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Foreword

The National Council for Special Education (NCSE) was formally established in 2005
to improve the delivery of education services to persons with special educational
needs, with particular emphasis on children. The NCSE has a statutory role to carry
out research in the area of special education to help provide an evidence base to
support its work.

In 2005, the Minister for Education and Science announced that a review of special
schools and classes would be conducted. The review was carried out in two phases.
Phase one was completed by researchers at the Special Education Department, St
Patrick’s College of Education on behalf of the Department of Education and
Science (DES) in early 2007.

The DES subsequently requested the NCSE to commission phase two of the review
and provided suggested terms of reference. The agreed terms of reference focused
on key issues such as: the potential for special schools to offer expertise and
services to mainstream primary and post primary schools; issues related to dual
enrolment; whether special schools should cater for specified categories of special
needs or a broader/full range of special needs; and whether special schools should
be used/developed as centres of excellence. Researchers at the Special Education
Department, St. Patrick’s College, completed phase two of the review on behalf of
the NCSE.

This report from phase two of the review provides new insights and additional data
on special schools and special classes. It highlights many challenges faced by the
special school sector and key issues relating to the provision of education for
children with special educational needs along a continuum of support. The findings
from this report will make an important contribution to the NCSE’s development of
policy advice to the Minister for Education and Science, another statutory role of the
NCSE.

This research will also help the NCSE to identify best practice issues and to
disseminate information to schools, parents and other appropriate stakeholders.

Pat Curtin,
Chief Executive Officer
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Executive Summary

Introduction

Historically, special schools have played a significant role in educational provision
for pupils with special educational needs (SEN) in Ireland, through the efforts of
parents and voluntary bodies in the 1950s to the current established educational
option provided for by the state. The formal development of the special school
system can be traced back to the Report of the Commission of Inquiry on Mental
Handicap (Ireland, 1965). While the Commission favoured the special school model
of provision for pupils with special educational needs, they also acknowledged the
benefits of the special class model, particularly the opportunity for children with
SEN to be educated with their peers in a mainstream setting. In the early 1990s,
however, there was evidence of a growing dissatisfaction among parents and
others with this segregated form of special education. The Report of the Special
Education Review Committee (SERC) (Department of Education, 1993), which was
of great importance in the development of special education in Ireland, made a
number of recommendations. All of these recommendations were underpinned by
seven key principles, including the provision of a continuum of services for children
with SEN to meet a continuum of special educational needs. The Review
Committee summed up its position regarding the integration of students with
disabilities or special needs in a mainstream school system by stating that it
favoured as much integration as is appropriate and feasible with as little
segregation as is necessary. The findings and recommendations of the SERC
Report have had a major influence on policy development in special education.

In the White Paper on Education, Charting our Education Future (1995), the
Government affirmed that its objective would be:

To ensure a continuum of provision for special educational needs, ranging
from occasional help within the ordinary school to full-time education in a
special school or unit, with students being enabled to move as necessary
and practicable from one type of provision to another. Educational provision
will be flexible, to allow for students with different needs, at various stages in
their progress through the education system (p.24).

The more recent Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act
(EPSEN) 2004, which provides a legislative basis for educational provision for
pupils with SEN in Ireland, establishes the rights of children with special educational
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Executive Summary

needs to be included in mainstream settings. The preamble to the Act articulates
this and the longer-term implications as follows:

... to provide that the education of people with [such] needs shall, wherever
possible, take place in an inclusive environment with those who do not have
such needs, to provide that people with special educational needs shall have
the same right to avail of and benefit from appropriate education as do their
peers who do not have such needs, to assist children with special educational
needs to leave school with the skills necessary to participate to the level of
their capacity in an inclusive way in the social and economic activities of
society and to live independent and fulfilled lives (p.5).

Current Government policy in Ireland is to encourage the maximum possible level
of inclusion for SEN students in mainstream schools and to establish the necessary
supports to facilitate this development. This policy trend gave rise to an uncertainty
around the role and operation of special schools and special classes. It was thus
timely and essential to conduct this review of special schools and classes and to
examine their future role in addition to their role in the current educational context.

The Study

This review of the role and operation of special schools and special classes was
conducted in two phases. The first phase was commissioned by the special
education section (SES) of the Department of Education and Science (DES) and
the second by the National Council for Special Education (NCSE). Both studies
were conducted by the special education department of St Patrick’s College in
Drumcondra.

The first phase, conducted between December 2005 and January 2007, was a
questionnaire-based census of special schools and mainstream primary schools
with special classes. Two types of information were sought: quantitative information
on provision (for example, pupil and teacher number's; availability of support
services; curricular provision) and more qualitative information on the role of special
schools and classes and links with mainstream. It was always intended that the
results from this first phase would be built on via a more in-depth second phase
commissioned by the NCSE. The aims of Phase One were to:

o reaffirm the status of special schools with regard to their position on the
continuum of provision for children with special educational needs

e consult special schools about their vision for the future

¢ identify which pupils were being catered for in special schools and classes

Research Report on the Role of Special Schools and Classes in Ireland 2



Executive Summary

e explore whether (or not) the pupil population of special schools was changing
e provide the basis for a more in-depth study by the NCSE.

The second phase, conducted between November 2007 and November 2008, was
designed to address three specific issues:

(1) To review the role of special schools in the provision of education to pupils
with SEN and in particular to examine ways in which special schools can act
in a co-operative way with mainstream primary and post-primary schools to
provide enhanced service to pupils with SEN and their parents.

