Mentally Backward 
Children. Lady wishing to form above would like 

to contact anyone interested. Box Z 5061 
Children."

Parents



A brave woman, by the name of Marie 
O’Donoghue, consulted me in early 1990s, and 
told me of the difficulties that she was having 
in getting education for her son, Paul, who had 
intellectual disabilities. I had been forming the 
view for some time that there was a clear 
breach by the State in its failure to provide for 
free primary education, in accordance with its 
obligations to provide for free primary 
education, as set out in Article 42 of the 
Constitution. In 1992 we brought proceedings 
on behalf of Paul O’Donoghue, and this led to 
the seminal decision of Mr. Justice Rory 
O’Hanlon in 1993, which established the right 
of children to education, and education being 
defined as: “The teaching and training of a 
child to make the best possible use of his 
inherent and potential physical, moral, and 
mental capacities”. 

Cantillon (2022)



Building a Responsive 
System…



Pragmatic Gradualism

. 

Coolahan (1989: 62) 



Salamanca Statement 1994

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (1994) 



Towards Equal Participation



Ratified in September 1992



UN Convention on Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities 

Ratified in March 2018



Existing Provision

• 120 Special Educational Needs Organisers 
(SENOs).

• 1,700 classes sanctioned in last five years.
• 11 new special schools.
• 3,336 special classes. 



• From €1.9 billion announced in 2019 to €2.9 
billion in 2025.

• 23,000+ Special Needs Assistants.
• 44,000+  dedicated staff to support children 

with special educational needs.



• For most pupils, enrolment in a special 
class appears to be permanent, and 
some of the children in the special 
classes in the primary schools 
inspected also received their pre-
school provision in an early intervention 
class. (p.33)

• The Inspectorate review of admission 
policies of fifteen primary schools and 
fifteen post-primary schools, published 
in May 2025, found that almost all of 
the admission policies contained 
clauses that could, if implemented, 
prevent autistic children and young 
people with the greatest level of need 
from accessing a place in a special 
class. (p. 34)



• the importance of achieving a consensus 
among all stakeholders, including parents and 
children and young people, on the definition of 
inclusion and the characteristics of an 
inclusive, high quality system; 

• the need to consider carefully the function of a 
special class within an inclusive education 
system; 

• the need for alignment and coherence 
between policies designed to support inclusive 
practices; 

• the importance of promoting the agency of 
children and young people and the meaningful 
involvement of their parents in decisions about 
children’s learning;

• the need to provide school leaders with the 
necessary supports to lead, develop and 
implement effective wholeschool approaches 
to inclusive practices suited to their own 
contexts. (p. 86)



Special Education or Inclusion?



In recent years the term special education has 
become an increasingly familiar one to teachers 
and others interested in education in Ireland. Here, 
as elsewhere, the term has come to signify some 
form of educational provision adapted to the needs 
of those children who because of additional 
mental, physical, sensory and emotional needs are 
unable to benefit adequately from education in 
ordinary classes. 



Rathnageeragh National School





Our Shifting Pedagogical Lens

(O’Sullivan and Ring 2026)



From Sources Across the Web…

Activity- focused learning 
and teaching

Differentiated Instruction Reinforcement

Appropriate materials and 
resources

Direct Instruction Scaffolding

Assistive Technology Group-work Social Skills 

Communication and 
feedback

Independent practice Structured routine

Collaborative Learning 
Environment

Multi-sensory learning and 
teaching 

Supportive learning 
environment 

Collaboration with parents Peer-tutoring Varied instructional 
methods



All?
A fundamental principle of an 
inclusive education system is 
that all children and young 
people should be enabled to 
access an education that is 
appropriate to their interests, 
strengths and needs. Critically, 
in an inclusive education 
system, all must mean all, and 
the education must be 
appropriate for the child or 
young person. (p. 87)



Shelly Moore, 2019 @TWEETSOMEMOORE



The Road Ahead











My journey has been very difficult, it’s mainly been very hard 
for me because I’m dyslexic and I only discovered that later in 
my life. I was hiding it my whole life and I always felt inferior 
to people. I really had to get over this thing I was carrying 
around with me about not being an academic. But because of 
it, I’m more streetwise and savvier. I’m very good with people 
but I have struggled. I hated primary and secondary school as 
I never felt I was good enough. I felt pressure to be in the 
higher class. My teachers at school told me not to go to art 
school as I wasn’t good enough, so I always felt a little lost 
with my ability. I knew I liked art and it excited me and it was 
my safe space. I could draw and paint for hours and even it 
wasn’t that good it was my special place.

Margaret O’ Connor –
Shona Meets - Margaret O'Connor - The Shona Project

https://shona.ie/margaret-oconnor/
https://shona.ie/margaret-oconnor/
https://shona.ie/margaret-oconnor/
https://shona.ie/margaret-oconnor/
https://shona.ie/margaret-oconnor/


System 
Resourcing

and  
Effective 

Use of 
Resources 

Inter-
Governmental 
Collaboration

 

Continuing 
Professional 

Learning  
Framework 

Supported
School 

Contexts 

Evidence-
Based Practice

Responsive 
Assessment 
Processes-

Parent and 
Family 

Engagement

What We Do Know Is…



Through bad times and 
good, whether the system 
moves at a headlong pace, 
progresses sedately or 
stalls, the quality of 
teaching remains, for the 
child with special 
educational needs more 
than for any other child, 
the pre-eminent influence 
on the educational 
outcome. 







‘A lot has been learned 
from our years of trial and 
error in breaching the long 
impassable frontier of 
educating the ‘ineducable’ 
and including the excluded 
in order to realise that 
every child can learn if 
they are appropriately 
helped to do so’

(Swan 2000)

From Exclusion to Inclusion to 
Inclusion , Frontline 44 pp. 26-28

Conclusion



Thank 
you 

Míle 
Buíochas
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