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SEN review in Northern Ire l a n d
What is the SEN re v i e w ?
The SEN Review has been ongo-
ing since April 2 0 0 6. The
review has been looking at all
aspects of special educational
needs in Northern Ireland. It
has been set up to look at how

“... We deliver the most app r o-
priate services to these childre n
… ( c h i l d ren with special needs)
in the best way and at the best
time, so they can ga i n
maximum benefit.” 

Minister Maria Eagle,
P ress release 1 9/7/0 6

Who is invo l ve d ?
The Department of Education
has involved people from
education and health sectors in
both the statutory and volun-
t a ry groups. The review team is
being led by Marleen Collins
from the ETI. A sample audit at
boa rd and school level has been
carried out to establish curre n t
practise. The review is
conducted within thre e
s t r a n d s :
● Identification and

a s s e s s m e n t .

● P re school and early identifi-
c a t i o n .

● C a p a c i ty building and inclu-
s i o n .

Re p resentatives from voluntary
play groups as well as speech
and language therapists have
been involved alongside educa-
tional psychologists and class-
room teachers in discussions. 

What has been co n s i d e re d ?
The strands have been looking
at current practice throughout
Northern Ireland. Strengths and
weaknesses as well as inconsis-
tency of practice have been the
subject of workshops. Health
p r o fessionals have been able to
indicate how their therapies
can be facilitated and benefits
maximised. Re p re s e n t a t i v e s
from playgroups have been able
to express how they can some-
times feel that they can have
d i f f i c u l ty accessing support or
advice for children who may
have special educational needs.
The benefits of the Code of
Practice have been weighed up
a gainst its weaknesses.

One of the main areas fo r
consideration was the issue of
how the medical model has
driven the labelling process and
has made inclusion more diffi-
cult. The role of the new ESA as
well as the need for additional
training and support for teach-
ers, SENCos, classroom assis-
tants and parents to help with
the capacity building process
have been discussed.  

What happens next ?
Models of good practice from
other educational systems have
been disseminated. The review
group is looking at these good
practice models as well as
drawing up its own models of
delivering special educational
needs provision.

The aim is to find an account-
able and effective way of
delivering the intentions of the
Code of Practice while address-
ing the fundamental flaws. It is
also important that any new
model reflects the changed
educational environment
that will emerge post RPA and

the Revised Curriculum. 

One issue that did come up and
will be very familiar to
members of the INTO is the
issue of time pre s s u res. Any
new system will need to be re a l-
istic about the amount of time
that all partners re qu i re if the
system is to become more effe c-
tive and accountable. Pare n t s
need time to meet with those
involved with their child.
Teachers re qu i re time to meet
other allied professionals eg
physiotherapists. Inclusion may
be the pre fe r red option,
however it must be re a l i s e d
that it is neither the only option
nor a cheap option.

How can we co n t r i b u t e ?
Any members who have any
views or ideas about Special
Educational Needs in Northern
I reland can pass on their views
or they can contact the Re v i e w
team dire c t l y .
Emails can be sent to
s e n a n d i n c l u s i o n re v i e w @ d e n i .
g o v . u k

I n late October, the DES
published 24 WSE repo r t s
on primary schools.

Also published were 11 W S E
r e ports on post primary
schools, 162 subject inspec-
tion reports in second leve l
schools along with a numbe r
of reports on Yo u t h
Encounter schools,
Youthreach and Se n i o r
T r a veller Training Centres. 

Commenting on the repo r t s
that were published John Carr
reiterated the union’s oppo s i-
tion to the publica t i o n .

He said that the INTO po s i-
tion on publication had be e n

v i n d i cated by the use of a
published school report in
the dispute over the
B e l l a n a boy terminal in Mayo. 

He said that the union wa s
not taking sides in the iss u e
of the terminal. “But,” he
said, “teachers, like all citi-
zens, have a legitimate right
to engage in public pro t e s t . ”

It now app e a rs however, that
a published school report is
being used against a teacher
by those who disagree with
h e r .

This is an unfair attempt to
discredit someone who is
engaging in public protest in

her ca p a c i ty as a private citi-
zen,” he said. “If a teacher is
not doing his or her job in
school then there are pro c e-
dures to deal with it. Using
extracts from a report is not
part of those procedures. “No
other public servant could be
treated in such a manner,” he
said. 

He said that notwithstanding
INTO opposition to publica-
tion, the latest reports show
the extent of Department
under-funding in primary
e d u ca t i o n .

One theme that can be picke d
up in most reports is the
absence of basic school

a ccommodation. He said that
the dearth of physical educa-
tion facilities in particular is
now being uncovered. 

“The reports also point to the
lack of basic facilities such as
toilets, office space and
discrete resource teaching
rooms,” he said. “In other
cases, serious health and
s a f e ty risks are identified by
t e m po r a ry acc o m m o d a t i o n
that has been in use for far
too long.” 

He called on the Department
of Education and Science to
seek increased capital fund-
ing to meet these urgent
a ccommodation needs. 
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Is there anybody out there ?

S ometimes people ask “Why do you
work in special education?” That’s
easy – I cannot imagine wo r k i n g

a n yw h e re else. I realise that it would not
be everyone’s choice but those of us
who choose this career path do so
because we believe we can make a
d i f fe rence and we enjoy the challenge .
The job calls for cre a t i v i ty, flexibility ,
a d a p t a b i l i ty and a good sense of humour!

T h e re have been many occasions over
the past 1 5 years when we thought
special schools could be phased out but,
thankfully, we have maintained the
continuum of provision in this country .
I never believed in a ‘one-size - f i t s - a l l ’
system. I think it is a pity that so many
special classes in mainstream schools
have disapp e a red but applaud my
colleagues for enabling the re a l i ty of
inclusion for so many children in their
local schools. For the small, but signifi-
cant, number of children who re qu i re
m o re than mainstream can provide, the
special schools are there to provide a
m o re intensive, individualised
programme. 

But the system needs a lot more
s u pport. At a recent meeting of princi-
pals of schools for children with mild
general learning disabilities, we
discussed the improvements we need to
see to meet all the service re qu i re m e n t s
of a modern special school. The fo l l o w-
ing items were top of the age n d a :
● M u l t i - d i s c i p l i n a ry support – in-school

s e rvices for speech and language 
therapy, occupational therapy, health
related services both medical and
psychiatric and of course a psycholog-
ical serv i c e .

