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Introduction 

I thank you for the invitation to attend this morning to discuss our policy advice on 

supporting students with ASD. I would like to introduce my colleague, Mary Byrne, 

Head of Special Education. 

The NCSE takes very seriously our role in providing the Minister for Education and 

Skills with independent, expert, evidence-informed policy advice on the education of 

children with special educational needs. 

In preparing this advice, we reviewed an extensive range of relevant national and 

international research. We commissioned two specific studies to establish the most 

up-to-date research position; to evaluate practice in our schools and identify practice 

in other countries. We attended national and international conferences. 

We consulted widely, with over 30 meetings held with students, parents, educational 

partners and stakeholders, including the HSE. We visited 10 schools. 16 

presentations were made directly to Council Members from parents, teachers and 

academics. 

So what did we find? 

We established that 14,000 or one in every 65, students enrolled in Irish 

schools has a diagnosis of ASD. 

This school prevalence rate of 1.55% is substantially higher than previously reported 

(1%) but is in line with more recent rates reported in the UK and US. 
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• 86% of students were enrolled in mainstream schools: 

o 63% in mainstream classes 

o 23% in special classes 

• 14% were enrolled in special schools. 

In schools we found that: students with ASD are generally well supported and 

that there has been improvement in provision since the 2001 Task Force 

Report on Autism. 

• Over €300m was being invested in supports — teachers, SNAs, grants etc. 

• c2,500 teachers specifically for ASD 

• c950 special classes for ASD 

• 69% of students with ASD need, and have, access to SNA support 

• 20 special schools specifically for students with autism. 

We found students with ASD have access to an appropriate curriculum. There is 

generally a good, and improving, range of placement options available. We remain 

concerned by continuing soft barriers to enrolment and our inability to require 

schools to open special classes — this can lead to a delay in delivering sufficient 

specialist provision. 

Support for students with ASD is generally good in primary schools, but post-primary 

requires further development. 

What did our research establish? There is a lot of research but its quality is 

variable. Some interventions are recommended without a clear evidential 

basis. 

The research supports an education system that is flexible and responsive to 

students who can have very different needs and respond differently to interventions. 
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Our policy advice identifies some 34 evidence-informed interventions that may have 

some effect on some aspects of ASD for some students. 

What have we recommended? 

We made 11 recommendations in all and these have been sent to you. I will highlight 

a few this morning. 

We identified the need for further investment in Teacher Professional Development 

so that teachers have the expertise to identify student's needs and be able to select 

and use evidence-informed interventions appropriately. We recommended that 

teachers should have a minimum of three years' experience post-probation before 

being appointed as a special class teacher. We found significant difficulties with the 

lack of consistent and sufficient access to therapeutic supports. Investment in both 

health and educational support services is needed. 

We have raised concerns about two educational support schemes. 

We were unable to establish a robust evidential basis which justifies the 

Department's early intervention scheme being limited to certain categories of 

disability. Nor could we establish a robust basis for the DES extended school year, 

also known as the July Provision scheme, being limited to students with ASD only. 

We have advised that legal advice should be sought in respect of the potential 

inequitable nature of these schemes. 

We are also concerned that the current extended school year scheme can result in 

potentially unsafe environments for both students and staff. We recommended that 

the current scheme be replaced with a safe, social summer day-activity programme 

that is available for all students with complex educational needs. 

Current Position 	0,s1547,_ 1,2-Acv\ • 
fAiLv- 

I now hand oppr to JiI Mutkerri9s from the DES, who will outline progress since last 

September. 
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Appendix: 	NCSE Recommendations 

Recommendation 1: Using up-to-date prevalence figures for planning purposes; 

The DES should adopt an ASD prevalence rate of 1.55 per cent for planning purposes. 

Recommendation 2: Pre-school years 

The Government should bring clarity to the system by having one appropriately supported 
national pathway up to, and including, pre-school so that parents understand the support 
that is available for their children with special educational needs, including ASD, from what 
point this support is provided and where it is delivered. 

To bring this about: 

	

2.1 	The Government should specify the lead Department with responsibility for 
providing for the pre-school system for all children, including those with ASD, 
and clearly identify and set out the governance arrangements to be in place. 

