
 

 

 

Opening statement  

Fórsa Trade Union welcome the opportunity to address the Oireachtas Committee on Autism 

on matters relating to the services and supports provided by the State for Autistic people. The 

Fórsa delegation today is comprised of Linda Kelly, National Secretary in the Health and 

Welfare Division, Andy Pike, National Secretary for the Education Division and Kevin 

Donoghue, Director of Campaigns.  

Fórsa represents over 30,000 workers through our health and welfare division. This includes 

health and social care professionals, clerical, administrative, management and technical staff.  

We also represent 16,000 workers through our education division. These workers include 

education staff in schools and early education, as well as clerical, administrative, management 

staff in institutes of technology and education and training boards.  

In making this submission Fórsa has paid particular attention to:  

1. Access to assessment and intervention  

2. Issues with assessment of need  

3. Education – including limited effectiveness of special classes to promote full 

inclusion  

4. Employment – including lack of employment supports  

This submission is, in effect, a joint submission from the education and health and welfare 

divisions of Fórsa. As such, and if the chair allows, we would like to direct the questions of the 

committee members to the respective national secretaries, as appropriate.  

First, we will outline the content of the submission from the health division.  

Health submission 

The health policy areas which impact on the lives of Irish people diagnosed with Autism are 

vast and varied. It is not intended in this submission to cover them all, rather to focus on three 

distinct policy areas that require immediate attention at political level. They are:  

1. Funding arrangements of the Community and Voluntary Sector  

2. Children’s Disability Network Teams (CDNTs)and  

3. The need for a Chief HSCP Office within the Department of Health.  

It should also be noted that the three issues, separated in an arbitrary fashion for ease of reading 

within the submission, interact in the reality of the provision of services to provide a perfect 

storm of issues that significantly impact the availability, quality, and accessibility of health 

services for Autistic people.  



 

1. Funding arrangements of the Community and Voluntary Sector  

The problematic funding arrangements of the Community and Voluntary Sector in Ireland have 

been well documented in previous union publications, namely:  

• The voluntary and community sector in the 2020s (Fórsa 2021) 

• Caring at what cost? (IMPACT, 2015) 

Both are included as appendices to this submission and provide the broad context for this 

discussion. While the funding arrangements extend past the disability sector and the provision 

of services to Autistic people, the decision to continue the unfair, unequal pay arrangements is 

having a disproportionate impact in the provision of disability services.  

2. Children’s Disability Network Teams (CDNTs) 

It must be acknowledged that reconfiguration of disability services under the Government 

policy of Progressing Disability Services for Children and Young People (PDS) is a 

challenging change environment for all stakeholders. A challenge made even more difficult 

during the Covid-19 pandemic. Notwithstanding that, there are several significant issues within 

the service that can and must be addressed by the Government and the HSE. We have outlined 

these in appendices to the submission.  

3. Lack of Chief HSCP Office in Department of Health  

There is a clear and urgent need for the creation of a Chief HSCP role within the Department 

of Health that would operate in an analogous manner to the Chief Nursing Officer and the Chief 

Medical Officer. Such a role is of particular importance in the provision of disability services 

as envisioned by PDS.  

Health recommendations  

1. Address the issue of unequal pay in the provision of health services 

2. Address the CDNT recruitment and retention issue 

3. Make provision for workforce planning that meet the minimum staffing set out in ‘A 

National Model of Care for Paediatric Healthcare Services in Ireland.’ ‘Chapter 9: 

Health Services for children in Ireland, a guide to workforce planning’ requirements 

for relevant HSCP graces to be assigned to CDNT’s 

4. Put an end to the practice of “buying in private services” to fill vacancies arising from 

temporary leave. 

5. Introduce a Chief HSCP officer to the Department of Health  

Education Submission  

The education statement will touch briefly on several issues as outlined below.  

1. Follow through on policy commitments 

2. Pilot programme evaluation  

3. The implementation of the proposed front-loading policy  

4. Mainstream provision  

5. Special classes  

6. Staffing  

7. Recommendations  



 

Follow through on policy commitments 

The Government’s approach to delivering an inclusive school system has been disjointed, 

confused, and marked by a failure to deliver on key policy commitments. This failure has let 

down many students, including Autistic students, who stood to benefit from a more inclusive 

educational experience. The policy initiatives announced by successive Governments in this 

area have sought to fulfil the commitments enshrined within EPSEN Act of 2004 and the 

UNCRPD, unfortunately those commitments have not been delivered. 