● M o re specialist teachers to supp o r t
p o s t - p r i m a ry students as they under-
take FETAC and Junior Cert/ Leaving
Cert Applied subjects.

● Provision of home school community
liaison teachers.

● I n c reased capitation grants.
● Counselling and support services fo r

students during school and in pre p a-
ration for leaving school.

The Department of Education and
Science create rigid structures that don’t
always meet the needs of children or
their families. A special school cannot
have a dual designation as both special
and disadvantaged, for example.
T h e re fo re, special schools cannot access
the very successful HSCL scheme despite
the fact that we cover large ge o g r a p h i c a l

a reas and find communication with
p a rents more difficult that the local
school. Support teachers are also
a ttached to disadvantage status. Ye t ,
despite the fact that the majority of our
students leave disadvantaged schools to
come to the special school, they are no
l o n ger able to claim the benefits they
have left behind. There is no sense in
t h i s .

Another anomaly in the system re l a t e s
to children with significant speech and
l a n g u a ge disorders. If they are not of
a v e r a ge or above intelligence, they
cannot gain entry into a language unit.
Guess where many of them end up? Ye s ,
in the special school where there may
not be a service available. A child with
m o re than one disability can be short
c h a n ged by the system. We all know that
c h i l d ren don’t always fit into the neat
boxes created by the DES but the system
is slow to ack n o w l e d ge this.

The lack of multi-disciplinary supp o r t
and the incredible policy decision to
exclude all special schools from the
NEPS service is nothing short of a
disgrace. If the DES is serious abo u t
considering dual enrolment, surely they
need to consider providing these
resources so that special children, no
m a tter what school they attend, can avail
of services easily as they need them.

I asked the question “Is there anybo d y
out there?” because the call fo r
resources has gone unanswered for so
long. Another question might be “Is
t h e re a plan?” No two schools have the
same provision. So much has been done
on an ad hoc basis for so many years, it’s
h a rd to believe that we are all supp o s e d
to be providing a similar service. One
might be fo rgiven for thinking that the
advent of the SENO would improve the
situation but again there is little unifo r-
m i ty in their response to schools. Many
feel that another layer of bure a u c r a c y
has been added – like we needed any
m o re of that!

But we’re not giving up! We ’ l l
continue to campaign fo r
improvements in our service because
we believe these children are worth it
and they deserve the best. They, and
v e ry often their families, cannot take on
the DES and other agencies but we will.
It would be a very sad day indeed if we
s t o pped lobbying and just accepted our
lot. 

■ Valerie Monaghan, Principal, Scoil
Chiarain, Glasnevin, Dublin.

Special Schools
and Classes
1 9 8 4 - 2 0 0 4

F i g u res from DES Statistica l
Re p o r t s



2 6 I n To u c h N ovember 2006

SPECIAL EDUCAT I O N
Oideachas Speisialta

Autistic Spectrum Disorders 
Significant developments have
o c c u r red since the Government
announcement in 1 9 9 8 t h a t
c h i l d ren with autism were to be
recognised as a distinct group
for special educational provi-
sion. The Report of the Task Fo rc e
on Au t i s m was published in 2 0 0 1
and made a series of
recommendations in relation to
policy and practice. 

Autistic spectrum disord e r s
(ASDs) are identified by a triad of
impairments in social interac-
tion, patterns of communication
and flexibility of thought and
imagination (DES, 2 0 0 1). It has
been suggested that an
additional dimension related to
difficulties experienced by chil-
d ren in processing sensory
i n formation might also be
added to the triad (Au t i s m
Working Group, 2 0 0 2a; Jones,
2 0 0 2: Bogdashina, 2 0 0 6). In
addition, it is important to
remember that some 7 5% of chil-
d ren with ASDs are within the
r a n ge of general learning
d i s a b i l i ty (Ireland, 1 9 9 3). It is
a ck n o w l e d ged that, because of
the nature of ASDs, it may be
difficult to secure a pre c i s e
assessment of a child’s particu-
lar level of cognitive functioning
(DES, 2 0 0 1). However, it is clear
from recent literature that the
s e v e r i ty of ASDs and the level of
general learning disability fo r m
t wo separate dimensions, which
have to be explicitly considere d
when planning learning and
teaching programmes for indi-
vidual children (Peeters, 1 9 9 7;
J o rdan, 2 0 0 1; Autism Wo r k i n g
Group, 2 0 0 2b). According to the
Task Force on Autism pre v a l e n c e
rates of individuals affected with
ASDs are estimated to be in the
region of 5 6 per 1 0 , 0 0 0 of the
general population (DES, 2 0 0 1). 

E valuation proce s s
Five categories of educational
provision for children with
ASDs were evaluated by the
Inspectorate over the two - y e a r
period 2 0 0 2/0 4. 

The final composite re p o r t
entitled An Evaluation of
Educational Provision for Childre n
with Autistic Spectrum Disorders
was published in April 2 0 0 6.
An extensive literature re v i e w
was conducted as part of the
evaluation and concluded that
t h e re was no definitive
evidence to support the exclu-
sive use of a single teaching
a pp r oach to meet the varied
needs of children with ASDs
and their families. The re v i e w
of educational app r oa c h e s
s u ggested that the elements in
F i g u re 1. re p resent best practice
in meeting children’s needs.

Pra c t i cal school-based stra t e g i e s
emerging from the eva l u a t i o n
The following areas emerged as
being of particular significance
in meeting the needs of chil-
d ren with ASDs. 

Curriculum acce s s All childre n
with ASDs benefit from access-
ing a broad and re l e v a n t
curriculum. The significance of
the triad of impairments,
s e n s o ry sensitivities and
general learning disability fo r
curriculum delivery is
illustrated in Table 1.

A range of publications is
available to assist teachers:
● The Draft Curriculum

Guidelines for Teachers of
S t u d e n ts with General Learning
D i sa b i l i t i espublished by the
N CCA. 

