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Summary 

 Generally, special classes are intended to cater exclusively for students with 

special educational needs (SEN) and most special classes admit only students 

from a specific category of need. 

 The National Council for Special Education (NCSE) through its network of local 

Special Educational Needs Organisers (SENOs) is responsible for processing 

applications from primary and post-primary schools for SEN, including the 

establishment of special classes as required. 

 Although no official guidance exists, special classes can be set up in two ways: 

o The SENOs working directly with schools, local HSE personnel and the 

DES can identify unmet need and/or emerging demand for special 

classes with designation of the class following the need identified. 

o Special classes can be established through schools which proactively 

apply to the local SENO for a special class. 

 The Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act 2004 

provides that children are to be educated in an inclusive setting unless this 

would not be in the best interests of the child or the effective provision of 

education for other children in mainstream education. 

 This Act also specifies that the NCSE should ensure that a “continuum of 

special needs provision is available as required in relation to each type of 

disability”. 

 However, the NSCE does not enforce the establishment of special classes and 

there is no legislative requirement on schools to provide special classes in 

mainstream schools. 

 The NCSE have expressed disappointment that some mainstream schools 

have restrictive practices which effectively exclude students with ASD – even 

from special classes – unless they are able to follow academic programmes 

and be included in mainstream classes for at least a part of the week. 
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 A 2015 NCSE policy report recommended that the NCSE should be equipped 

with the necessary authority to instruct a school to open a special class when 

they deem it necessary. 

 

The National Council for Special Education (NCSE) 

The National Council for Special Education (NCSE) was set up to improve the delivery 

of education services to persons with special educational needs (SEN) arising from 

disabilities with particular emphasis on children.1 The Council was first established as 

an independent statutory body by order of the Minister for Education and Science in 

December 2003. 

 

The NCSE’s local service is delivered through its national network of Special 

Educational Needs Organisers (SENOs) who interact with parents and schools and 

liaise with the HSE in providing resources to support children with special educational 

needs.  

Special classes in mainstream schools 

In the Irish education system, the concept of a special class is difficult to define 

precisely, as interpretation and practice vary across schools. Generally, special classes 

are intended to cater exclusively for students with special educational needs and most 

special classes only admit students from a specific category of need (e.g., those with 

ASD).2  Compared to mainstream classes, they have lower pupil-teacher ratios ranging 

from one teacher for six students to one teacher for 11 students, depending on the type 

of SEN.3 

 

                                                

1
 http://ncse.ie/about-us 

2
 Ware et al. (2009) Research Report on the Role of Special Schools and Classes in Ireland 

NCSE. Available here 
3
 McCoy, S. (2014) Understanding Special Class Provision in Ireland Phase 1: Findings from a 

National Survey of Schools. NCSE. Available here. 

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2004/si/270/made/en/print
http://ncse.ie/about-us
http://ncse.ie/mwg-internal/de5fs23hu73ds/progress?id=62ak5fCtMUSwXff5giJ-MlGQN2FWgU1_3daWRnkJqT4,
https://www.esri.ie/pubs/BKMNEXT259.pdf
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The NCSE through its network of local SENOs is responsible for processing 

applications from primary and post primary schools for special educational needs 

supports, including the establishment of special classes as required.4  

 

No official guidelines exist about how to set up a special class.5 However a 2014 report 

commissioned by NCSE outlines two ways they can be set-up:  

 

1. The SENOs working directly with schools, local HSE personnel and the DES 

can identify unmet need and/or emerging demand for special classes. The 

designation of the class follows the need/demand identified. (The establishment 

of a special class cannot, however, be enforced by the DES as it does not 

directly manage most schools in the State and there is no legislative 

requirement on schools to provide special classes).  

 

2. Special classes can be established through schools which proactively apply to 

the local SENO for a special class. This could be the case where principals 

have knowledge of an incoming cohort of students with a specific need. The 

designation of the class follows the need/demand identified.  