(2) To review the role of special classes in mainstream schools for pupils with
SEN having particular regard to the principle of inclusive education as
described in Section 2 of the Education for Persons with Special Educational
Needs Act (2004).

(3) To provide a review of international practice in the area of special education
with a particular emphasis on the use of special schools and special classes.

More specifically the study examined:

¢ the potential for special schools to offer expertise and services to mainstream
primary and post-primary schools

e the issues related to dual enrolment

e whether special schools should cater for specified categories of special needs or
a broader/full range of special needs and what implications changes in the
spectrum of special needs over time has in this regard

e whether special schools should be used/developed as centres of excellence and
if so, in what areas and how should they be used.

This report incorporates information from both phases of the review in order to give
as full a picture as possible within the constraints of time and budget.

Methodology
Phase one

Phase One of the review was a survey of all special schools and primary special
classes commissioned by the special education section of the DES. This census
involved the development of a questionnaire in conjunction with a number of key
stakeholders (the special education and teacher education sections of the DES and
the National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS)). Questionnaires were
circulated to a total of 410 schools (all 106 special schools and all 304 primary
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schools with special classes on the lists provided by the DES) in May 2006. The
overall response rate to the questionnaire was 78.2% (79.2% for special schools
and 77.9% for primary schools with special classes).

Phase two

Phase Two of the study was commissioned by the NCSE. Following careful
consideration of the objectives and specified tasks of the study, and in particular the
short time frame, the following approach was adopted. This approach initially
comprised four stages, the fifth stage (submissions) was added following early
discussions with the NCSE. In brief, the five stages were:

Stage 1

Questionnaires were distributed to principals of post-primary, mainstream schools
with special classes. A revised and adapted version of the questionnaire from
Phase One of the review was used, in order to ensure that, as far as possible,
complementary data were obtained. The complexity of the issues involved in
identifying post-primary schools with special classes is described and discussed in
detail in the report. In total, 225 questionnaires were sent to post-primary schools:
27 to schools reported to have official special classes only; 120 to schools reported
to have unofficial special classes only; and 78 to schools reported to have both
official and unofficial classes. While concerted attempts were made to follow-up on
non-respondents, the response rate was low.

Stage 2

A literature review of international practice in the area of special education was
conducted with a particular emphasis on the roles of special schools and special
classes. The role of special schools and classes was considered in the wider
context of special educational provision and the inclusion debate. The literature
review built on the methodology used by researchers at Birmingham University who
conducted a literature review on the role of special schools for the DfES (Porter et
al, 2002). The references cited in the 2002 review provided the starting point for the
current review. Subsequently the databases and journals used in that review were
searched and the review updated to 2008. In addition to this, a number of Irish
education journals were hand-searched for the years 1998—-2008. Research theses
were also targeted in all the major Irish universities where educational research
takes place and a number of websites were accessed for government papers and
other international summary data.

Research Report on the Role of Special Schools and Classes in Ireland 4



Executive Summary

Stage 3

Focus group interviews involving relevant stakeholders (pupils, parents, teachers,
principals, special needs assistants (SNAs)) were conducted. The purpose of the
focus group interviews in this study was to explore and illuminate the principle
issues in relation to the role and operation of special schools and classes in a
dynamic manner. The findings from the recent survey of special schools and
classes, which was conducted by the Special Education Department of St Patrick’s
College, informed the selection of schools and the stimulus questions and topics for
the focus group interviews. In addition, more in-depth analysis of the findings from
Phase One, in particular the participants’ responses to relevant open-ended
questions, was conducted.

Twenty-one focus groups were conducted in all and 140 focus group participants
were selected from 28 schools in total (17 special schools and 11 mainstream
schools). In selecting special schools, six schools for pupils with mild general
learning disabilities (MGLD) were chosen (only five eventually took part), four
schools for pupils with moderate general learning disabilities (ModGLD) and at least
one from every other category of special school. There were two reasons for this
choice; special schools for pupils with mild and moderate general learning
disabilities are by far the largest categories in the country, and both the literature
and the responses to the Phase One questionnaire indicated that schools for pupils
with MGLD face particular challenges at present. Mainstream primary and post-
primary schools were required to have special classes, additionally schools with a
range of educational programmes and structures were selected (for example,
Leaving Certificate Applied, dual placement, changes in pupil profile). Teachers
selected included class teachers in both special and mainstream schools, special
class teachers and resource/learning support teachers.

It was considered appropriate to have adult focus groups which were homogenous
with regard to role (principal, teacher, SNA, parent). Participants were selected from
groups of schools (special, mainstream primary with special classes, mainstream
post-primary with special classes) in reasonably close proximity to each other to
facilitate the composition and organisation of the focus groups. Selection also
attended to geographical difference with three sites being chosen across Ireland.
This approach ensured the heterogeneity of the focus groups.

Groups for teachers, principals and SNAs met at Education Centres. Focus groups
for pupils and for parents were organised within schools, (mainstream, schools for
pupils with mild general learning disabilities, schools for pupils with physical
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disabilities, and one school for pupils with moderate general learning disabilities).
Principals were invited to select teachers and SNAs to participate in the focus
groups. Pupils were selected by principals/teachers within schools and were
grouped according to age. Parents of these pupils were invited by the principal to
participate in the focus groups.