● A CD entitled Au t i s t i c
Spectrum Disorder: A Te a c h e r ’ s
To o l k i t and a video fo r
p a rents were distributed
to all schools in 2 0 0 5. 

● Autistic Spectrum Disorders: A
Guide to Classroom Pra c t i c e
(Autism Working Group,
2 0 0 2b) was also distributed
to schools.

● Opening the Spectrum: Insights
into Working with Pupils on the
Autistic Spectrum is available on
the SESS website at www.sess.ie. 

A co-ordinated app r oach to
curriculum planning and imple-
mentation is fundamental to
ensuring continuity in and
consolidation of children’s learn-
ing and teaching. Individualised
planning is a key component of
c h i l d ren’s learning and teaching
programmes. The G u i d e l i n es on
the Individual Education Plan
P r o c es s was recently published
by the NCSE. 

C h i l d ren with ASDs may
become anxious during
u n s t r u c t u red periods of the
school day such as recess peri-
ods. Creating buddy-systems,
o rganising and monitoring
s t r u c t u red games and activities
and providing opportunities fo r
c h i l d ren to enga ge in activities
of their choice during these
periods can assist in re d u c i n g
c h i l d ren’s anxiety. Childre n
with ASDs benefit greatly from
being included with their non-
ASD peers during curricular
and social activities. It is essen-
tial that inclusion opp o r t u n i-
ties are carefully and
deliberately planned and that
reverse inclusion opp o r t u n i t i e s
a re also provided.

Monitoring childre n ’ s
p r o g ress in curricular areas can

be achieved through the use
of a range of formal and

i n formal assessment
p r o c e d u res. A selec-

tion can be made
as app r o p r i a t e

from assess-
m e n t

s t r a t e-

gies such as teacher observ a-
tion, homework, teacher-
devised tests, diagnostic tests,
c r i t e r i o n - re fe renced tests,
n o r m - re fe renced standard i s e d
tests, checklists, summative
assessment, curriculum
profiles, retention of samples of
c h i l d ren’s work and
photographic re c o rds, 

Teaching approaches A range of
teaching app r oaches may be
used in implementing educa-
tion programmes for childre n
with ASDs. App r oaches used in
implementing the Primary
School Curriculum such as
d i rect-teaching, modeling,
prompting, task-analysis, task
repetition scaffolding, activity
learning, experiential learning
and collaborative learning may
be effectively used with chil-
d ren with ASDs.

ASD Specific approaches
Interactive app r o a c h e s :
Emphasis is placed on assisting
the child in developing
relationships and engaging in
reciprocal communication
through structuring naturalis-
tic and incidental learning and
teaching contexts.
Communicative App r o a c h e s :
C h i l d ren’s communication
skills are specifically targe t e d ,
promoted and developed
through the use of app r oa c h e s
such as the Pi c t u re Exchange
Communication System (PECS),
the LÁMH manual signing
system, and/or the use of re a l
objects, symbols, picture s ,
photographs drawings and
w r i tten wo rds. 
Discrete Approaches, TEACC H :
The Treatment and Education
of Autistic and re l a t e d
Communication handicapp e d
C h i l d ren (TEACCH) app r oach is
based on the rationale that chil-
d ren with ASDs progress bett e r
in structured rather than in
u n s t r u c t u red environments
and incorporates a physical
o rganisation of the environ-
ment, visual schedules, wo r k -

Figure 1: Elements of best practice in meeting the needs 
of children with AS D s

ASD – An evaluation of provision
Emer Ring, Divisional Inspector, DES, des c r i b es the recent evaluation of educational provision for children with autistic spec-
trum disorders and sugges ts practical school-based stra t e g i es and res o u rc es for teachers in meeting children’s needs.
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systems and task orga n i s a t i o n .
Social Stories: Social Stories are
designed to enable the child to
cope with social situations,
which s/he finds difficult. They
a re visual, identify relevant cues,
provide easily accessible accu-
rate information for the child
and describe expected behav-
iours. Role-play and video may
be used to enhance this process.
I n t e gration App r o a c h e s :
Integration is used as the learn-
ing medium and children are
taught to directly participate in
activities with their non-ASD
peers. Buddy-systems, circle of
friends app r oaches and social
stories are successfully used to
promote this process. The
importance of providing main-
s t ream peers with accurate age -
a ppropriate ASD-aware n e s s
i n formation in inclusive
s e ttings is stressed. 
Behavioural App r o a c h e s :
Behavioural app r oaches origi-
nate from Skinner’s work in the
1 9 5 0s and focus on modify i n g
and shaping children’s behav-
iour. The behavioural techniqu e s
of re i n forcement, shaping,
promoting and prompt-fading
underpin the programme. 

As children develop, they
become less reliant on visual
i n formation for learning and
teachers rely less on visual

methods and more on verbal
methods in their teaching
(White and Worth, 2 0 0 6) .
However children with ASDs
re qu i re visual support through-
out their lives in order for them
to meaningfully enga ge in activ-
ities. Temple Grandin, an adult
with ASDs explains that she
thinks in pictures and that
wo rds are as a second language
to her (Grandin, 1 9 9 5) .
Reconciling the strong visual
learning modality of childre n
with ASDs with the auditorily-
based environment of
classrooms is critical to the
meaningful enga gement of chil-
d ren in curricular activities
(Hodgdon, 1 9 9 5). The use of
visual schedules and check l i s t s ,
labeling children’s personal
spaces and belongings, labeling
the location of objects and are a s
w h e re specific activities take
place, clearly delineating are a s
of the classroom in association
with the activities that occur in
each area and utilising concre t e
materials assist in enga g i n g
c h i l d ren in curricular tasks. 

Pa re n tal invo l ve m e n t C h i l d re n
with ASDs re qu i re consistent
s u pport within school and
home environments in order to
make optimal educational
p r o g ress and avail of opp o r t u n i-

ties to practice acqu i red skills
in a range of diffe rent contexts. 

I n formation and co m m u n i ca t i o n
t e c h n o l o gyComputers have
fe a t u res that distinctively
a ppeal to children with ASDs
(Murray, 1 9 9 7). Computers are
rule-governed and pre d i c t a b l e ,
context free, enable safe - e r r o r
making and provide possibili-
ties for verbal and non-verbal
communication. However the
over use of computers should
be avoided as some childre n
exhibit a tendency to become
obsessed with particular
programmes. Concealing the
computer and incorporating
the computer in the child’s
daily work schedule are effe c-
tive strategies for controlling
computer access.