	

2.2 	Collaborative multidisciplinary assessment must be provided on a timely basis 
and lead to individualised planning and early intervention. Staff trained in ASD 
specific interventions, and therapeutic/clinical services and supports, must be 
made available where needed and tailored to the child's assessed needs. 
Parents and pre-school staff must have access to specialist information, 
training and guidance on appropriate interventions based on the individual 
needs of the child. 

	

2.3 	Quality and standards must apply in pre-school settings and when these are 
in place, children with complex special educational needs (including many 
children with ASD) should be allowed, as appropriate, to spend two years in 
that setting to ensure they have every opportunity to be as independent as 
possible by the time they start primary school. 

Recommendation 3: School-Age Provision 

While acknowledging the extensive progress in school-aged provision for students with ASD, 
further improvement can be brought to the system in the following ways: 

	

3.1 	inclusive admissions policies: 
The NCSE should be equipped with the necessary authority to instruct a 
school to open a special class when it deems necessary. 

NEPS staffing allocation should allow for a psychologist to allocate an 
appropriate number of days each year to provide a quality service to special 
classes and to provide advice on educational placements. The DES should 
quantify the appropriate number of days based on the needs of the students 
in the special class. 

	

3.2 	Developing post-primary provision: 
Post-primary models of support should be age appropriate and reflect 
organisational structures. More able students with ASD should be supported 
through resourced mainstream provision while only those with complex needs 
should be placed in a special class. 
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The DES should consider making provision in post-primary schools, in line 
with educational need, to enable a teacher to have overall responsibility for 
the organisation and co-ordination of educational programmes for students 
with special educational needs, including ASD. 

The DES should reframe its policy on the use of over quota hours for 
resource teaching to ensure that only teachers with appropriate skills, 
knowledge and competencies are allocated resource teaching hours. The 
practice of spreading resource teaching hours over an excessive number of 
post-primary teachers' timetables should be discontinued. 

	

3.3 	Staffing matters 
The DES should allocate additional administrative days to primary schools 
with teaching principals to allow for the additional workload involved in setting 
up and maintaining special ASD classes. The DES should quantify the 
appropriate number of days based on the needs of the school. 

The DES should also consider providing additional administrative support to 
primary schools with special ASD classes where a fulltime secretary in not in 
place. 

	

3.4 	Redeployment panel 
The DES should ensure that the operation of the redeployment panel enables 
special schools and special classes to recruit teachers with the requisite 
levels of experience and qualifications to work with the cohort of students 
enrolled. If no such teacher is available on the panel, the school should be 
allowed to make other recruitment arrangements. 

The DES should further ensure that teachers recruited from the special panel 
for appointment in special schools and classes receive any necessary training 
before taking up this position or as soon as possible thereafter. 

	

3.5 	Substitution register 
The Teaching Council should compile and maintain a register of teachers with 
experience and qualifications in special educational needs who have 
indicated their interest and availability for substitution work in schools. 

Recommendation 4: Developing Teacher Knowledge, Skills, Understandings and 
Competency 

The DES should request the Teaching Council to develop, as a matter of priority, standards 
in relation to the knowledge, skills, understandings and competencies that teachers require 
to enable students with complex special educational need, including ASD, to receive an 
education appropriate to their needs and abilities in mainstream and special settings and a 
framework for teacher education to meet these standards. 

	

4.1 	The Teaching Council should publish detailed information on what constitutes 
the mandatory ITE module on inclusive education and following this exercise 
should, in conjunction with the NCSE, engage with the higher education 
institutions to ensure standards and consistency across programmes. 

	

4.2 	Pending development of standards and a framework for teacher education in 
ASD, the DES should ensure that: 
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Sufficient comprehensive programmes of professional learning in ASD 
are funded, developed and made available for mainstream primary 
and post-primary teachers and teachers in specialist roles and 
settings which are tailored to the particular needs of each cohort of 
teachers. 

Teachers should continue to engage in ongoing CPD following this 
programme. 

s 
	

Teachers should have a minimum of three years' teaching experience 
(post-probation) before taking up a position in a special class for 
students with ASD to allow time for development and upskilling. 