Stage 4

A further level of enquiry using a case study approach in real-life contexts and using
multiple sources of evidence (interviews, observation, document analysis) was
conducted to enhance and validate the findings. Three educational sites (including
primary and post primary), where there was evidence of best practice in relation to
the development of the role of special schools and provision for pupils with SEN in
a mainstream setting were selected (two from Ireland and one from the UK) by
triangulating information from the returned questionnaires (for the Irish case
studies), key informants and publicly available inspection reports.

A two-day visit was made to each of the three case study schools by members of
the project team (supplemented by a local expert in the case of the English school).
During each visit two pupils were shadowed and observed. The observed pupils
and their parents were interviewed. Interviews also took place with a wide variety of
school staff, including staff from schools where shadowed pupils were dual placed.

Stage 5

Submissions were invited from relevant organisations, and the public at large
addressing the key research questions.

While five distinct stages emerged in the approach to the study, these stages were
interrelated and interdependent and the findings were analysed and presented in a
manner which addresses the specified tasks of the investigation.

Main Findings

The findings are summarised under three main headings: role and operation of
special schools, role and operation of special classes in mainstream schools and
dual placement.
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Special schools

Complexity and range of pupil need in special schools

In general the findings indicated that special schools are an important part of the
continuum of educational provision for pupils with SEN.

The study found evidence of increasing complexity and severity of pupil need in
special schools, particularly in schools catering for pupils with MGLD and
ModGLD. There is clear international agreement that part of the future role of
special schools will be to cater for pupils with severe and complex needs.
Special schools are catering for a group of students with complex needs and
appear to have some success in doing so.

A trend in schools for pupils with MGLD was the increasing number of
admissions at post-primary transfer. The majority of pupils in special schools for
pupils with MGLD are now of post-primary age. There is evidence from the
study that those who move from mainstream to special school are likely to have
additional needs and behavioural issues as well as MGLD. The study indicates
that special schools were reasonably successful at retaining these pupils and
that in some schools for pupils with MGLD a range of appropriate post-primary
programmes was available in a flexible manner. The study also found evidence
of structural and curricular gaps in many post-primary schools in relation to
provision for pupils with MGLD. Overall, the evidence suggests that special
schools are currently providing a valuable option for these pupils.

Special schools contribute to pupils’ well-being and happiness.

There is evidence from the study that special schools provide students with
access to appropriate curricula with emphasis on the development of life skills.
This is facilitated through the informed preparation of IEPs.

There is a perception among principals, teachers and some parents, from both
mainstream and special schools, that special schools provide significant support
to parents of children with SEN.

Negative perceptions of special schools include that they can be a placement of
last resort for children with some categories of SEN.

Support for mainstream schools

A second, clear role envisaged for special schools into the future in the
international literature is in supporting mainstream schools. The current study
found that links of this type are valued but they tend to be of an informal and ad
hoc nature based on the goodwill of those involved. In contrast, the English case
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study school had links which were formalised and resourced as part of the local
authority’s overall support structure for pupils with SEN.

o Current international literature cautions against the transfer of expertise being
seen as one-way (from special to mainstream schools). Special school
principals in this study concurred with this view seeing the future as one in which
special and mainstream schools would be involved in two-way collaboration.

e The concept of a Centre of Excellence was explored and was interpreted in a
number of ways. One of the most common perceptions was that it provided
expertise and/or resources to mainstream schools, though questions were
raised as to whether all special schools had the resources and/or the expertise,
for example in terms of staff qualifications, to fulfil this role.

Staffing in special schools

Two issues investigated as part of the study have a major impact on the extent to
which special schools feel equipped to cater for pupils with increasingly complex
needs, namely the availability of appropriately trained teachers, and the support of
a multi-disciplinary team.

¢ A finding from the review of the literature indicated that the key factor
contributing to pupils’ progress, including those with complex needs, was access
to experienced and qualified specialist teachers, and recommended more
access to appropriate training. In the current study, between one-quarter and
one-third of teachers in special schools have undertaken specialist training at
diploma level or higher. However, in addition, considerable numbers access
relevant short courses and seminars provided mainly through the Special
Education Support Service.

e The study found that nearly 40% of teachers in special schools have ‘restricted
recognition’. This is a term used by the DES to describe the recognition of Irish-
trained teachers who hold Montessori qualifications, for teaching in early years’
settings and special schools only. The term is also applied to teachers who are
trained overseas who have not reached a specified level of fluency in Irish and
subsequently are restricted to special schools and resource posts. The
problems related to restricted recognition are outlined in the study.

e While the study did not specifically investigate the role, qualifications or training
of SNAs, some participants were clear that access to training is required for
SNAs in order to enhance the support they provide to pupils with SEN.

e There were major issues for special schools around the provision of multi-
disciplinary support. There is wide variability between schools in the amount of
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support available to pupils. Principals identified a plethora of service providers
delivering such multidisciplinary support as is available, giving at least the
impression of a lack of coordination between the different services.