S ta ff development Staff should
be facilitated in availing of
o pportunities to enga ge in staff
development and training that
enables them to effect a
combined-skills app r oach to
meeting the needs of childre n
with ASDs. 

Co n c l u s i o n
Significant progress has been
made since autism was given
recognition as a discre t e
d i s a b i l i ty category in 1 9 9 8.

Schools are proactive and
successful in enabling childre n
with ASDs access app r o p r i a t e
education and achieve their full
potential. The imagination,
commitment and skill of indi-
vidual teachers have
contributed greatly to the high
qu a l i ty of educational provision
that is available for childre n
with ASDs. Important insights
can be gained from the childre n
themselves as the fo l l o w i n g
poem written by Philip Aston, a
seven-year old child with ASD
demonstrates (Aston, 1 9 9 6) .

How I Got to Keep Listening
I got to keep listening 
But I keep missing the words
Maybe I could sit at the front of

the carpet
That will be a little bit louder

Mrs Hirst talks to me
And I got to think
I thought ‘it’s hard’
But Mrs Hirst thinks it’s easy.

Maybe I only got small ears
And I got to keep them on
That’s how
I got to keep listening.

We can usefully adopt Philip’s
advice and keep listening.

E xtended version of this article ca n
be read on www.into.ie

Impairments in social intera c t i o n

Impairments in language and
co m m u n i ca t i o n

Impairments in imagination, with
a restricted range of behaviour,
activities, and intere s t s

Additional diffi c u l t i e s :
• Se n s o ry and perceptual sensitivities
• Fine or gross motor control. 
• Eating, drinking or slee p i n g .
• I n a b i l i ty to block out distractions
• I n a pp r opriate eye co n ta c t .
• Poor organisational skills.
• D i fficulties in managing time

and completing wo r k .

• Literal thinkers
• C o n fused by the rules that gove r n

social behaviour
• Require direct teaching in social skills

• N eed to structure opp o rtunities fo r
the child to use social skills in
d i fferent situations

• Aw a r e n e ss of the difficulties for the

child inherent in less structured
situations, such as break and lunch
time, and in transition betwee n
l e ss o n s .

• The child needs supp o rt in under-
s tanding the purpose and value of
co m m u n i ca t i o n

• Attention needs to be d i r e c t e d
towards teaching the social aspects

of language eg, turn-ta k i n g
• Direct teaching of gestures, facial

e x p r e ssion, vo cal intonation, and
body language

• Use of visual material or signing to

s u pp o rt and facilitate the child’s
co m m u n i ca t i ve initiations and
r e s p o n s e s

• Pr oviding precise instructions fo r
the child to fo l l ow .

• The child must be helped to cop e
with new and varying activities

• Pre-empting the child’s anxiety ,

from being presented with
unstructured or unfamiliar situa-
tions without prior warning or

e x p l a n a t i o n
• Devising and implementing a

structured play programme.

• Adjustments must be made to the
c l a ssroom to deal with the child’s
u n d e r s e n s i t i v i ty or ove r s e n s i t i v i ty
to noise, smell, taste, light, to u c h ,
or move m e n t

• Implementing structured and
systematic programmes fo r
d e ve l oping the child’s gross or
fine motor skills

• Eliciting relevant info r m a t i o n
regarding the child’s eating, drink-
ing or sleeping irr e g u l a r i t i e s

• Structuring the class room
environment to reduce distractions

• Securing the child’s attention
b e fore issuing instructions irr e g u-
larities or engaging in co n versation 

• Pr oviding structures that assist the

child in understanding the
duration of ta s k s

• Making the links between diffe r e n t
tasks clear to the child

• Direct and clear teaching of
i d e n t i fied skills.
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Teacher Education Section, DES
S u pporting the continuous professional deve l opment of teachers working with

pupils with special educational needs

T eacher Education Section
(TES), formerly the In-
C a reer Development

Unit, is committed to initiating
and managing ongoing
programmes of inservice train-
ing and professional develop-
ment for teachers and other
stakeholders in education.
Through an expanding range of
a c c redited courses in college s
and third-level institutions and
in the development of supp o r t
programmes and services, TES
continues to provide supp o r t
for teachers in their ongoing
p r o fessional development. TES
strategy in providing opp o r t u-
nities to assist teachers in
meeting the teaching and
learning needs of pupils with
special educational needs
combines a number of elements.  

Po s t - g raduate professional 
t raining progra m m e s
In order to equip teachers to
meet the needs of pupils re qu i r-
ing learning support and pupils
with special educational needs,
a new combined post-graduate
diploma programme of training
is being offe red to teachers in
the current school year. This
programme is available in St
P a t r i ck’s College, Drumcondra,
Church of Ireland College of
Education, Rathmines, St
A n gela’s College, Sligo, Mary
Immaculate College, Limerick ,
U n i v e r s i ty College Dublin, the
National University of Ire l a n d ,
Galway and University College
Cork. Details of this programme
a re available in Circular
0 0 3 5/2 0 0 6. An allowance is
payable to teachers who
successfully complete the
course in accordance with the
terms of Circular 2 1/0 5

A one-year, fulltime taught
programme, running from
September to June and leading
to a Masters in Special
Educational Needs is provided
at St Patrick’s College ,
Drumcondra. The programme
is concerned with developing

teachers’ knowledge and skills
in analysing, critiquing and
a pplying special education
research literature, and in
c a r rying out research re l e v a n t
to children with special educa-
tional needs. Details of this
programme are available in
Circular 0 0 2 7/2 0 0 6

Ad va n ced training in specifi c
a reas 
From 2 0 0 1, a Graduate
Certificate Course in the
Education of Pupils with Au t i s m
has been available at St
P a t r i ck’s College Drumcondra.
This is a one-year part-time
programme and is delivere d
through both distance learning
modes and some direct teach-
ing. The programme allows fo r
teachers’ learning to be re l a t e d
d i rectly to their teaching and to
the pupils’ learning over the
year. The Graduate Certificate
course consists of thre e
modules of ten credits each and
is equated with 4 5 0 hours of
which approximately 6 5%
involves independent learning
activities and contact with
pupils. This is the course that is
re fe r red to in the recent publi-
cation by the Inspectorate,
Evaluation of Educational
P r ovision for Children with
Autistic Spectrum Disorders,
which involved teachers being
released from schools for a two -
week period and being re l e a s e d
to attend two re g i o n a l l y - b a s e d
group tutorials per module. In
the current year, teachers may
complete the Post-Graduate
Diploma in Special Education
with a specialisation in ASDs or
alternatively complete the Post-
Graduate Certificate in Au t i s m .
These options are detailed in
Circular 0 0 7 3/2 0 0 6.