The blueprint for changing the nature of Ireland’s school system was set out by the NCSE 

across several publications and policy announcements including the development of policy 

advice to Government. 

The NCSE summarised these initiatives in its Progress Report on developing Policy Advice on 

Special Schools and Classes in October 2019. The Council stated that “substantive 

improvements” had been made in the wider system of supports for students’ special educational 

needs. However, the required changes have not been delivered.  

Pilot programme evaluations 

The Council stated that in 2018 a demonstration project commenced to bring specialised 

therapies into 150 pre-schools and schools. In the schools sector some seventy-five schools 

participated in this pilot within HSE CHO Area 7.  

To date the evaluation of the pilot has not been published and there are not verifiable outcomes 

against which this approach can be measured in terms of educational achievements or improved 

learning.  

The Council also stated that the commencement of legislation to compel schools to open a 

special class would quickly improve provision. In fact, it was not until 2022 that the legislation 

was enacted and used. 

The Council stated that in 2019 a new schools inclusion model was piloted aiming to build 

school’s capacity to include students with additional education and care needs, again no 

evaluation of the outcomes of the pilot have been published and the direction of Government 

policy remains unclear. 

The implementation of the proposed front-loading policy  

The Department of Education informed schools that a new mechanism for allocating Special 

Needs Assistants (SNAs) to Mainstream classes would be implemented at the commencement 

of the 2022/3 school year. This mechanism known as “Frontloading” would allocate SNAs to 

schools based on the same criteria as SET allocations. 

A key component of this approach is the requirement for an assessment within the school of 

the level of need for SNA support and SET support. If implemented across the school system 

Autistic students would then be able to access SNA support without a formal assessment of 

need or a recognised diagnosis from a healthcare professional.  

The in-school assessment and personal care planning for students would be based on an all-

school approach, with the greatest level of support being provided to the students with the 

greatest level of need.  



 

This approach would facilitate more Autistic students transitioning into Mainstream provision 

from Special Classes and in theory would provide a more inclusive educational experience. 

However, the Government decided against introducing Frontloading at the start of the 2022/3 

school year due to variance between their estimate of need and the outcome of projections as 

to the changes in allocations by school should the new model be introduced. Consequently, a 

hybrid allocation model now exists. 

Mainstream provision  

Special Schools and Special Classes receive allocations of SNAs, and SET based on 

assessments of need and according to the guidance of the NCSE and the dedicated work of the 

SENOs.  

Mainstream classes have not seen any real increase in support as no assessments have been 

carried out since 2020. SNA allocations have in effect been frozen since 2019 in Mainstream 

classes. Where new posts have been provided, these have been in recognition of the opening 

of new Special Classes in Mainstream schools and recognition that new developing schools 

require resources.  

Whilst the Government decided against introducing Frontloading, the guidance on conducting 

in-school assessments was not withdrawn.  

This has led to confusion with some schools now conducting their own assessment of the 

additional care needs of students, whilst other schools are not doing so as they will not be 

provided with any increase in resources. The Department of Education has established an 

exceptional review process whereby schools can apply for additional SNA and SET resources; 

however, the outcome of appeals does not allow for resources to be increased at the start of the 

school year, mitigating against expanding Mainstream class placements for Autistic students.  

For Autistic students and their families accessing places in Mainstream schools is now 

extremely difficult. Fórsa believes that some schools need to change their organisational 

culture, to embrace more diversity, including neuro diversity, we believe that there is a 

reluctance to expand Mainstream provision for Autistic students based on concerns that 

academic standards might be detrimentally affected.  

Fórsa believes such views need to be successfully challenged if we are to make progress toward 

full inclusion in our schools.  

Special classes  

Increasingly Special Classes are seen the solution for Autistic students who cannot find places 

in Mainstream classes. For many students’ placement in a Special Class offers the best 

educational experience as specialist supports and resources are available to students with a 

range of different additional care needs, including autism, that would not be available in a 

Mainstream class.  

However, the growth of Special Class provision, even those classes within Mainstream 

Schools, has the effect of separating students with additional care needs from their peers and 

their friends. 



 

It can give rise to perceptions of exclusion, and for Autistic students who would be capable of 

entering Mainstream classes with appropriate support, the over reliance on Special Class 

provision could act as a barrier to inclusion unless pathways towards Mainstream integration 

and inclusion can be established for those students who could attend a Mainstream class. 

We have seen that in this policy area blunt instruments or broad linear policy decisions rarely 

deliver quality outcomes.  