Special classes in mainstream schools

e It proved difficult to access a definitive list of schools with special class
provision, particularly at post-primary level.

e As with special schools, concerns were raised about the extent to which special
class teachers are adequately trained and about the level of multidisciplinary
support.

e Both the current study and the international literature found high levels of
satisfaction with special class provision.

e During Phase One of this study, which was conducted in 2006, participants
expressed concern about the future of special classes for pupils with MGLD.
There was a perception among the research participants that psychologists, for
a variety of reasons, were no longer recommending special class placement for
these pupils.’

e The perception of focus group participants in the present study was that special
classes are an important part of the continuum of educational provision for
pupils with special educational needs and they were perceived to have the
following advantages:

— Facilitation of inclusion within the mainstream class

— Provision of a ‘safe haven’ for some pupils

— A favourable pupil/teacher ratio

— Enabling pupils to remain in their local area or not too far away from it

— Enabling flexibility in the organisation of teaching and curriculum provision.

e The evidence from the study suggests that although the majority of special
classes provide for pupils with somewhat less complex needs than special
schools with the same designation, there is some overlap in the pupils who
currently receive special school and special class provision.

! Since the research reported here was conducted the DES have announced the closure of 108 special classes
for pupils with MGLD in primary schools that have fewer than nine pupils. However, under the General
Allocation Model (GAM) introduced in 2005, pupils with MGLD are included in the allocation of learning
support/resource teachers which gives them automatic access to resources, and provides the principal with an
opportunity to allocate support teaching in a flexible manner that best meets the needs of the children
concerned. On the other hand, recent research conducted in the Irish context reported reduced support for
pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools since the introduction of GAM (Travers, 2007; Stevens and O’ Moore,
2009). In this context, the current review of the GAM is very welcome and it is crucial that it considers the
impact of the changes on pupils with mild general learning disabilities.
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Almost half the special classes in the primary schools (170) reported that pupils
were remaining in class for the entire day. This figure suggests that many
schools may not be taking full advantage of the situation of the special class to
promote inclusion, where appropriate.

Concern was expressed over the lack of continuity between special class
provision in primary and post-primary schools.

Dual placement

There is much discussion in the literature about arrangements described as dual
attendance/dual placement and dual enrolment/dual registration in which pupils
spend some time at a special school and some at a mainstream school. The
difference between these two types of arrangements concerns whether or not
the pupil is officially on the roll of two schools simultaneously.

The majority of participants in the current study indicated that they are in favour
of some form of dual placement.

Many participants in the study were unhappy with the current situation in which
dual enrolment is not officially possible, meaning that any dual placement
arrangements are informal and unresourced.

Factors which contribute to successful linkages between mainstream and
special schools are identified in the literature and were also identified by
participants in the study. These include planning and coordination, parental
support and good communication. Participants also identified time for
collaboration, a dedicated coordinator, provision of SNA support, low
pupil/teacher ratio, access to therapies for the pupil and administrative support
as factors for successful dual placement. All of these factors, as were noted in
the literature and by participants in the current study, have resource
implications.

Pupils’ ability to adapt to attendance at two schools was of concern to a minority
of adult participants, particularly in relation to pupils with ASD, and also to pupils
who participated in focus groups.

Some participants in the study highlighted access to curriculum subjects which
may not be available in some special schools as one of the advantages of dual
placement

The current study found considerable dissatisfaction with the current policy
which prohibits dual enrolment, and many participants advocated for a change
to a clear official policy sanctioning dual enrolment as the most satisfactory way
of resolving issues around resourcing and responsibility.
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Recommendations

Special schools
Complexity and range of pupil need in special schools

Recommendation 1

Special schools are catering for a group of students with complex needs, appear
to have some success in doing so (though the evidence for this is limited), and
should be enabled to continue to do so in the absence of evidence that Irish
mainstream schools could provide a better education for these students.

Recommendation 2

The review found a trend both in Ireland and internationally towards the
development of two distinct types of special school. While some special schools
are catering for a wide range of categories of need, others cater exclusively for
pupils from a specific category. In the absence of evidence favouring one of
these types of special school, a range of special school provision should
continue to be available catering both for specific categories of need and for a
range of needs.

Recommendation 3

(1) Further research is needed into the factors which lead to the comparative
success of MGLD schools in retaining pupils in school and the implications
for the whole post-primary sector evaluated.

(2) A review of the curriculum and certification offered to pupils with MGLD of
post-primary age in both special and mainstream schools is required to
ensure a range of choices for pupils and their parents.

Support for mainstream schools/Centre of Excellence
Recommendation 4

Internationally, there has been a trend towards special schools providing
Outreach and Inreach support for mainstream schools. One aspect of the future
role of some special schools could be to provide Outreach and Inreach support
for mainstream schools to enhance the provision these schools are able to
make for pupils with SEN. It should be noted that the review found that not all
Irish special schools currently have the capacity to fulfil this role.
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Staffing of special schools
Recommendation 5

(1) Special schools should receive resources and have access to continuous
professional development (CPD) for staff to reflect the variety of roles which
they fulfil, including opportunities to develop specialist skills appropriate to
particular groups of pupils and collaborative working skills.

(2) Such CPD should be available to all teachers working in special schools and
classes in a timely manner.

Recommendation 6

(1) Research should be carried out on teachers in special schools with a view to
ascertaining:
— their qualifications, both undergraduate and post graduate
— the extent to which limitations in their qualification contributed to or
brought about their employment in the setting in which they are working.
(2) The terminology used to describe qualified teachers from other countries,
and Irish-trained teachers with certain Montessori qualifications should be
reviewed. The terminology chosen should reflect the groups of pupils for
which the individual is appropriately qualified rather than the fact that there
are some groups of pupils who they are precluded from teaching.

