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NABMSE would like to thank the members of the Joint Committee on Education and Skills 

for affording us the opportunity to give the views of our members – schools involved in the 

education of pupils with special educational needs. 

Introduction 

NABMSE is the management voice of special education in Ireland. We are a school 
management organisation recognised by the Minister for Education and Skills and provide 
countrywide representation for Boards of Management of special schools and mainstream 
primary and post primary schools providing education for pupils with special educational 
needs.  

NABMSE represents over 200 schools. 

The Committee has requested a submission on the issues of substitution, recruitment and 
retention of teachers and the NABMSE Submission will concentrate on the issues in special 
education particularly. In preparation for this hearing, NABMSE asked member schools for a 
snapshot of the position from Christmas 2017. There was a very short timeframe for 
responses (3 days) and yielded a response rate of over 30%. Responses were received 
from all areas of NABMSE membership. 

It is very clear from the responses received that the issues being discussed today are 
particularly serious for special education.  

The issues: 

There are many issues in special education related to substitution, recruitment and retention 
of teachers as follows: 

1 Substitution: 

1.1 Short term substitution 

1.2  Long term substitution (statutory leaves etc) 
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2. Recruitment issues  

2.1       Permanent and temporary contracts (long term and short-term) 

 

3. Retention of teachers in special education 

Initiative planning and restoration of Posts of Responsibility in schools.   

1. Substitution: 

1.1 Short term substitution  

In mainstream schools the number of days since Christmas where no qualified substitute 
could be found ranged from 4 to 58 days. In special schools the numbers are similar; 
however more schools reporting a higher number of days with no qualified or unqualified 
substitute. 

Schools are reporting that that they are finding it increasing difficult to release teachers for 
any kind of training with one school reporting that they have cancelled important training on 
two occasions due to teacher absences.  

The short term solutions found by the schools have included: 

 Division of classes 

 Administrative Principal teaches the class 

 Student teacher  teaches the class 

 Mainstream teacher takes the special class and the mainstream class is divided 

 Resource teacher teaches the mainstream class thus leaving those in need of great 
support without this support for a period. 

 Use of unqualified substitute 

 One teacher split between two adjoining classes  

While all of these solutions are an attempt at ensuring that students have a teacher in the 
classroom, however, the student’s rights to education in the Education Act (1998) and the 
Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act (EPSEN) 2004, are being 
diminished by the current situation. Boards of Management of schools are finding it 
increasing difficult to fulfil their duty to provide and appropriate education under Section 15 of 
the Education Act.   

1.2 Longer term substitution  

In special schools, in addition to the short-term substitution problem, there is an issue where 
schools have been unable to recruit teachers for longer term temporary contracts including 
maternity leave and other statutory leaves. In many cases, schools are unable to find 
teachers for the entire school year. In one school, the Administrative Principal has 
endeavoured to cover classes on an almost daily basis and in another school; classes have 
been amalgamated resulting in a much higher pupil teacher ratio.  In special schools, it can 
be very difficult to divide classes due to the nature of the student’s needs.  

 



2. Recruitment issues  

2.1     Permanent and temporary contracts( long term and short-term) 

The problem of securing teachers for permanent and longer term contracts is of great cause 
of concern to our members especially those in special schools. One school (outside Dublin) 
has seconded a teacher for a large number of school days per year to one of the education 
support agencies and has been unable to secure a sub for any of those days for the past two 
years. Another special school in an urban area has been unable to secure a teacher (a 
permanent post until November) since September 2017 despite advertising on several 
occasions since June.  

Another school reports that they have been without a substitute for a teacher on maternity 
leave since October 2017. All of these schools have stated that where they have attempted 
to split the class it has ‘put huge strain on the other classes as they become overcrowded 
and this can cause upset and disruption to students’   

All special school members responding to our survey report a very small number of 
applicants or no applicants for teaching posts including permanent posts. 

Schools who have been unable to secure qualified teachers for permanent and longer term 
contracts may need to consider if enrolment can take place for the next school year unless 
the recruitment issue is resolved. 

