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Education is recognised as a fundamental human right (United Nations Declaration of Human Rights) and commitment to this concept is expressed in many national policy documents.  The concept, together with the principles of equality of opportunity and meaningful participation within society for children and young people with special educational needs, is encapsulated in the Education for Persons with Special Education Needs Act 2004.  While these fundamental rights and principles have been acknowledged in Ireland significant issues continue to exist in respect of what constitutes an appropriate education for children and young people with special educational needs.  

The TUI endorses the right of everyone to develop their inherent potentials through education provision that is delivered in a learning climate which is conducive to the realisation of the individual’s true potential.  It considers that special education provision should be an integral element of the education continuum that is available to children and young people.  While recognising that no definite understanding of inclusion and integration has yet emerged nationally or internationally, the union sees these principles as essential to any effort to re-think, re-organise and restructure education provision to address special education needs. However, inclusion and integration of those with special educational needs or disabilities is a challenge for the whole of society.  Education provision and services is only one of a suite of serious issues and considerations. How best education services can contribute to the inclusion and integration agenda must be carefully examined and balanced against how they can effectively and appropriately deliver on their core responsibility to nurture the academic, social and personal development of each student and all students. 

In this regard the TUI believes that the inclusion and integration of those with special educational needs can and must be promoted and supported in a variety of different education contexts – mainstream schools and classes, special classes in mainstream schools and special schools. The idea that children and young people with special educational needs should be enabled and supported to participate in mainstream classes in mainstream schools is strongly embraced by the TUI as the ideal.   Notwithstanding this the TUI recognises that the retention of special education schools and special classes in mainstream schools is necessary and justified, especially in addressing low incidence special educational needs.   

In particular it must be understood that inclusion of some students with special educational needs in mainstream school and classes may not enable them to realise their true academic or social potential as there may be too many competing forces at play.  In some instances it will be more appropriate that high quality services are delivered by dedicated experts, anchored in highly specialised facilities and supports.  Indeed the union believes it would be unwise to assume that all staff in mainstream settings will have access to the full range of special supports, resources and expertise necessary to effectively meet the need of all students at all times.  It must be recognised that the inclusion of a high number of students with special educational needs, which vary widely in nature and intensity, in mainstream classes could lead to deterioration in the overall quality of service delivery to all students. This in itself is unjust. Thorough examination of the all related pedagogical, teacher education and professional development, infrastructural and support issues is essential.  The TUI especially supports the continued provision of special education classes in mainstream schools.  This model has been in operation for a number of years and has proven its potential to deliver effective education to those with special educational needs. It also has significant potential to promote a culture of inclusion and integration within a whole school approach.  

While endorsing the idea that special schools and special classes should continue to exist the TUI believes that the visibility of such schools/classes, where they are deemed appropriate and necessary, must be improved. The ‘out of mind, out of sight’ approach that so often typified such provision in the past must continue to diminish.  To promote integration and inclusion in the wider context, well planed initiatives to ensure collaboration and joint action between specials school/classes and mainstream schools/classes should be initiated.   This is important at a number of levels 

a) between staff to enable exchange of ideas, expertise and resources and to support capacity building and team work

b) among the children and young people to provide for combined learning  opportunities, recreational activities, peer interaction  social interaction

c) among parents, school management boards, local community, youth and business interests to ensure that integration and inclusion is supported in a whole community context. 

Such approaches could be very significant in breaking down prejudices and supporting social integration and inclusion while at the same time providing effective education services.  

While supporting the participation of those with special educational needs in mainstream schools/classes the TUI considers this cannot be achieved without the requisite support.  In particular, supports in respect of additional teacher allocation and planning time, professional development of teachers, appropriate student supports, curricular and learning supports and physical infrastructure are crucial.  In this regard the fact that the process of developing curricula and teaching and learning approaches is increasingly informed by the dual experiences of special schools and mainstream schools is welcomed.  The union notes that strong anecdotal evidence and the recent audit on enrolment practice by the Department of Education and Science suggest that the concentration of children with special educational needs in particular mainstream schools is continuing. It believes that this is leading to unacceptable polarisation and ghettoisation, to an excessive number of special classes and to some mainstream schools becoming defacto special schools.  

Furthermore the union has concerns about the inclusion of students with special educational needs in mainstream classes without a reduction in the maximum class size, some attention to the number of students with special educational needs that may be accommodated and access to the appropriate facilities and materials.  The union agrees that, whatever the delivery context, once commenced the Individual Education Plan process will provide an opportunity for schools to advise parents about realisable outcomes for their children and will be a significant support in addressing student needs. However, it believes the positive potential will not be realised unless adequate resources and appropriate professional development are in place. 

To truly obtain inclusion and integration, the union believes that the deficit model and categorisation model that has underpinned funding mechanisms in the past must be further changed.  It concurs with the report by the NCSE that the funding, resource and support paradigm must shift to a systemic support model in order to strengthen the capacity and resources within schools so that they can respond early and quickly to those with special educational needs. To this end despite flaws the general allocation model is favoured provided it is flanked by a parallel system that ensures equitable allocation of resources vis a via the number of students with special educational needs enrolled in a particular school.  

Finally, as pointed out by Griffin and Shevlin (2007) equality of opportunity is often misunderstood to mean treating everyone in the same way.  However, to treat people equally means taking account of the diversity among children and since children are different from each other, they must be treated in different ways in order to reach common goals (Hegarty, 1993). The success or failure of differential educational treatment of children and young people with special educational needs  whatever the context, will depend on what and how resources are allocated and deployed to ensure appropriate pedagogy, infrastructure and supports.   
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