Recommendation 7

Given the central role of the principal teacher, programmes of professional
development for principals should have a substantial element on special
education.

Recommendation 8

A review of the training needs of SNAs should be conducted.

Recommendation 9

(1) The way in which multi-disciplinary support is provided to pupils with special
educational needs in all types of school needs to be urgently reviewed.

(2) It was clear from the review that access to multi-disciplinary support is
currently insufficient and inconsistent. More access to multi disciplinary
teams is required and access needs to be available on the basis of need
regardless of the setting in which the pupil is placed.
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Special classes in mainstream schools
Recommendation 10

An audit of special class provision in mainstream schools should be conducted
and the database of classes subsequently regularly updated.

Recommendation 11

(1) In the absence of evidence on the capacity of the GAM and resource teacher
service to meet the needs of all pupils with special educational needs in
mainstream schools, special classes should continue to be part of placement
options.

(2) The capacity of the GAM and resource teacher service to meet the needs of
pupils with MGLD should be evaluated before reducing the option of special
class placement in the system.

(3) Special classes should continue to be an alternative solution to special
schools where the demographics would not support such a school.

Recommendation 12

(1) Schools operating full-day special classes should develop and implement
policies and plans outlining how the special class relates to other classes
and consider options such as part-time and/or time-related placement.

(2) Support services should be provided to all pupils who require them in special
classes and inclusion of pupils from the special class in mainstream classes
should not be used as a reason to withdraw such services when still
required.

Recommendation 13

(1) The issue of continuity of special classes between primary and post-primary
levels needs to be dealt with as a priority and all future special classes
should be set up as part of a coherent area plan at primary and post-primary
level considering the type of special classes required, age ranges of the
pupils and gender.

(2) The criteria for the establishment of a special class at post-primary level
need to be explicit.
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Issues relating to dual placement

Recommendation 14

Dual placement arrangements should be facilitated where these are seen as
being in the best interests of the pupil in order to facilitate either educational or
social inclusion. However, there is a need for clarity on how insurance, transport
and substitute cover for teachers or SNAs facilitating such arrangements are
funded and managed.

Recommendation 15

Dual placement arrangements should be facilitated in the future by co-locating
mainstream and special schools.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Terms of Reference

In February 2006, the Minister for Education and Science reported to the Seanad
that a review of the role of special schools and classes had been commenced. This
review was conducted in two phases: a survey of provision commissioned by the
Special Education Section (SES) of the Department of Education and Science
(DES) and a more in-depth review commissioned by the National Council for
Special Education (NCSE). Both studies were conducted by the Special Education
Department of St Patrick’s College, Drumcondra, Dublin 9.

1.1.1 Phase one

The first phase, conducted between December 2005 and January 2007, was a
questionnaire-based census of special schools and mainstream primary schools
with special classes. No specific written terms of reference were provided, but
substantial discussions took place with the SES, in relation to the drafting of the
questionnaire.

Two types of information were sought: Quantitative information concerning
provision (for example, pupil and teacher numbers, availability of support services,
curricular provision) and more qualitative information about the experiences and
perspectives of the participants (for example, principals’ views of the current and
future role of special schools and classes, issues around dual attendance and other
links with mainstream).

1.1.2 Phase two

In response to a request from The Minister for Education and Science, the NCSE
sought tenders for the second phase of the review in August 2007. The NCSE
stated explicitly that this review would build on the report on a survey of provision of
education in special schools and special classes by the Special Education
Department of St Patrick’s College. The review commenced in December 2007 and
the final report was submitted to the NCSE in October 2009, following feedback
from both external consultants and the NCSE Council.

The terms of reference for the second phase were:

e to review the role of special schools in the provision of education to pupils with
special educational needs (SEN) and in particular to examine ways in which
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special schools can act in a co-operative way with mainstream primary and
post-primary schools to provide enhanced service to pupils with special
educational needs and their parents

e to review the role of special classes in mainstream schools for pupils with SEN
with particular regard to the principle of inclusive education as described in
Section 2 of the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs
(EPSEN) Act (Government of Ireland, 2004)

e to provide a review of international practice in the area of special education with
a particular emphasis on the use of special schools and special classes.

More specifically, the review was to examine:

(1) the potential for special schools to offer expertise and services to mainstream
primary and post-primary schools

(2) the issues related to dual enrolment

(3) whether special schools should cater for specified categories of special needs
or a broader/full range of special needs and what implications changes in the
spectrum of special needs over time has in this regard

(4) whether special schools should be used/developed as centres of excellence
and if so, in what areas and how they should be used.

1.2 Limitations of the Scope of the Study

The terms of reference did not include any examination of alternative models of
provision, nor of the challenges to mainstream posed by the increased emphasis on
inclusive education in the EPSEN Act (Government of Ireland, 2004). These issues
were, therefore, outside the scope of the study. In addition, although there was no
explicit mention in the terms of reference of curriculum issues, these were
examined to a limited extent as part of the discussion of the provision made in
special schools and special classes. Both phases were conducted to tight
budgetary restrictions. In addition, Phase Two was also subject to an extremely
tight timeline, being carried out over 12 months between December 2007 and
December 2008. This report incorporates information from both phases of the
review in order to give as full a picture as possible within the constraints of time and
budget.