Special Education Support
Se rv i ce
The Special Education Supp o r t
S e rvice (SESS) was established
by TES in 2 0 0 3. The aim of this
nationwide service is to

enhance the qu a l i ty of teaching
and learning with particular
re fe rence to special education
provision. The SESS aims to
provide a qu a l i ty service that is
inclusive, promotes collabo r a-
tion and co-operation and
provides for equ a l i ty of access.
S E SS is hosted by Cork
Education Support Centre .
T h e re has been significant
expansion of the SESS in the
past year, now with a co-ord i-
nating team of fourteen full-
time teachers.  

The main areas of work of the
S E SS includes

● Local Initiatives Scheme: The
scheme invites schools and
individual teachers to iden-
t i fy their own particular
p r o fessional development
needs and apply to the SESS
for funding or support across
all areas of Special Education.
Application forms are avail-
able on the SESS website.
www.sess.ie. 

● S E SS Core Stra t e g y: The SESS
has teams of teachers with
specific expertise (SESS
Associates) who, in collabo r a-
tion with the Education
C e n t re Network, provide a
r a n ge of supports to schools
through seminar delivery and
school visits. The key
elements of the work of the
teams are identified below.

● Autistic Spectrum Disorders:
This team is enga ged in
providing a one-day seminar,
‘An Introduction to Au t i s t i c
Spectrum Disorders’, fo r
classroom teachers. Almost
6 5 0 teachers nationwide
a ttended these seminars in
2 0 0 5 - 2 0 0 6. 

● Dyslexia: Similarly, the
Dyslexia team are focusing on
the class teacher with
‘ Dyslexia in School: A
Seminar on Planning and
I n t e rvention for Class

Teachers’. Over 1 , 9 0 0 t e a c h-
ers availed of these seminars
in the last school year.

● S e c o n d - L e v e l: Over 1 , 2 0 0
second-level teachers were
facilitated at this series of
one-day in-school whole-staff
seminar-‘Inclusion of Students
with Special Educational
Needs in Mainstream: A
Whole-School App r oach’ 

Management of challenging
behaviour in special school
s e ttings  
Special schools who deal with
serious and persistent challeng-
ing behaviour on a day-to day
basis that re qu i res specific inter-
ventions sought specific CPD on
the use of such interventions at
whole-staff and whole-team
level. Special schools availed of
funding to get specialist training
in the management of challeng-
ing behaviour. Teachers att e n d-
ing the courses were eligible fo r
EPV days.  

Schools catering for students
with Mild General Learning
Disabilities availed of profe s-
sional development provided
d i rectly by the SESS team. An
initial in-school whole staff
seminar, ’Introduction to
Challenging Behaviour’, was
followed up by a one-day semi-
nar for whole staff on
‘Managing Challenging
Behaviour’. An exceptional
one-day school closure had
been sanctioned for the
purpose of facilitating delivery
of this latter seminar.

Cr o s s - b o rder profe s s i o n a l
exchange progra m m e
The work of the Exchange
Programme is completed. The
following documents, were
published and launched at the
closing confe rence in Newry ,
May 2 0 0 6. 

– Opening the Spectrum: Insights
into working with Pupils on the
Autistic Spectrum.
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Ac r o n y m S tands fo r
A D ( H ) D Attention Deficit

( H y p e r a c t i v i ty) Disord e r .
A S A s p e rger’s Syndrome.
A S D Autistic Spectrum

D i s o rd e r .
C P C e rebral Palsy.
E B D Emotional and/or

Be h a v i o u r a l
D i s t u r b a n c e .

EPSEN Act Education for Persons
with Special Educational
Needs Act (2 0 0 4) .

G L D General Learning
D i s a b i l i ty .

H S E Health Serv i c e
E x e c u t i v e .

I E P Individual Education
P l a n .

N C S E National Council fo r
Special Education.

N DA National Disability
Au t h o r i ty .

N E P S National Educational
Psychological Serv i c e .

O D D O ppositional Defiant
D i s o rd e r .

S E N Special Educational
N e e d s .

S E N O Special Educational
Needs Orga n i s e r .

S E RC Re p o r t Special Education
Review Committ e e
Report (1 9 9 3) .

S L D Specific Learning
D i s a b i l i ty .

S N A Special Needs Assistant.
S P G L D S e v e re to Profo u n d

General Learning
D i s a b i l i ty .

SS L D Specific Speech and
La n g u a ge Disord e r .

– Inclusive Dyslexia– Friendly
P ra c t i c e .

– It’s Good to Talk. Using Case-
Based Learning.

The documents are available on
the website www.sess.ie

S E SS is also involved in a
number of exciting and innova-
tive developments. In collabo-
ration with the Department of
Education, Northern Ire l a n d
and the DES, SESS has secure d
additional funding under
P E ACE II to build on pre v i o u s
e x p e r i e n c e .

The core aim of the new proj-
ect, ‘Special Educational Needs:
Cross Bo rder Pare n t
C o m m u n i ty and School Project’,
is to bring parents, their
communities and schools into
closer working harmony by
establishing effective local
n e t works, placing schools at the
heart of a structured training
p r o g r a m m e .

Cu r rent and On-going
D e ve l o p m e n t s
A project manager has been
a ppointed to lead the ‘Special
School as a Resource Project’.  

The project aims to

● Develop the special school as
a central resource for a group
of mainstream schools/units
within the hinterland of the
special school  

● Develop and enhance the
expertise both in the special
school and in the outlying
s c h o o l s

● C reate networks of schools
that are willing to collabo r a t e
and co-operated with each
other.  

