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Statement to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education  

& Skills on the Use of Reduced Timetables  

_________________________________ 

 

A. Community Law & Mediation  

CLM is an independent community-based law centre that works to empower individuals 

experiencing disadvantage by providing free legal information & advice, legal representation, 

and education and mediation services.   We seek to address legal issues arising in our services 

through political and legal processes.  Our engagement with communities experiencing social 

and economic disadvantage, primarily in Limerick city, through our free legal advice clinics, 

our community education programme, our outreach and our research, has highlighted to us 

the use of reduced timetabling, shortened school days and in-school suspensions as a 

particularly prevalent form of school exclusion.  

 

The practice currently operates outside of the formal school suspension system, for which 

there is both mandatory recording and reporting of suspensions, and for which there is a 

mechanism to appeal.   Based on our experience, the practice disproportionately affects some 

of the most vulnerable groups of children in Ireland. These include children from lower 

socio-economic backgrounds, children with disabilities and children from the Traveller 

community. These children have been identified in both research and successive Government 

policy instruments as being at a significantly ‘heightened risk’ of Early School Leaving 

owing to their adverse social and economic circumstances.  A lack of data recording the 

practice by schools hinders more in-depth analysis of the extent to which this practice 

disproportionality impacts on the basis of ethnicity, socio-economic class or disability.  

However, the consistency of experiences shared by different organisations (including 

organisations and groups representing Traveller and special needs children) on the prevalence 

of these exclusionary practices amongst these groups raises concerns around a pattern of 

practice that may have implications for equality legislation. 
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B. CLM Research  

In May 2018, Community Law and Mediation (CLM), in collaboration with Southill Family 

Resource Centre, held a RoundTable on Education, to explore difficulties that particular 

disadvantaged groups (from lower socio-economic backgrounds) experienced at schools with 

a focus on informal exclusionary school practices such as reduced timetables (termed 

“unofficial exclusions”).   Participants at the RoundTable included representatives from a 

range of agencies supporting families in disadvantaged communities in Limerick City & 

County.   The principle findings from the RoundTable were as follows:  

 

1. The prevalence of these practices is widespread.   

a. All participants had experience of unofficial exclusions.   

b. Unofficial exclusions took various formats: pupils/ students being sent home from 

school, having a reduced timetable (e.g. signing in the roll and staying at school 

for two hours), being removed from class and sent to alternative rooms. 

c. The practice disproportionately affects pupils/ students from lower socio-

economic backgrounds, the Traveller community and those with disability.   

 

2. There is no consistency in the manner in which these practices are implemented. 

a. It is the Participants’ experience that there was no consultation with parents/ 

guardians/ pupils prior to the imposition of the reduced timetable, rather, it is 

imposed by the school. 

b. There is no formality to the measure; it is generally communicated to the parent/ 

guardian by phone call or text.   

c. The Participants expressed the view that parents/guardians were often uninformed 

about their rights as the student’s parent/ guardian in light of the impact of this 

measure on the pupil’s/student’s education.   

 

These findings are consistent with research conducted by Inclusion Ireland, which found 

that only a small amount of parents/carers/guardians understood reduced timetables and 

informal suspension, as well as the possibility of appealing them, and only 27% were able 

to say that the Educational Welfare Officer was aware of their child being on a reduced 
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timetable
1
.  This research found that parents/carers/guardians have not been made aware 

of their rights, such as the right to appeal the decision to suspend. It found that 

communication between the parent/carer/guardian and the school was in language that the 

parent/carer/guardian did not understand.  It was reported that the 

parents/carers/guardians are not informed of their rights or those of their child and this 

results in misunderstanding between them and schools, damaging relationships. 

  

3. Consideration of the impact of these practices on a child’s rights to education  

a. Participants expressed the view that the use of reduced school hours timetables 

deprives children of their full academic and social skills, often resulting in the 

child lacking the self-esteem, compassion and the ambition to succeed in life.    

b. Participants expressed the view that continued use of reduced timetabling 

contributed to the high rates of early school leaving in disadvantaged 

communities.   

c. Participants expressed the view that the use of reduced school hours timetables 

deprives children of their full academic and social skills, often resulting in the 

child lacking the self-esteem, compassion and the ambition to succeed in life. 

d. Participants expressed the view that continued use of reduced timetabling 

contributed to the high rates of early school leaving in disadvantaged 

communities.   

“It can have a long-term impact – it can limit their options for the rest of their 

life.“ 

 

4. Participants expressed the following suggestions for improvements and 

considerations from other jurisdictions 

a. There is a need for legislative clarity on the practice of reduced school hours and 

informal suspensions.  

b. Parents/guardians should be involved and consulted in any measure affecting their 

child’s education, including the imposition of reduced timetabling. 

c. Participants recommended the introduction of guidelines for schools on the use, 

practice and imposition of any exclusionary school measure. 

 

                                                           
1
 Connect Family Network: Short School Days (2015), Inclusion Ireland  
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C. CLM Recommendations 

1. CLM propose that the Committee seek legal clarity on the status of the practice of 

reduced timetables.    

2. CLM recommend that the recording of a shortened school day or reduced timetable be 

included in the annual mandatory statutory returns on School Attendance Data for 

Primary and Post-Primary Schools to Tusla, as per Section 21 of the Education 

(Welfare) Act, 2000. Data should be capable of disaggregation based on gender, 

disability, socio-economic background etc.  

 

3. CLM recommend the elaboration and dissemination of National Guidelines on the use 

of reduced timetables to all schools and Tusla funded organisations. Guidance may be 

taken from practice in the UK, see for example, the Kent County Council’s 

‘Guidelines for Schools on the Use of Reduced Timetables’ , which places the best 

interests of the child or young person at the centre of the practice  (“Reduced 

timetables should only be used in “very exceptional circumstances”, where required 

by the individual needs of the child”.)   Guidelines should clearly set out inter alia the 

following: 

a) Process that should be followed by schools who are proposing to impose a 

reduced timetable on a student; 

b) Who should be consulted and take part in the decision-making process; 

c) On what grounds a reduced timetable may be imposed; 

d) A limited timeframe that is permissible for the use of reduced timetables; 

e) The responsibility of the school to provide for the educational needs of a student 

for the duration of the time a student is on a reduced timetable; and 

f) How the practice of reduced timetables should be recorded in the mandatory 

reporting of school returns to Tusla. 

 

4. CLM recommends the implementation of legislation to clarify the practice of reduced 

timetables/ shortened school days, taking into consideration the following: 

a) Time limits to place a cap on the use of reduced timetabling; 

b) Recording;    

c) Reporting;  

d) Alternative educational provision during exclusions; 
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e) Consultation between schools and parents/ guardians and appeals processes. 

 

Community Law & Mediation      29
th

 May 2019  