In addition to delineating the scope of the study, this introductory chapter outlines
the key concepts involved.
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Chapter 2 consists of a review of the international literature, as it relates to the
research questions. Chapter 3 details the methodology for both phases of the
study, and discusses the ethical issues involved and the steps taken to ensure
confidentiality and anonymity. Chapter 4 reports the main findings and outlines the
limitations of the study. In Chapter 5 these findings are discussed in relation to the
literature.: and the implications and recommendations for future policy and which
emerge from the findings are presented.

1.3 Key Concepts and Terminology

Five concepts that are key to the review are discussed briefly below; special
educational needs, special schools, special classes, dual enrolment and inclusive
education. Each of these concepts, together with Centre of Excellence/resource
centre, is more fully explored in Chapter 2.

1.3.1 Special educational needs

A range of definitions of SEN has been used in Ireland over the decade and a half
since the term was introduced in the report of the Special Education Review
Committee (SERC) (Department of Education, 1993). For the purposes of the
review, the definition used was that given in the EPSEN Act (Government of
Ireland, 2004):

“special educational needs” means, in relation to a person, a restriction in the
capacity of the person to participate in and benefit from education on
account of an enduring physical, sensory, mental health or learning disability,
or any other condition which results in a person learning differently from a
person without that condition and cognate words shall be construed
accordingly (EPSEN Act, Government of Ireland, 2004).

1.3.2 Special schools

Fundamental to the review is the idea of a special school. However, while ‘special
education’ and ‘special educational needs’ are both defined in a variety of reports
and papers in both Ireland and elsewhere, the only approximation to a definition of
a special school in the Irish context is a brief reference in the SERC report
(Department of Education, 1993) “These are national schools which can cater for
pupils from 4—-18 years of age” (p.50). One consequence of the classification of all
special schools as primary schools has been that the curriculum has traditionally
been delivered by primary-trained teachers and, except in certain limited

Research Report on the Role of Special Schools and Classes in Ireland 17



1. Introduction

circumstances, which are outlined more fully in Chapter 2 (Section 2.3.2) post-
primary teachers are not regarded as qualified to teach in them. For the purpose of
the present review, a special school is regarded as a primary school which caters
exclusively for pupils with one or more categories of special educational need,
regardless of the age range of pupils catered for, or the catchment area from which
they come. Special schools are therefore defined primarily by the pupils for whom
they cater; the definition is a pragmatic one, not one which embodies particular
concepts or principles.

1.3.3 Special classes

The concept of a special class within the Irish Education system is difficult to define
precisely. Like special schools, special classes in mainstream schools cater
exclusively for pupils with special educational needs, with the majority of special
classes admitting only pupils from a specific category. Circular 9/99 introduced
revised procedures for the setting up of new special classes, including the teacher:
pupil ratio for pupils with different categories of disability, and reminded schools that
arrangements must be in place for the appropriate integration of special class pupils
into mainstream classes. After its establishment in 2005, the NCSE assumed
responsibility for the allocation of special educational resources to schools, and in
March 2007 new guidance was issued by the NCSE, explaining how applications
should be made for the establishment of a primary special class. This review sought
to include all special classes at both primary and post-primary levels, regardless of
the category and age-range of pupils admitted, with one exception. Classes
specifically for children from the travelling community were not included since the
children of travellers are not now generally regarded as having special educational
needs simply by reason of their membership of the travelling community. Special
classes in special schools (such as those for pupils with severe and profound
general learning disabilities and those for pupils with autistic spectrum disorders
(ASD)) were counted as part of the special school provision.

1.3.4 Dual enrolment and dual attendance

The terms of reference of the review specifically referred to “the issues related to
dual enrolment”. The term ‘dual enrolment’ means that the child is simultaneously
on the roll of two schools (usually one special and one mainstream), attending each
school part-time. At present in Ireland, such arrangements have no official sanction,
that is, it is not possible for a child to be simultaneously on the roll of two schools
(Dail, 2003 and Hanafin, 2007). However, informal arrangements sometimes exist
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between schools where a child, who is officially on the roll of one school (usually a
special school), attends another school part-time (usually a mainstream school),
without being on the roll of that school. Within this review, the term ‘dual
attendance’ is used to refer to such arrangements.

1.3.5 Inclusive education

Although much used, the term ‘inclusive education’ is not defined in either the
Education Act 1998, or the EPSEN Act (both Government of Ireland, 2004). It is
thus the most difficult of the key concepts involved in this review to define
succinctly. However, the Equality Authority (2005) has produced the following
definition of an inclusive school (based on the Equal Status Acts of 2000 and 2004)
as one which:

... prevents and combats discrimination. It is one that respects, values and
accommodates diversity across all nine grounds in the equality legislation —
gender, marital status, family status, sexual orientation, religion, age,
disability, race and membership of the Traveller Community. It seeks positive
experiences, a sense of belonging and outcomes for all students across the
nine grounds. Outcomes include access, participation, personal development
and achieving education credentials (p.1).

It is not however, clear if the concepts of an ‘inclusive school’ and ‘inclusive
education’ can be regarded as synonymous. This issue is explored in more depth in
the literature review in Chapter 2.