3. Retention of teachers in special education 

In addition to the issue of recruitment of teachers in special education, the linked issue of 
retention is a serious issue also. This was somewhat alleviated a number of years ago by 
allowing teachers to serve their probation and become fully registered in special schools. 
However, many teachers feel ill prepared for teaching in special settings upon qualification. 

Linked to the retention of teachers and principals in the special education area is the issue of 
restoration of Post of Responsibility.  

 

Possible solutions: 

While there is a severe shortage of substitute teachers at present, we must be very mindful 
that the short term solutions that may be implemented now should not turn into long term 
measures. It is imperative that the standard of teaching be maintained at a high level in all 
schools. 

However, it is vital that the recommendations for teacher supply in the ‘Striking the Balance’ 
report from the Teaching Council are implemented without delay to address the longer term 
issues and planning for teacher supply. 

However, there are some measures that could be taken in to resolve the more immediate 
issues. Some suggestions are as follows: 

 

 



A. Substitute Teacher supply panel  

We would suggest the establishment of a substitute teacher supply panels in each local 
teacher education centre or county, comprising fully qualified teachers employed on a 
temporary contract by a base school for the purpose of substitution.  

In addition to the panel to cater for short term absences, there could be a separate panel 
established to service the needs of teaching principals in an area, to fulfil their Principal 
release days. The creation of these panels would create more certainty for schools and 
for teachers who wish to substitute. Many teachers who are available to substitute are 
unwilling to rent accommodation in an area in the hope of substitute work.  

B. Teachers on Career Breaks 

Allow teachers who are on career breaks to work as substitute teachers. This has been 
clarified recently by the Department of Education and Skills in information note TC 
001/2018 for the current school year. 

C. Job sharing Teachers 

Allow teachers who are job sharing to substitute in their school when their job sharing 
partner is absent.  

D. Retired Teachers 

Encourage retired teachers to work as substitute teachers (possibly form a panel in a 
geographical area) 

 

E. Teacher placement 

There were several suggestions from members in the area of teacher placement as 
follows: 

 Trainee teachers who are assigned to a school for placement and could then 
continue to work in the same school or schools for a year after qualification. This 
would ensure that newly qualified teachers are guaranteed work for at least one year 
and   students in those schools would be familiar with these teachers. 

 Ensure that all student teachers have meaningful placements in special education 
settings to ensure that they are confident to teach in these settings 

 Examine the extension of the five day rule for student teachers 

 Put in place a more structured system whereby schools could access 4th year student 
teachers for substitution.  

F. Recognition of teaching qualifications from other countries 

In some special education settings, there are teachers with qualifications from other 
countries who are employed as SNAs and ancillary staff. The barrier to recognition as 
teachers appears to be, that teachers trained abroad are required to complete induction 
in the country of qualification where there may be no opportunity to do so.  

These teachers could be enabled to complete induction in Ireland, where they could be 
fully registered for mainstream (if they complete their Irish language qualification) and/or 



fully registered for special education (where the Irish Language qualification is not a 
requirement)Those registering for special education may need an additional qualification 
to become fully registered.    

G. Financial incentives 

Some schools who were surveyed by NABMSE suggested financial incentives such as 
pay equalisation and an urban allowance. 

H. New Initiatives  

New initiatives should be introduced on a phased basis to schools somewhat alleviating 
the workload of Principals and teachers. This would also allow for full training and 
planning for implementation of initiatives and may alleviate some of the need for 
substitute teachers.  

I. Restoration of Posts of Responsibility in schools  

While there has been some restoration of Posts of Responsibility in the primary sector( 
including special education), there has also been some losses and further restoration is 
required. This would assist schools in the retention of staff, in the management of large 
numbers of staff and with the implementation of new initiatives. Teachers would also see 
real prospects for promotion in schools.   

Conclusion  

We hope that this statement gives the Committee some insights into the issues affecting 
our members – schools with students with special educational needs and some 
proposed suggestions for resolution We look forward to working with all partners on 
these proposals for the improvement of the school experience for all students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 