● C reate a climate of openness
in schools that will facilitate
the sharing of expertise and of
experiences of good practice

S E SS has commenced the provi-
sion of series of lecturers by
renowned international speak-
ers. In September, Professor Bill
Ro gers addressed teachers in
Cork on ‘Cracking the Hard
Class’. Dr Steve Chinn spoke in
L i m e r i ck, Cork and Dublin on
‘The Trouble with Maths’. In
October, Lindy Petersen
a d d ressed groups of teachers in
Dublin, Kildare, Navan and
L i m e r i ck, on her programme
‘Stop, Think and Do’. Profe s s o r
Barrie Bennet, University of

Toronto, Canada will speak on
’Instructional Intelligence’ at
c o n fe rences in Limerick, Cork
and Dublin, commencing on 1 3
N o v e m b e r .

A r r a n gements have been also
been made with TEACC H
(North Carolina, USA) to
provided specific courses over
the coming year. These are :

● T wo-day Introduction to
T E ACCH’ (Maynooth,
F e b r u a ry 2 0 0 7) .

● T wo-day Introduction to
T E ACCH ( Kilkenny, February ,
2 0 0 7) .

● Five-day hands-on-TEACC H
( N e w b r i d ge, October 2 0 0 6) .

● Five-day hands on TEACC H
(Galway, January 2 0 0 7). 
S E SS continues to part-fund

training on-line with a range of
courses being provided this
autumn. SESS is liaising with
Pyramid UK to provide funded
access for teachers to fo r t h c o m-
ing two-day PECS course
throughout the country. The
development and expansion of
the website is on-going. With
over 8 , 0 0 0 hits in September, is
becoming a valuable re s o u r c e
for teachers in schools

SU DOKU

The Comhar Linn Su Doku challenge is to fill every
space in the grid with one of the digits 1 to 9, so
that all 9 d i g i ts appear on each row and e a c h

column, as well as in each of the 9 s q u a re -s h a p e d
cells. There is a unique solution to each puzz l e .

Good luck.
Solution on page 3 9

Special Educa t i o n
a whole diffe rent language

SESS CO N TACT DETAILS 

Special Education Support Service, c/o Cork Education Supp o r t
C e n t re, The Re c t o ry, Western Road, Cork

Telephone: (0 2 1) 4 2 5 4 2 4 1
Call Save: 1 8 5 0 - 2 0 0 8 8 4 Website: www.sess.ie
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N
o logic or re a s o n
can explain the
outright certainty
I felt during a
staff meeting,

when the principal pre s e n t e d
the possibility of setting up an
o u t reach pre-school for chil-
d ren with autism. Our school
had been app r oached by
Beechpark Services for childre n
with ASD, as falling numbers in
school enrolments indicated
potential availability of space.
My head didn’t come into it. All
it could do was try to grapp l e
with the conviction that had
bypassed it entirely and lodge d
deep within the gut. This was
the job for me. In the months
and years that followed I wo u l d
come to see how it had to have
been this way. If logic or re a s o n
had been allowed a vote,
common sense and fear wo u l d
have pulled rank and the gut
would have been over ruled.

It was 1 9 9 9 and I had been
teaching mainstream junior
and senior infant classes in the
school since 1 9 9 0, having pre v i-
ously taught in Killinarden and
Ba l l y fermot. I had trained in
Froebel College, receiving a
d e g ree from Tr i n i ty College in
1 9 8 2. Apart from the basic study
of child psychology, I had no
p r o fessional experience or
k n o w l e d ge to pre p a re me. From
a personal perspective
however, I understood at some
level, the wretchedness of isola-
tion that can result from the
disconnection of the human
spirit with the world in which
we live. Hardly a pre - re qu i s i t e ,
but it may explain the magnetic
pull towards this particular
field of education. 

Confusing days followed. As a
s e rvice, it was in its infancy and
the teething was murder! Tr i a l
and error brought the re a l i s a-
tion that almost all of what I had
learned up to this had to be
d i s c a rded or at least re i n t e r -
p reted. Support from Be e c h p a r k
along with in-school supp o r t

was crucial. Teachers in ge n e r a l
a re used to being the experts
and accepting that you “know
nothing” can be a humbling but
v e ry necessary experience.
Further inservice training
helped. But stress levels re s u l t e d
in a family agreement that if it
didn’t get better within the
t h i rd year, I would qu i t .

It got better. The Department
of Education and Science (DES)
o rganised a postgraduate
course in ASD with Birmingham
U n i v e r s i ty in conjunction with
St Pat’s. I hadn’t written an
academic sentence in twenty
years. The challenge was
immense. My first assignment
was a naive composition with,
at best, tenuous theore t i c a l
links. So m e w h e re between the
second and third module, I
came into my own. Everything I
did related closely to my work in
the classroom, with every d a y
practice benefiting dire c t l y
from each assignment. Since
study seemed an integral part of
my work as opposed to some-
thing extra that had to be done,
it made sense to continue with
this (tailor made for me) learn-
ing process. When I was offe re d
the opp o r t u n i ty to wo r k
t o w a rds an M.Ed, it seemed a
natural progression. The only
stumbling block was the age -
old self-doubt thing. I thought
that Masters degrees were the
p re s e rve of academics, where a s
my sole interest lay in the prac-
ticalities of my everyday wo r k
coupled with a passionate
d e s i re to gain a deeper under-
standing of ASD. I decided in
the wo rds of Bob Dylan just to
“keep on keeping on”. 

At the end of my sixth year,
it’s beginning to make sense.
Working with 3 0 c h i l d ren and
their families (six each year)
has provided invaluable experi-
ential learning while ongoing
study has provided a broa d e n-
ing of my theoretical knowledge
on which to base my every d a y
practice. Each brought a level of

depth to the other. It is my
personal observation that the
c h i l d ren’s gains are incre a s i n g
c o r respondingly each year in
line with improvements in
s e rvice. Validation came, in
2 0 0 4, in the shape of a DES
re quest that the service be
expanded to double its size. We
must have been doing some-
thing right.