A training programme and mentoring system should be available for 
school leaders to provide up-to-date knowledge of, understanding in 
and information on the education of students with ASD. 

	

4.3 	The Inclusion Support Service should be sufficiently resourced to develop the 
capacity of schools to promote positive behaviour, to anticipate and reduce 
the incidence of challenging behaviours and to manage such behaviours 
if/when they arise. 

Recommendation 5: Educational Interventions for Students with ASD 

School development of educational programmes and identification of appropriate evidence-
informed interventions for students with ASD should be informed by HSE multidisciplinary 
assessment. 

	

5.1 	The Inclusion Support Service should be sufficiently resourced to provide a 
comprehensive, national programme to ensure that teachers are trained and 
upskilled in choosing evidence informed educational interventions that fit 
student needs. 

	

5.2 	The DES should assign responsibility to the Middletown Centre for Autism for 
regularly and formally updating the list of evidence informed educational 
interventions for ASD. 

	

5.3 	School management should ensure that educational interventions used are 
evidence-Informed. 

Recommendation 6: Other Educational Supports 

6.1 Special needs assistants 

Further to previous clarifications of the SNA role (Circular 30/2014), it would be 
helpful for the DES to remind schools that under their contracts, SNAs can be 
assigned duties appropriate to their job description and tailored to the needs of the 
students they support. 

The DES should regularly review the SNA role in supporting the care needs of 
students with ASD to ensure the service effectively addresses their needs. 

The NOSE should be permitted to allocate additional SNA support where this is 
clearly required to assist students transitioning, within a school, from a special to a 
mainstream class on a full-time basis. This support should be for a time-bound period 
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and should focus on ensuring the student is independently able to complete this 
transition as soon as possible. 

6.2 	Continuing professional development (CPD) for school-related staff 

The DES should arrange for the development of a generic training programme for 
SNAs to address the core skills to be acquired by all SNAs and should be cognisant 
of the need for such training when funding boards of management. The boards 
should have responsibility for ensuring SNAs have taken the generic training 
programme. 

Other personnel working with students with ASD, including bus escorts, drivers and 
caretakers should also receive training to promote and develop a common basic 
understanding of ASD and how it may affect students. 

6.3 	Special transport scheme 

The Departments of Health and Education, through the cross sectoral team, should 
jointly consider and put in place appropriate practical arrangements to enable 
students with complex special educational needs, including ASD, to be transported: 

• To and from respite care settings to school, on the same basis they are 
transported from their homes; and 

• Pending full roll-out of the progressing disabilities policy — to alternative 
special schools and classes where the HSE is unable to provide 
necessary therapy supports for a student in his/her local school. 

The HSE should ensure that times for respite care cover are synchronised with 
school start and finish times so there are no gaps in service for the child/family. 

6.4 	Technology-aided instruction 

As part of their overall training programme in ASD, teachers in specialist roles and 
positions should receive training in technology aided instruction for use with students 
with ASD. 

The Middletown Centre for Autism should be funded to research, compile, maintain 
and update a list of technology (including software) shown to be effective in teaching 
students with ASD. 

6.5 	Capitation grants 

The DES should consider extending the enhanced level of capitation grant for ASD to 
post-primary schools with special classes on the same basis as primary schools to 
assist them with the increased running costs associated with these classes. 

The DES should ensure that all post-primary schools (voluntary secondary, 
community/ comprehensive and ETB schools) receive the equivalent level of 
capitation grant for students with ASD in special classes. 
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6.6 	Furniture and equipment 

The DES should review whether the special education element of the minor works 
grant (€5,500 basic grant plus €18.50 per mainstream student and €74 per student 
with special educational needs) is sufficient to cover the additional wear and tear that 
can be caused to furniture and equipment through incidents of challenging 
behaviours. 

The DES should put in place an alternative funding mechanism for the maintenance 
and replacement of essential equipment (for example laminators, hoists, 
photocopiers, software and consumables), for schools with ASD classes were it ever 
necessary to withdraw funding for the minor works grant in the future. 

The DES should issue specifications on furniture and equipment to be installed in a 
special class and should then review the adequacy of the start-up grant in the context 
of these specifications. 