1.4 Summary

This chapter has described the terms of reference of the review and the scope and
limitations of the study. The structure of the report has been outlined and key
concepts have been introduced.
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2.1 Introduction

The aim of this literature review is to provide an overview of the current thinking
with regard to the role of special schools and the role of special classes. Following
this brief introduction an overview of the methodology used to gather literature is
outlined. The main body of the review is focused on the current and future role of
special schools and classes, with final sections focusing on continuous professional
development in SEN and the implications for educational change and leadership.

The current and future roles of special schools and special classes need to be
considered in the wider context of special educational provision and the inclusion
debate. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO) defines inclusion as:

... a process of addressing and responding to the diversity of needs of all
learners through increasing participation in learning, cultures, and
communities, and reducing exclusion within and from education. It involves
change and modifications in content, approaches, structures and strategies,
with a common vision which covers all children of the appropriate age range
and a conviction that it is the responsibility of the regular system (UNESCO,
2005, p.13).

The linking of the concept of inclusion with education in the mainstream school is in
evidence in a number of policy documents that have impacted on the nature of SEN
provision in Ireland in recent years (Department of Education, 1993; UNESCO,
1994; Government of Ireland, 2004). The focus on inclusion is often debated on the
grounds of a rights-based agenda, rather than a needs-based agenda (Ainscow,
1997) and is therefore ideologically, but not necessarily pragmatically, grounded.
The emphasis within inclusion on common placements and participation in learning
experiences generates tensions when “set against the realities of limited teacher
skills, exclusionary pressures in schools and, above all, substantive differences
between learners” (Dyson, 2001, p.27). The concept of ‘difference’ can arise from a
negative perspective, whereby it is synonymous with lower status and less value, or
from a positive perspective whereby it reflects the recognition of individuality,
individual needs and interests; therefore requiring a confrontation of “dilemmas of
difference” (Norwich, 2002, p.496). If the emphasis within an education system is
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on meeting the needs of all children then, as Wedell (1995) has pointed out, then
that system needs to acknowledge the diversity existing within it (Wedell, 1995).
Wedell further suggests that it is difficult to see how special educational needs can
be effectively addressed in a system that presents problems for children in general
(Wedell, 2005). Accepting these tensions and dilemmas assumes a continued
struggle with ambivalence, a recognition that different rights will come into conflict
and an acceptance “that what counts as progress and improvement can be
problematic and can contain contradictions” (Norwich, 2002, p.498).

The theoretical tensions outlined above are reflected in the evidence of practical
tensions on the ground. While key SEN policy documents espouse the importance
of educating children with SEN with their peers, there is also an acceptance that
more specialised settings may be needed in certain circumstances (Department of
Education, 1993; UNESCO, 1994; Government of Ireland, 2004). The current and
future roles of special schools and special classes are intertwined with the tensions
inherent in the inclusion debate and how the system deals with those tensions in
practice. It is the aim of this literature review to shed some light on the implications
of those tensions in order to provide a context for the findings of this research.

2.2 Search Procedures

This literature review built on the methodology used by researchers at the
University of Birmingham who conducted a literature review on the role of special
schools for the (then) DfES (Porter et al, 2002). The references cited in that review
provided the starting point for the current review. Subsequently, the databases and
journals used in that review were searched and the review was updated to 2008. In
addition to this, a number of Irish education journals were hand-searched for the
years 1998-2008. Research theses at masters and doctoral level were also used.
These theses were sourced in the libraries of major universities in Ireland. It is clear
that a majority of these theses were not published in peer reviewed journals,
leading to a dearth in published research in the area of special education in Ireland.
While the theses used provide a valuable source of information on the Irish context,
there are obvious limitations to the use of research that has not undergone peer
review, with possible questions hanging over methodology, validity and reliability in
the findings. Every care was taken to read each relevant thesis in its entirety before
deciding to include or exclude it from this review. It is not within the scope of this
review to discuss the potential drawbacks of each of these unpublished pieces of
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work. Also, a number of websites were specifically targeted to access government
papers and other international summary data (see Table 1).

Table 1. List of sources used for the literature review

British Journal of Special Education,
Disability and Society

Educational Psychology in Practice
Educational Review, Exceptional Children
European Journal of Special Needs
Education

International Journal of Disability
International Journal of Inclusive Education
Development and Education

Journal of Special Education

Support for Learning

Source type Sources Search terms
International | ERIC special schools,
databases PSYCHINFO special classes,
Index of Theses UK and Ireland mainstream —
Google Scholar special school
links,
dual enrolment
Journals British Educational Research Journal indexes searched

2002 onwards

Irish journals

Learn (ILSA)

Reach (IATSE)

Irish Educational Studies (IES)
Oideas

Hand-searched
through the last 10
years

University
libraries
searched for
theses

Dublin Institute of Technology
Dublin City University

University College Cork
University College Dublin
University College Galway
University of Limerick

National University of Ireland, Maynooth
Trinity College Dublin

St Angela’s College Sligo

Mary Immaculate College

St Patrick’s College, Drumcondra

special education,
special needs,
special schools,
special classes

Websites

www.dcsf.gov.uk
www.ofsted.gov.uk
www.oecd.org
www.ncld.org
WwW.european-agency.org
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No attempt was made to apply set criteria in relation to the adequacy of the
methodology for the inclusion or exclusion of the studies found; rather, all studies
which fell within the relevant time period were considered whatever the
methodology, sample size etc. In addition, some sources of information that fell
outside the parameters outlined above were used where relevant. It should also be
noted that, while the bulk of the review of literature was carried out in 2007/8, a very
small number of references to key works published in 2009 were included
retrospectively.

