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We would like to thank the committee for their invitation to discuss the 

recently published National Council for Special Education policy advice “An 

inclusive education for an inclusive society’. 

The alliance is a network of Disabled Persons Organisations, advocacy 

groups, academics and education leaders all working towards a shared 

vision of a more inclusive education system for all children. 

It is important to note that the alliance steering group is recently 
formed. We aim to build momentum over the coming months and 

years working together on shared campaigns and policy positions. 
Individual organisations who are a part of the alliance steering 

group may have unique positions and nuanced approaches to the 
work. We will continue to advance our vision together and 

separately on the pathway towards a better system for all 

children.  

Current members of the steering group include: 

AsIAm 

Educate Together  

Inclusion Ireland 

Independent Living Movement Ireland  

The National Platform of Self Advocates  

Dr Joanne Banks, Assistant Professor, School of Education Trinity College 

Dublin 

Dr Joe Travers Associate Professor School of Inclusive and Special 

Education Institute of Education Dublin City University 

Our aim is to also form a broader network/forum of individuals interested 
in the topic of inclusive education and advancing the rights of disabled 

children in Ireland today. The steering group will shape that work in the 
coming months. Collaborating and working together towards a shared 



vision is critical if we want to work towards a fully inclusive model of 
education.  

 

The purpose of the alliance is outlined in Inclusion Ireland’s report “A 

pathway to inclusive education”; broadly we agree to work together 

towards a fully inclusive model of education where all children get an 

opportunity to go to their local school with their siblings and peers. We 

believe that inclusive communities have their beginnings in education. 

This vision should not leave out any child; from those who require a small 

amount of support to access their rights to children who require intensive 

support and who have traditionally been left out of the “mainstream” 

conversation. This vision includes children who are non-speaking, have 

medical needs and/or psychosocial disabilities and require specific 

accommodations to access education. We believe that all children should 

have a high quality education experience, we are ambitious for children 

and for their futures.  

We recognise that inclusive education can be an emotive and complex 

subject. We want to ensure that we are connected to what is happening in 

the here and now for children in schools across the country, whilst also 

beginning to shape the conversation of a vision for a rights-based model 

of education in line with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). In light of the review of the Education 

for Persons with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act this year, this 

conversation is timely and important.  

We are aware that there are many myths about inclusive education. 

Inclusive education is not about “fitting” a child into the system as it 

currently stands, rather it is about imagining a different system, one 

where all children get the same opportunities. For too long disabled 

children and those with additional educational needs have been forced to 

fit into narrow boxes – special classes, special schools or mainstream. We 

want to challenge that kind of thinking. It is not the child who should 

bend to suit the system and fit into available choices, rather the system 

should be universally designed and should bend and flex to suit the child.  

When we visualise inclusive education, we sometimes picture all children 

sitting at desks in a mainstream class, all day. This is not real inclusion! 

Real inclusion is about designing the school so that all children have an 

opportunity to attend, giving the school the resources, training and 

support they need and then meeting that child exactly where they are at 

and supporting them in the way that they need to be supported. Real 

inclusion is not a neat “end destination”, it is a set of values, it is a set of 

beliefs; you belong here, we will support and accept you as you are, we 

will not give up on you. Real inclusion is a process, it is a pathway or 



direction of travel, it is different for every child. It involves the family, it 

sees the school as a central point in developing inclusive communities, in 

supporting children to value difference. 

 

 

Policy Advice NCSE: Our Recommendations 

The National Council for Special Education has recently published its 

policy advice to Government on Inclusive Education “An Inclusive 

education for an inclusive society”.  

Whilst many children, families and schools welcome this vision, it is also 

understandable that there can be fear and apprehension about what it 

means and how we will achieve this goal. There are many real issues 

facing children in the current system, many of which have led to a lack of 

trust. It is therefore absolutely imperative that trust is built with children, 

families and school communities. 

In our view, what is required to make this policy advice a reality is a ten-

year implementation plan which is co-created with children, families and 

schools and communities. This plan must have cross Government, cross 

party support and be fully resourced on a multi-annual basis. The plan 

must be seen as an investment in our education system, one which will 

have far reaching positive impact on all children, not just disabled children 

or children with additional educational needs. 

Building trust also must involve providing information that is clear and 

accessible to children, families and schools. Publishing a 146 page 

document without accessible, meaningful information for people can also 

lead to understandably fearful responses.  The provision of accessible 

information is not a luxury add on, it is absolutely central in supporting 

people to understand the issues and is actually a requirement under 

article 21 of the UNCRPD and indeed  under public sector duty. There are 

many important principles mentioned in the document such as universal 

design and universal design for learning but there is little meaningful 

engagement with either framework.   

So what could and should the ten year plan look like? General comment 

No.4 (2016) on UNCRPD Article 24 is very helpful in outlining the steps 

required in progressing and inclusive model of education. These steps 

must all be included in an inclusive education implementation plan for it 

to be UNCRPD compliant.  

1.Compliance with human rights standards. 

 



2.Definition of inclusion. 
 

3.A right to inclusive education. 
 

4.Right of access to necessary support services including therapeutic 
supports. 

 
5.New schools built to universal design principles and time frame set out 

for retrofitting. 
 

6.Comprehensive quality standards for inclusive education. This may 
include inclusive pedagogy such as universal design for learning, and 

trauma informed practices.  
 