	

6.7 	Post-school provision 

The relevant Departments and associated agencies should jointly review their 
respective policies for post-school options for students with special educational 
needs, including ASD, to ensure these students have access to a full range of 
meaningful post-school work, educational and other placement opportunities. 

Recommendation 7: Extended School Year Scheme 

Discussions are urgently required between the Departments with responsibility for education, 
health, social protection and others as relevant, about how an equitable, national, day 
activity scheme can be developed that provides a structured, safe, social environment for 
students with complex special educational needs, including some students with ASD, for one 
month of the summer holidays and how such a scheme would be quality assured. 

In the meantime: 

	

7.1 	Boards of management should be satisfied that schools which continue to 
provide school-based July provision have adequate supervision 
arrangements in place to ensure the welfare and safety of participating 
students. 

Parents should satisfy themselves that their children are in a safe 
environment whether in a school or home based programme. 

Recommendation 8: Multidisciplinary Supports 

The Government should provide for sufficient ring-fenced resources to ensure the HSE is in 
a position to provide adequate multidisciplinary supports to students with complex special 
educational need, including ASD, who require such supports to access education. 

In addition: 

	

8.1 	The HSE should ensure there is a ring-fenced and adequate level of speech 
and language therapy available to meet the needs of students with complex 
special educational needs, including children with ASD. Where appropriate, 
this service should be delivered onsite in the student's pre-school or primary 
or post-primary school. 
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Given the clear relationship between speech and language development and 
cognitive development and given that speech and language therapy services 
in some other countries are attached to the relevant educational authority, the 
DES, in conjunction with the Department of Health should consider how best 
speech and language therapy can be delivered to students with complex 
needs, including the possibility of the DES assuming responsibility for its 
delivery to school-aged children. 

8.2 	The HSE should provide clear information to parents on the level of service 
their child requires and can expect to receive, how it will be delivered and how 
parents can support their children's development. 

Recommendation 9: Transition 

Schools should draw up a post-school transition plan for students with ASD as part of their 
individualised education planning. This should refer to the necessary links to post school 
specialist services or further and higher education institutions, as appropriate. 

Recommendation 10: Crisis Situations 

The DES should request the National Educational Psychological Service to prepare and 
issue clear guidelines to schools on: realistic and appropriate emergency procedures for 
crisis situations, involving episodes of extremely challenging or violent behaviour, causing 
serious risk to the student him/herself, other students or staff members; and the supports 
available to students, teachers, and parents following such incidents. In addition to other 
legal requirements referenced in the text of this paper, the DES should seek legal advice to 
ensure the guidelines are lawful. 

In addition: 

10.1 	Schools should provide a `quiet space' for students with ASD to meet their 
sensory needs but time-out rooms should not be available specifically for 
them as there is no evidence basis to support their use with this group. 

10.2 Where clearly necessary, special schools should be funded and supported to 
create an alternative and tailored environment for the few students with ASD 
who regularly demonstrate extremely and unpredictable violent behaviour, 
with a focus on reintegrating them with their peers as soon as is feasible. We 
would recommend that where possible, these spaces are not used exclusively 
for this purpose. 

Recommendation 11: Support for Families 

The relevant Government Departments recognise the importance of adopting a child-centred 
approach, within the family context, to supporting parents and families and in equipping them 
with the relevant knowledge and understanding of the ongoing impact that a diagnosis of 
ASD may have on their lives. 

To assist this: 

11.1 	Timely, consistent and ongoing access to HSE multidisciplinary therapy 
teams should be available, as necessary, to advise parents as their child 
grows and matures, with regular appointments to assess progress. 
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11.2 Training for parents by HSE and Middletown Centre for Autism, based on 
such programmes as the Early Bird and Early Bird Plus programmes, and the 
Incredible Years programme should be available to parents and families of 
children with ASD on a consistent basis nationally. Sibling workshops should 
also be consistently available, where indicated, to support siblings in 
understanding the nature of ASD. 

11.3 Schools should use the student planning process to inform parents about and 
involve parents in, educational approaches used with their children with ASD 
in school. 
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