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Good afternoon my name is Andy Pike (the Head of Education at Forsa Trade Union). Thank you for 

the invitation to address the Committee this afternoon. Our delegation is comprised of myself, Ms 

Noreen O’Mahony (who is the Chair of our Education Divisional Executive Committee and an SNA 

who has worked in a special school), Mr Shane Lambert (our Assistant General Secretary with 

responsibility for Fórsa members working in schools), Ms Catriona Galster (an SNA who works with 

students in a special class), Ms Niamh Jordan (an SNA who works with students in a mainstream 

class) and Ms Linda O’Sullivan (an SNA who also works with students in a special class).  

We welcome the opportunity to discuss the issue of the minimum essential qualification required to 

become an SNA. All occupations are to a great extent defined and perceived according to the 

qualifications required to enter that particular workforce and the required essential qualification for 

SNAs has not been reviewed or changed since 1979.  

Our delegation today contains SNAs who are best placed to inform the Committee of the reality of 

the work carried out by SNAs in our schools for thousands of students who rely on their SNA to 

complete their education alongside their friends and peers. Once this opening statement has 

concluded the four SNAs before you today can explain the reality of their daily working life in 

different school settings, we hope that this will provide a valuable insight for you into the complex 

role of our SNAs.  

The development of the role of the SNA started in 1979 when then Minister for Education John 

Wilson TD established the Child Care Assistant Scheme. 

In 1979 the focus was on labour market activation, encouraging women to re-enter the workforce in 

a caring role to assist SEN students in schools. The entry requirements were set at 3 D grade passes 

in the then Junior Certificate. It is likely that the qualification bar was set at this level to facilitate 

women entering the workforce regardless of educational background or achievement. Whilst this 

initiative was the first tentative step along the developmental pathway our SNAs have followed since 

it was perhaps unfortunate that the initiative was described as a scheme.  



Some 43 years later in 2022 the categorisation of SNA support as a statutory scheme is still in place. 

This description still reflects the perceptions of some that our SNAs are carrying out menial work 

where no formal educational achievement is required to carry out the role, it implies precarious 

employment which is still a problem and the use of the term is derogatory and demoralising for 

SNAs.  

The early years of the 21st century saw an unprecedented growth in numbers of students with SEN 

in schools and an expansion in the number of SNAs. In 1999, there were 300 SNAs, by 2004 this had 

increased to 5,800, in 2022 provision has been made for 19,000 SNA posts and yet still the minimum 

essential qualification has not been reviewed, its not been changed, its not been modernised. 

Fórsa is not alone in asking for a review of the qualification. The list of Stakeholders who believe the 

time has come to change the status quo includes management bodies, the IPPN, the teaching 

unions, the second level students association, a range of academic experts and the NCSE. All of us 

believe that the role of the SNA has developed to the extent that a new qualification to enter the 

workforce is required.  

It is important to examine the level of academic achievements of the existing SNA workforce before 

forming a firm opinion on future requirements. 

In 2015 NUIG published research on the “Training Needs of Special Needs Assistants in the Border, 

Midland and Western Region”. This research highlighted the fact that from 2012 the NCSE has been 

calling for mandatory training for SNAs.  

NUIG recommended that a level 7 qualification become mandatory for SNAs, leading to a level 8 

qualification to be obtained during employment through career development. They have announced 

that such a programme will continue to be available during the next academic year.  

Fórsa recently surveyed over 4,000 SNA members on the level of their educational qualifications.  

Approximately 80% of respondents stated that they held qualifications at QQI level 5 or above. 



The NCSE Comprehensive Review of the Special Needs Assistant Scheme published in 2018 found 

that SNAs were in many instances expected to meet complex needs without any training or 

qualifications and without clinical oversight and recommended that this work along with the desired 

greater focus on the provision of therapies and building social skills could only be carried out by 

trained staff who had benefitted from an educational programme set at least at QQI Level 5.  

In response to the NCSE Review the Department consulted Forsa on the development of the first 

national SNA training programme. The programme was delivered by the UCD School of Education, to 

date despite the first cohort of 500 students completing the programme in February 2022 the course 

remains un-accredited, SNAs completed this complex programme consisting of 80 hours of teaching 

with written assessments without any academic recognition of their achievements. In April 2021 

UCD published their Preliminary Evaluation Report following completion of Module 1 of the 

programme. The data is set out below and demonstrates that at the start of the programme 98% of 

students had already progressed beyond the minimum qualification stipulated by the Department of 

Education and that 62% of the students had progressed to a Level 6 QQI or higher award. 

Level of Qualifications   

Junior certificate  2.14% 

Leaving Certificate  6.99% 

Post Leaving Certificate  2.72% 

QQI Level 5  14.56% 

QQI Level 6  40.97% 

Bachelors Degree  14.37% 

Post Graduate  Diploma  4.85% 

Masters Degree  2.14% 

Recently the Minister for Special Education and Inclusion indicated to Fórsa (through her PPS) that 

she was open to considering the accreditation of the UCD programme, however we have not been 

informed of any further developments.  



In summary, the role of our SNAs should not be described as a scheme, nor should they be described 

as a vocational workforce who do not need professional standards. The role of the SNA is somewhat 

unique in that it covers both the health and educational needs of young people, during the 

pandemic attempts were made to redeploy SNAs to the health sector (into elderly care and disability 

services). It’s abundantly clear that the HSE would never agree to employ someone to carry-out the 

range of complex duties required of an SNA in a healthcare setting, when the limit of the required 

educational achievement is set at only 3 D level passes in the Junior Certificate.  

The labour market implications of revising the qualification can be managed through a transition 

process lasting several years. We believe that conferring a more professional status would make the 

role of the SNA a more attractive career option.  

You will hear this afternoon that we have yet to find a school that does not state in an SNA 

advertisement that a qualification at a level much higher than the minimum is not desirable.  

The expectations of parents and students also matter. The parents of a child with additional needs 

want their SNA to form a bond, to be empathetic and caring. They also have an expectation that the 

SNA has appropriate education and training to meet the needs of their child.  

Finally our request, our pending claim with the Department, is for an expert review of the minimum 

SNA qualification, with agreed terms of reference and a commitment from the Minister to 

implement the recommendations.  

SNAs have been waiting a long time to have their say, they have been waiting for 43 years for proper 

recognition which simply will not be achieved without a change to the minimum essential 

qualification. 