It would for instance be wrong to state that the existence of Special Classes causes Autistic 

students to be excluded from Mainstream classes. Where exclusion exists, it usually results 

from a student with the potential to transition to Mainstream class not being able to do so, and 

there will be many students for whom a Special Class offers the ideal educational environment 

with appropriate expert support, but for those students who could move to a Mainstream class 

the inability to do so compounds exclusion. 

Mainstream Schools are not yet equipped with knowledge, resources, or the necessary expertise 

to implement a Schools Inclusion Model effectively.  

Therefore, Special Classes remain one of the most valuable resources available to Autistic 

students and their families. However much more must be done to provide pathways for students 

with additional care needs to move to Mainstream provision. 

The concept of an inclusive School is achievable. It requires absolute clarity of purpose from 

Government, with clear and deliverable policy objectives. It requires recognition that some 

school leaders do not want to offer places to students with additional care needs. No student, 

no family when making an application for a place should ever be told that “this is not that type 

of school” or “we just don’t have the skills or resources to offer you a place.”  

Schools will all need to upskill, to change mindset and have to be properly funded and 

resourced to meet the needs of all students with additional care needs including Autistic 

students.  

Staffing  

If Government is to proceed with measures to deliver inclusive education many other issues 

will have to be addressed in a strategic manner including proper workforce planning to ensure 

the right people are in the right place to deliver the services that are needed.  

A comprehensive School Nursing sand support service could be made available to each school 

delivered through the NCSE at regional level. If this service were available students with 

complex medical needs could be found places in Mainstream Schools that would for the first 

time be able to utilise expert professional input to meet the complex medical needs of students. 

If an inclusive School is to meet the needs of all students, it will need appropriately qualified 

staff who are trained to work with Autistic students and assist them in completing their 

programme of study. Therefore, the delay in implementing new accredited qualifications for 

SNAs is hard to understand or accept.  

A Government that is serious about inclusion would work with staff to develop he means to 

move resources to the point of greatest need as quickly as possible instead of relying on the 

blunt instrument of staff redundancies as is the case with SNAs. 



 

Fórsa believes that a new blueprint is needed that draws together the diverse policy strands 

underpinning what we know as the Special Education Sector. 

Recommendations – Education  

There are several decisions that should be made including the following –  

• Abolish the Statutory Special Needs Assistant Scheme and replace it with a national 

SNA service with staff allocated to every school. This would end the uncertainty for 

students and staff as to the continuation of SNA supports year to year. Every school 

should be inclusive, every school needs a complement of SNAs to work with students 

with additional care needs. 

• Establish a National School Nursing Service to provide advice, support, and clinical 

care for students with complex medical needs in Mainstream classes and also Special 

Classes. 

• Work with Stakeholders to agree a robust redeployment scheme for SNAs to ensure the 

right staff are in the right place to deliver the service. 

• Ensure that the SNA workforce is properly trained and qualified to meet the need of 

students, the National SNA Training Programme must be accredited and should 

continue, the minimum essential qualification for SNAs should be modernised and 

accredited at least at QQI Level 6. 

• Each student should be facilitated with a pathway to Mainstream Class provision if it 

is right for them and if it is appropriate. This requires resourcing and assessment of 

school capacity and staffing requirements.  

In summary Fórsa believes that the provision of Special Class places for Autistic students 

should continue, however more should be done to create an inclusive school system where 

those students who can attend a Mainstream class with their peers are able to do so. 

Recommendations – Health  

• Address the issue of unequal pay in the provision of health services 

• Address the CDNT recruitment and retention issue 

• Make provision for workforce planning that meet the minimum staffing set out in ‘A 

National Model of Care for Paediatric Healthcare Services in Ireland.’ ‘Chapter 9: 

Health Services for children in Ireland, a guide to workforce planning’ requirements 

for relevant HSCP grades to be assigned to CDNT’s 

• Put an end to the practice of “buying in private services” to fill vacancies arising from 

temporary leave. 

• Introduce a Chief HSCP officer to the department of health  

• Introduce a specific fund to support the change project that is PDS policy. It is a 

significant reconfiguration programme and requires dedicated strategic funding 

Conclusion 

Fórsa would like to take this opportunity to thank the committee and the chair for their 

invitation and for their time today. We are happy to take questions if they arise.  

Documents included in the appendices 



 

1. The voluntary and community sector in the 2020s (Fórsa 2021) 

2. Caring at what cost? (IMPACT, 2015) 

3. HSE National CDNT Census and Workforce Review 

4. CDNT issues to be addressed by Government and HSE  

5. Fórsa statement to joint Oireachtas Committee on Education - 