2.3 The Role of Special Schools

In this section of the literature review the role of the special school is discussed.
First, the historical development of special schools in Ireland is described. Then, the
current role of special schools is described under the following headings: outcomes
for pupils in special schools, isolation, links between special and mainstream
schools, the pupil profile in special schools, curriculum. Finally, the future role of
special schools is explored.

2.3.1 The development of special schools in Ireland

2.3.1.1 Numbers of special schools

Perhaps surprisingly there is a lack of agreement about the number of special
schools in Ireland. At the time of writing, according to the Special Education
Support Service (Special Education Support Service (SESS), undated a) there were
129 special schools in Ireland, catering for pupils within 14 categories of SEN while
153 special schools are listed on the DES website for 2008-9 (DES, undated a).
This discrepancy may be due to a lack of agreement as to what constitutes a
special school. A similar discrepancy was also noted by the Special Education
Department (2007) in terms of lists provided by the DES and the SESS.

There is no formal definition of a special school either in legislation or in policy.
However, it can be inferred from policy documents that a school is considered to be
special if it caters for a particular group of pupils based on learning needs arising
from a disability and/or circumstances. These schools are unevenly distributed
around the country, with no explicit policy in place determining how they are
distributed. However, the overall pattern of distribution does coincide with that of the
general population. Special schools are designated to cater for specific categories
of need, ranging from MGLD, through to multiple disabilities, with the exception of
the category of specific speech and language disorder, for which there are no
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special schools. There is no specific policy document or legislation which can be
used to describe the basis for the development of the specific categories of SEN
being accommodated in special schools. However, it can be inferred from the
Mental Health Act (Government of Ireland, 1953) that the medical model served as
the basis for defining the categories of SEN used in Ireland. The categories used in
Ireland are comparable to categories used in other nations (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2000).

According to O’Keeffe (2004) the number of special schools in Ireland rose from
117 in 1992 to 125 in 2002. It is interesting to note that the number of special
schools increased during an era of intense speculation regarding the future of this
sector in the Irish education system, and in fact, as is shown by the figures given
above, the number of special schools has continued to rise over the last five years.
However, O’Keeffe also notes that the overall number of pupils enrolled in these
schools dropped from 8,163 to 6,982 in the same time period (O’Keeffe, 2004).

2.3.1.2 The establishment of special schools in Ireland

The formal development of the special school system can be traced back to the
Report of the Commission of Inquiry on Mental Handicap (Government of Ireland,
1965), although special schools, run by religious orders such as the Christian
Brothers and the Dominican Sisters existed prior to this (Department of Education,
1993). The report signalled the establishment of a dedicated educational service for
pupils with GLD (Griffin and Shevlin, 2007), validating an already growing trend
(McGee, 1990) and ensuring official governmental adoption of the special school
system, leading to an increase in the number of special schools, and special
classes, with over 100 special schools existing by the mid-1970s (Griffin and
Shevlin, 2007). The following two decades were characterised by economic
difficulties and, while there were some initiatives in relation to special education
(Department of Education, 1977; Department of Education, 1983), it was to be the
1990s before special education was seriously addressed again. The publication of
the Special Education Review Committee (SERC) Report (Department of
Education, 1993) and a landmark court case (O’Donoghue v the Minister for
Education and Others, 1993) cleared the logjam in terms of debate and action in
special education that had prevailed in the 1980s (McGee, 2004).

In 1992, the government published a Green Paper on education which identified a
growing dissatisfaction among some parents and others with the segregated form
of education for pupils with SEN, stating “Special schools were set up in earlier

Research Report on the Role of Special Schools and Classes in Ireland 24



2. Literature Review

stages of development because only in this way could children with disabilities get
the specialised attention they needed. Increasingly, however, these children and
their parents are reluctant to accept the separation from their peers which a special
school system entails” (Government of Ireland, 1992, p.61). The Report of the
Commission on the Status of People with Disabilities (Government of Ireland, 1996)
reflected the concerns of the Green Paper regarding the duality of mainstream and
special schools.

The SERC Report (Department of Education, 1993) made a number of
recommendations, all of which were underpinned by seven key principles,including
the provision of a continuum of services for children with SEN. The report went on
to describe a range of twelve possible models of special educational service that
should form the range of choices for children and parents within the curriculum.

The continuum includes supported and unsupported inclusion in a mainstream
school, part-time placements involving mainstream schools and special
schools/classes and full-time placement in special schools. The importance of
providing a continuum of provision was echoed by the National Education
Convention (Coolahan, 1994) and the White Paper on Education (Government of
Ireland, 1995). The Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs
(EPSEN) Act (Government of Ireland, 2004) also refers to a continuum of provision
for pupils with SEN as one of the responsibilities of the National Council for Special
Education (NCSE). This multi-track approach to provision is mirrored in some
countries in Europe such as Denmark, France, Luxembourg, Austria, Finland and
the UK (Meijer, 2003). However, this model contrasts with other European countries
such as Spain, Greece, Italy, Portugal, Sweden, Iceland and Norway which opt for
a model that includes all children with SEN in mainstream schools or Switzerland
and Belgium which have a two-track approach with mainstream and special
education provision separated out (Meijer, 2003).
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