 

The report also states that in relation to establishing a new special class, the NCSE 

has noted that no set number of students must be present for any category of special 

educational needs. The SENO determines the need for such a class to open. This 

determination takes into account the likelihood that the numbers will increase to the 

retention ratios over a period of time.6 

 

The Library and Research Service contacted the NCSE to find out what the criteria are 

for setting up special classes. In their response the NCSE noted that:7 

“…special classes are only set up where there is an identified need for a special 

class in the area.  Special classes are for children/students with complex needs 

who cannot be educated in a mainstream class setting.  In such cases the 

                                                

4
 Response by the Minister for Education and Skills, Richard Bruton (18

th
 May, 2016) to PQ on 

Special Educational Needs Service Provision. NCSE Available here   
5
 McCoy, S. (2014) Understanding Special Class Provision in Ireland Phase 1: Findings from a 

National Survey of Schools. NCSE. Available here. 
6
 Ibid 

7
 Personal communication from NCSE to L&RS (21st July 2016) 

http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/debateswebpack.nsf/takes/dail2016051800063?opendocument#WRD03650
https://www.esri.ie/pubs/BKMNEXT259.pdf
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professional reports would be clear that a special class placement was required 

for the student.” 

 

Additionally, the NCSE confirmed that a school can refuse to set-up a special class: 

“A school can refuse to open a special class, it is a matter for the school’s 

management whether they open a special class or not.” 

 

The NCSE provided an insight into the reasons why a school might refuse to open a 

special class: 

“Reasons that a school might not agree to open a special class could be that 

there is no available space in the school, that they already have a special 

class/es.  In some cases schools do not give any reason for [not] opening a 

special class.”  

 

They also stated that not all schools who express an interest will be sanctioned to open 

a special class: 

“The NCSE through its network of local Special Educational Needs Organisers 

(SENOs) liaises with schools on an ongoing basis seeking expressions of 

interest from them in opening a special class to meet the need for such 

provision in particular areas. While the NCSE welcomes expressions of interest 

from schools in opening a special class not all schools who express an interest 

will get sanction for a special class as there may already be provision in the 

area or there may be no need for a class at that particular time.” 

 

Related legislation and policy 

There has been intense debate in Ireland in recent decades as to the most appropriate 

educational setting for students with special educational needs and disabilities.8 The 

Education Act 1998, the Education (Welfare) Act 2000, the Equal Status 

Acts 2000 and 2004 and the Education for Persons with Special Educational 

Needs Act 2004 provide a legislative framework for the inclusion of students with 

special educational needs in mainstream schools.9 In particular, the Education for 

                                                

8
 McCoy, S. (2014) Understanding Special Class Provision in Ireland Phase 1: Findings from a 

National Survey of Schools. NCSE. Available here. 

http://www.google.ie/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&sqi=2&ved=0ahUKEwiEpIbA4oHOAhXiDsAKHWIUAUYQFggbMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.irishstatutebook.ie%2Feli%2F1998%2Fact%2F51%2Fenacted%2Fen%2Fprint&usg=AFQjCNGDCxQG-diTH4GyAa1r7KAkNKQ2Cw&sig2=GgxT1vFykOblCGVi2M_2yg&bvm=bv.127521224,d.ZGg
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2000/act/22/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2000/act/8/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2004/act/24/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2004/act/30/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2004/act/30/enacted/en/html
https://www.esri.ie/pubs/BKMNEXT259.pdf
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Persons with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act 2004 provides a legislative 

structure for including students with SEN in mainstream settings. It sets out a range of 

services which must be provided including assessment and the provision of individual 

education plans for students with SEN. Section 2 of the Education for Persons with 

Special Educational Needs Act (EPSEN) 2004 provided that children are to be 

educated in an inclusive setting unless this would not be in the best interests of the 

child or the effective provision of education for other children in mainstream education:  

“… a child with special educational needs shall be educated in an inclusive 

environment with children who do not have such needs unless the nature or 

degree of those needs is such that to do so would be inconsistent with the best 

interests of the child as determined in accordance with any assessment carried 

out under this Act or the effective provision of education for children with whom 

the child is to be educated”.   