What informed the develop-
ment of our practice? I wish I
could give you a simple answer.
How about an easy recipe fo r
good autism practice? I wish!
Autism, by its very nature ,
p recludes generalisations. It’s
probably best to presume that
the gap between your percep-
tion of the world and the child’s
is unimaginably huge. “Men are
from Mars; women are from
Venus” doesn’t come even
close! What follows is an
a ttempt to give an overview of
ASD. But remember, every child
you meet may manifest the
common underlying deficits in
v e ry diffe rent ways. 

What is autism?
Autism or Autistic Spectrum
D i s o rders (ASD) involve thre e
fundamental areas of deficit,
often re fe r red to as the triad of
i m p a i r m e n t s :
● Impairment of social interac-

tion (in other wo rds, the chil-
d ren are affected in their
a b i l i ty to understand social
behaviour, which affects their
a b i l i ty to interact with other
c h i l d ren and adults).  

● Impairment of social commu-
nication (they are affected in
their ability to understand
and use verbal and non-
verbal communication).  

● Impairment of social imagi-
nation (they are affected in
their ability to think and
behave flexibly).

(Jones, 2 0 0 2) .

Social understanding and inter-
a c t i o n
A pupil with autism:

● May show pre fe rence for soli-
t a ry space and avoid people.

● May show pre fe rence fo r
objects over people.

● May not feel motivated to
s h a re other people’s intere s t s

● May not ack n o w l e d ge others
in play.

● May shun physical contact or
make contact on his/her own
t e r m s .

● May experience difficulty
with turn-taking. 

● May not be able to compre-
hend the needs or feelings of
others or may not even
perceive them. 

(Jones, 2 0 0 2) .

U n d e r s tanding verbal and non-
verbal co m m u n i ca t i o n
A pupil with autism:
● May have difficulty under-

standing the purpose of
c o m m u n i c a t i o n .

● May not seek to communi-
cate with others.

● May not display or even have
any interest in other people
or their intere s t s .

● May present with speech
development delay or an
absence of speech.

● May present with limited use
of ge s t u re, eye contact, facial
e x p ression and bo d y
l a n g u a ge that may appear as
i n a pp r o p r i a t e .

● May present with good
speech and language but still
not be able to communicate
e f fe c t i v e l y .

● May talk at length to some-
one on his/her own terms but
not participate in a two - w a y
c o n v e r s a t i o n .

● May not understand or be
able to grasp the element of
social timing necessary in
c o n v e r s a t i o n .

(Jones, 2 0 0 2) .

Thinking and behaving fl e x i b l y
A pupil with autism:
● May pursue repetitive activi-

ties for example twiddling;
spinning; flick i n g .

● May show a special interest in

Teaching children with Au t i s t i c S
A personal journey
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a particular activity and
pursue it re l e n t l e s s l y .

● May show strong pre fe re n c e
for solitary play and display
limited skills particularly in
p retend play.

● May have difficulty adapting
to change .

● May pursue his/her own
a genda to the exclusion of
o t h e r s .

● May want to control events.
(Jones, 2 0 0 2). 

Individuals may also pre s e n t
with intellectual difficulties and
s e n s o ry perception and
response difficulties.

(Jones, 2 0 0 2). 

Intellectual ability
C h i l d ren with autism can pre s-
ent with varying degrees of
i n t e l l i gence, from those
p resenting with severe or
p r o found learning difficulties
to those of well abo v e - a v e r a ge
a b i l i ty .

(Howlin, 1 9 9 8; Jones, 2 0 0 2; 
J o rdan, 1 9 9 9) .

Se n s o ry perception and
re s p o n s e s
A child with autism:
● May find certain sounds

d i s t ressing and react by
covering ears, crying or try i n g
to get away from the source of
the offending sound.

● May be hyper-sensitive (over-
sensitive) or hypo-sensitive
(under-sensitive) to tempera-
t u re or touch by people,
objects or even the material
of their clothing.

● May become absorbed by
visual patterns. 

● May actively avoid the
b r oadening of tastes
and show a pre fe re n c e
for certain fo o d s ,
t e x t u res or
s m e l l s .

(Jones, 2 0 0 2;
Kr a n o w i tz ,
1 9 9 9) .

I n d i v i d u a l i ty
Individuals with autism:
● D i f fer from one another

reflecting diffe rences in the
s e v e r i ty of their autism, their
intellectual ability and any
additional difficulties.

(Jones, 2 0 0 2, p.2) .

Their personality and life
experiences will also have had
an impact and continue to
impact on how s/he presents at
school.  Each child needs to be
understood and treated in all
respects as an individual.

How does knowing all this help
me as a teacher to provide an
appropriate educa t i o n ?
This is the tricky bit. How do we
avoid a theory/practice gap? I
could write a book. But here are
a few general points for starters: 
● Devising Individual

Education Plans collabo r a-
tively with parents and Multi-
d i s c i p l i n a ry team based on
the needs of the child is
essential. 

● I try to see the world through
the individual child’s eyes. I
find out what lights him/h e r
up and use this to build a
relationship of trust between
u s .

● Providing an environment
that is structured and
calm, balancing
c o m fort with
c o g n i t i v e

c h a l l e n ge, helps the child
with ASD to make sense of
the world and often results in
a significant reduction in
a n x i e ty. 

● A lot of what is termed chal-
lenging behaviour can be an
acting out of frustration and
a n x i e ty. Empowering the
child as a communicator who
can make his/her needs
understood and validating
h i m /her as an effe c t i v e
communicative partner in
enjoyable social routines
often negates the necessity
for such behaviour. 

● Providing visual instructions
and prompts promotes the
child’s understanding of what
is being asked of him/her, as
does the use of visual sched-
ules and supp o r t s .
Boundaries must be clear and
readily understood by all.

● Since all impairments of
autism lie in the social
domain, it follows that early
i n t e rvention should focus on
ways of opening the child up
to the joy and re w a rds of
t wo-way interaction.
This will pave the
way for broa d e r
access to

learning throughout the
child’s life .

● P LAY AND HAVE FUN. As
Samuel Be ck e tt said, you
learn more through laughter
than through tears.