7.Disability inclusive monitoring. Co-creation needs the active 

involvement of disabled people through DPOs who can inform the 

direction of policy based on their collective shared analysis and experience 

of education, including mainstream and segregated education. Monitoring 

needs to track progress in relation to access, participation and benefit 

goals for children and young people with disabilities. 

8.The need for reasonable accommodations. 
 

9.Link to other legislation with inclusion as a concrete goal. 
 

10.Framework for early identification, assessment and support. 
 

11.Obligation on planners to provide for all learners. 
 

12.The right to be heard on education matters. 
 

13.Creation of partnerships and coordination between all stakeholders 
 

It is also important to note that there are significant changes afoot in 

tertiary education with the implementation of a National Charter for 

Universal Design which could be of great benefit to other education 

sectors. This would mean a whole school approach to inclusion across four 

pillar of teaching and learning, student supports, digital and physical 

environments.  

 

What would success look like to the alliance? 

 



- The NCSE “Inclusive education for an inclusive society” policy advice 
has a published implementation plan which has cross Government 

and cross-party support. The plan must be UNCRPD compliant.  

 

- Inclusive education has been clearly defined by the National Council 

for Special Education and a communications plan developed and 
implemented to support its understanding with disabled children, 

school communities and families. 

 

- Research to examine the progress and outcomes of students with 
disabilities and additional learning needs (and how these intersect 

with other experiences such as poverty, ethnicity etc) compared to 
their peers in the current system. 

 
- The current model of education is reviewed and evaluated, this 

informs the inclusive education plan and places a strong emphasis 
on the quality of the education experience for children and young 

people. This should Include the experiences and outcomes of 
students accessing mainstream, special class and special schools. 

 

- All reference to “special” education has been removed from the 

legislation and replaced with “inclusive”. This is a clear signal of our 
intent as a state. 

 

 
- The EPSEN act has been reviewed and commenced with an 

emphasis on the UNCRPD and UNCRC. 

 

- The Government’s annual budget has a clear statement on inclusive 
education and the funding of more inclusive opportunities for 

children and young people. It is clear from budget to budget the 
investment of resources in supporting more inclusive schools and 

further education and training opportunities and the progress that is 
made on an annual basis.  Part of this budget should include 

capacity building among school leaders on inclusive leadership, 
accountability on how and where money is spent, awareness of the 

intended outcomes of resource allocation and investment with a 
focus on both social and academic outcomes. 

 

 

- Significantly increased numbers of children are supported to access 

their local schools. 

 

- More confidence and buy in amongst children, educators and 

families about the journey towards a more inclusive education 
model. Conversations between children, families and the state will 

need resourcing by Government. 



 

- Initial teacher education and professional learning is rights based, 
neuroaffirmative and supports educators to understand difference, 

recognise ableism and support the inclusion of all children. Ongoing 
teacher professional learning should focus on school leadership for 

inclusion and cultural change. 
 

- Schools are resourced properly. There needs to be an emphasis on 

access to therapeutic supports, co-professional collaboration and 
wrap-around services. Integrated support is essential for many 

learners in accessing their right to education.  

 

 

- Listening to the voice of the child is prioritised in implementing 
government strategy. 

 

- Opportunities for accessing further education and training are 

improved for disabled people. 

We look forward to our conversation today. I will hand over to Tamara 

who will share her thoughts on inclusive education as part of our opening 

statement.  

 

 

 

 

 

My name is Tamara and I am a self-advocate.

I work with Inclusion Ireland

I have faced lots of barriers as a person with an
intellectual disability and my rights are often
ignored.



 

 

 

 

 

I say I am really lucky in my life but it should not be about luck, it is

my right to be treated like anyone one else in my country.

Governments must make sure people with disabilities have a right to

go to school on an equal basis with others as it says in the UNCRPD.

They must make sure that we are educated alongside our brothers

and sisters and people we grow up with in our communities.

I was felt included the whole way through the local mainstream schools,
because my friends from my own community gave me support without
making me feel less than them.

I got good support from Special Needs Assistants and teachers and I
always felt comfortable to ask for support when I needed it. My parents
had to fight for this help.

But the school and the government did not see that I was a young
person with potential. I did an applied leaving certificate and with this
type of exams I did not have the option to apply for college.

I was told my only choice was to go to a day-service. But that was not
enough for me. I wanted to be in college and to keep learning.



 

 

 

  

Leaving school was terrible, I started to have depression and anxiety
because I did not have choice like my friends.

I had to fight to go to Maynooth University to study Medieval Irish
 istory and Media. College was so great for me and gave me a direction
in life.

This college program asked other students to volunteer as a  buddy 
with me while I learned about this new world. This volunteer and the
program facilitator helped me with my assignments and presentations
when I needed it.

I had one to one meeting s with my lecturers, so I could find out before
lectures what I needed to prepare.

I have produced and presented radio shows.

I was part of the Irish  uman Rights and Equality Commission
project on learning to speak up in the media.

I am the Co-designer and Tutor for the LEAP Project for  are service
which won Best Diversity and Inclusion Award at the 2022 Training
Awards.

I am a spokes person for Inclusion Ireland, Inclusion Europe and I

am part of the European Disability Forum  outh Committee.

I am one of the lucky ones but it shouldn t be about luck.

We need to be ambitious for children leaving school no

matter what level of support they might happen to need.

We need a better system for all children. It shouldn t have to

be a fight just for basic rights that other people take for granted.


