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Speaking notes – please check against delivery

Seamus Greene, Director, National Parents & Siblings Alliance:

A man I know came to me a few weeks ago with “great” news.  At least, as far as he was concerned it was great.  His young son, who has a disability, had been granted an SNA and three hours resource teaching in his school.

He was somewhat taken aback when I asked if the child’s needs were also being met.  Of course they were!  Didn’t I hear – an SNA and three resource hours.  Of course they were being met!!!!!! 

And maybe they were!  But then again, maybe they weren’t!

It isn’t necessarily the amount of resource teaching hours or even the assistance of an SNA that matters.  It’s the quality of that support that really counts.

In the case of education, quality requires knowledge and, partly following from that, a correct attitude.

In many schools throughout the country, despite their goodwill towards children with special needs, there are principals who don’t understand special needs.  In many of those cases, the teachers may have an equal lack of knowledge.  This is common enough in primary schools but is much worse at second level.  

Incidentally, I have no doubt that any teacher listening to me here today will understand what I’m saying and will not be offended at all because most of them are screaming out for help.
Imagine, for example, what it’s like for a principal with no knowledge of special needs who has to interview a teacher or an SNA for a special needs post.  How do you do an interview and select the best person if you don’t understand what the job entails?  Yet many principals experience this problem regularly.

Then, how do you allocate work to SNAs or to special needs teachers if you don’t understand what work is required?  For example, let’s say a child is allocated an SNA for half hours each day.  If you don’t understand the needs of the child how do you know when to allocate the SNA to that child?  It wouldn’t be unusual for the principal in that situation to arbitrarily allocate the SNA to the child for the morning or perhaps for the afternoon.  (Incidentally, I often wonder, when SENOs make such an allocation if they really understand the situation).  I know of a secondary school outside Dublin where they have a very well educated SNA.  Her pupil only needs her at class-change times and during breaks.  She spends the rest of the day sitting in a room reading.  Of course, she could be used to support other students if only the principal understood the purpose of SNAs.

What I’ve said is exacerbated by one other thing which I referred to initially.  The allocation process is based on diagnosis and not on needs.  For example, autism merits 5 resource hours per week, whether you need it or not or whether you need more than that.  Another disability will merit a different number of hours.  But allocation decisions are not based on a child’s particular needs.  

So, many people, just like my friend, assume that the resource allocation is somehow made-to-measure.  The reality is that it has nothing to do with real needs.  But people see it as providing a kind of lifeboat for their child.  What they don’t realise is that the lifeboat is sometimes leaking badly.

What I’m saying is this: schools are not being equipped to use resources in a productive way and resources are not allocated in a productive way.  (Incidentally, coupled with this is the current need to cut spending – there is a sudden burning need on the part of SENOs to make pupils “independent” by totally cutting their resources and, incidentally, some SENOs seem to have developed the habit of ringing professionals to tell them that their assessments are wrong.  So, some parents are now finding the lifeboat, leaky or not, is being taken away from their child altogether.  I wonder if the Proposed Renewed Programme for Government will change this situation – because really it must change.)
I say to Minister O’Keeffe do not take funding away from special education, but if you must save money use what you have to do the job properly.  That is: train your teachers, train your principals, train your SNAs, and, with the greatest of respect, train your SENOs.  And, finally, allocate resources on the basis of need and not on a formula basis.

I have no doubt that if you do this you will save money in the long run and have a system without leaky lifeboats that actually recognises the child’s needs and really addresses them.  