Re fe re n ce
Howlin, P. (1 9 9 8)C h i l d ren with
Autism and Asperger Syndrome: A
Guide for Practitioners and Care r s.
Chichester: Wiley .
Jones, G. (2 0 0 2) E d u c a t i o n a l
P r ovision for Children with Au t i s m
and Asperger Syndrome: Me e t i n g
Their Needs. London: Fulton.
J o rdan, R. (1 9 9 9) Au t i s t i c
Spectrum Disorders: An
Introductory Handbook fo r
P ra c t i t i o n e r s. London: Fulton.
Kr a n o w i tz, C. (1 9 9 8) The Out-of-
Sync Child: Recognizing and
Coping with Sensory Integra t i o n
D y s f u n c t i o n. Carmarthen, UK:
Crown House.

■ Ma ry McKenna, Outreach
c l a ss for children with

autism, Scoil Mhuire,
B a l l y boden, Dublin 1 6

c Spectrum Disord e rs (A S D )

■ It’s probably best to
p resume that the gap
between your
p e rception of the world
and the child’s
is unimaginably huge. 
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National Council for Special Educa t i o n

T he National Council fo r
Special Education was set
up to improve the deliv-

e ry of education services to
persons with special
educational needs arising from
disabilities with particular
emphasis on childre n .

The Council was first estab-
lished as an independent statu-
t o ry body by order of the
Minister for Education and
Science in December 2 0 0 3.

With effect from 1 O c t o b e r
2 0 0 5 it has been formally estab-
lished under the Education fo r
Persons with Special
Educational Needs Act 2 0 0 4
(EPSEN Act). That Act sets out
both the general functions of

the Council and its specific
function in relation to the
provisions of the Act.

The general functions of the
Council as set out in Section 2 0
of the EPSEN Act may be
summarised as fo l l o w s .
● Planning and co-ord i n a t i n g

provision of education and
s u pport services to childre n
with special educational
needs. 

● Disseminating info r m a t i o n
on best practice concerning
the education of children with
special educational needs.

● Providing information to
p a rents in relation to the
entitlements of children with
special educational needs. 

● Assessing and re v i e w i n g
resources re qu i red by chil-
d ren with special educational
needs. 

● Ensuring that progress of
students with special educa-
tional needs is monitored and
reviewed. 

● Reviewing education provision
for adults with disabilities.

● Advising educational institu-
tions on best practice. 

● Consulting with voluntary
bodies. 

● Advising the Minister fo r
Education and Science on
m a tters relating to special
education. 

● Conducting research and
publishing findings. 

In addition the Council has
specific functions in relation to
the core provisions of the Act
such as assessment and individ-
ual education plans.

In carrying out its functions
under the Act the Council is
re qu i red to consult dire c t l y
with stakeholders as necessary
and to establish a fo r m a l
National Consultative Fo r u m
re p resentative of all the stake-
h o l d e r s .

Contact details: N a t i o n a l
Council for Special Education, 
1 - 2 Mill Street, Trim, Co Meath.
Tel – 046 9486400. Fax: 0 4 6
9 4 8 6 4 0 4. Email: info @ n c s e . i e
Website: www.ncse.ie

T he National Educational
Psychological Serv i c e
(NEPS) is a service funded

by the Department of Education
and Science. NEPS psychologists
work with both primary and
p o s t - p r i m a ry schools and they
a re concerned with learning,
behaviour, social and emotional
development. Each psychologist
is assigned to a group of schools.

NEPS psychologists specialise

in working with the school
c o m m u n i ty. They work in part-
nership with teachers, pare n t s
and children in identify i n g
educational needs. They offer a
r a n ge of services aimed at
meeting these needs, for exam-
ple, supporting individual
students (through consultation
and assessment), special proj-
ects and research. 

“NEPS mission is to supp o r t

the personal, social and educa-
tional development of all chil-
d ren through the application of
psychological theory and prac-
tice in education, having partic-
ular re ga rd for children with
special educational needs.”

Contact details: NEPS, Head
Office, Fre d e r i ck Court, 2 4/2 7
Nth Fre d e r i ck Street, Dublin 1.
Tel: 01 8892700. Fax 01 8892755.
Email: neps@neps.gov.ie 

National Educa t i o n a l
Ps y c h o l o g i cal Se rv i ce Age n c y

I L SA’s main raison d’être is to
provide regular, dynamic in-

c a reer professional develop-
ment for its members

– at autumn and spring
national confe rences; and

– at regular regional cluster
meetings (ILSA has 3 0
regional clusters).

● I L SA keeps in touch with its
membership through the
publication of newslett e r s
and through its website.

● I L SA publishes an annual
research journal entitled
L E A R N to keep members

a b reast of current re s e a r c h
findings and good practice in
learning support and
resource teaching.

● I L SA encourages research into
learning support and
resource teaching and makes
bursaries available to
members to facilitate this
re s e a r c h .

● I L SA maintains re g u l a r
contact with sister learning
s u pport and resource teacher
Associations in Scotland,
England, Wales, USA, and
Northern Ire l a n d .

● I L SA enga ges with the teacher
unions (TUI, ASTI and INTO )
and raises current issues,
which concern learning
s u pport and resource teach-
e r s .

● I L SA makes re p re s e n t a t i o n s
to the DES on policy issues
pertaining to learning
s u pport and resource teach-
i n g .

Contact details: I L SA, c/o
Drumcondra Education Centre ,
Drumcondra, Dublin 9, Ire l a n d .
Email/General Info r m a t i o n :
i n fo@ilsa.ie or www.ilsa.ie

Irish Learning Support As s o c i a t i o n

I r i s h
As s o c i a t i o n
of Te a c h e r s
in Special
E d u ca t i o n

I rish Association of
Teachers in Special

Education (IATSE) is an
association of and fo r
teachers and educators
of people with special
educational needs in
I re l a n d .

I ATSE provides:
● Regional meetings and

s e m i n a r s .
● U P DATE, newslett e r

each term.
● R E ACH, journal of

special education in
I reland, twice annually. 

● Annual international
c o n fe re n c e .

Contact information:
I AT S E ,
Drumcondra Education
C e n t re ,
Drumcondra, Dublin 9.
E m a i l :
i n fo @ i a t s e i re l a n d . c o m
w w w . i a t s e . i e

3 2 I n To u c h N ovember 2006