Furthermore, section 20 of this Act also specifies that the NCSE should ensure that a 

“continuum of special needs provision is available as required in relation to each type 

of disability”. The provisions of EPSEN 2004 emphasised the need for a more inclusive 

educational system in Ireland where students with special educational needs can be 

educated alongside their peers in mainstream settings.10 

 
There is no legislative requirement on schools however to provide special classes in 

mainstream schools and the NSCE does not enforce the establishment of special 

classes.11 

From the mid-1980s educational policy documents have consistently promoted the 

need for special classes to be an integrated and flexible setting within mainstream 

schools (see McCoy (2014) for an overview).12  At post-primary level, special classes 

                                                                                                                                          

9
 DES (2007) Inclusion of Students with Special Educational Needs Post-Primary Guidelines. 

Available here 
10

 Ware et al. (2009) Research Report on the Role of Special Schools and Classes in Ireland 
NCSE. Available here 
11

 McCoy, S. (2014) Understanding Special Class Provision in Ireland Phase 1: Findings from a 
National Survey of Schools. NCSE. Available here. 
12

 Ibid 

https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Inspection-Reports-Publications/Evaluation-Reports-Guidelines/insp_inclusion_students_sp_ed_needs_pp_guidelines_pdf.pdf
http://ncse.ie/mwg-internal/de5fs23hu73ds/progress?id=62ak5fCtMUSwXff5giJ-MlGQN2FWgU1_3daWRnkJqT4,
https://www.esri.ie/pubs/BKMNEXT259.pdf
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are referred to in a 2007 DES document, Inclusion of Students with Special 

Educational Needs – Post-Primary Guidelines13, which states that students: 

“should be taught separately in the special class setting only when it is in their 

interests and at points in their timetable when they are unable to participate 

beneficially in lessons in mainstream classes.” (p. 53) 

Special classes and ASD 

In December 2014, there were 13,873 students with ASD in the school system. A 

breakdown of the types of educational placement provided for these students is 

presented in Table 1 below. 

Table 1. Educational provision for ASD students in the Irish school system 
(December 2014)   

Educational Placement  % 

Mainstream classes 63 

Special classes 23 

Special schools 14 

Source: NCSE (2015) Supporting Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder in Schools, NCSE 
Policy Advice Paper no. 5. 

 

In December 2014, a total of 857 special classes were approved across all the 

disability categories in mainstream schools. Of these, 627 special classes (73 per cent) 

were approved for students with ASD in mainstream schools.14 

The number of ASD special classes in mainstream primary and post primary schools 

has increased from 330 in 2011 to 765 in 2015. A further 168 ASD special classes are 

due to open in 2016.15 Special classes for ASD students have a ratio of one teacher to 

six students. 

 

                                                

13
 https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Inspection-Reports-Publications/Evaluation-Reports-

Guidelines/insp_inclusion_students_sp_ed_needs_pp_guidelines_pdf.pdf 
14 NCSE (2015) Supporting Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder in Schools, NCSE Policy 
Advice Paper no. 5. 
15

 Response by the Minister for Education and Skills, Richard Bruton (28
th
 June, 2016) to PQ on 

Special Educational Needs Service Provision. NCSE Available here.   

http://ncse.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/1_NCSE-Supporting-Students-ASD-Schools.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Inspection-Reports-Publications/Evaluation-Reports-Guidelines/insp_inclusion_students_sp_ed_needs_pp_guidelines_pdf.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Inspection-Reports-Publications/Evaluation-Reports-Guidelines/insp_inclusion_students_sp_ed_needs_pp_guidelines_pdf.pdf
http://ncse.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/1_NCSE-Supporting-Students-ASD-Schools.pdf
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/debateswebpack.nsf/takes/dail2016062800063?opendocument#WRF02150
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NCSE policy advice 

A recent policy advice paper published by the NCSE16 asserts that the education 

available in schools for students with ASD, particularly in primary schools, has greatly 

improved in recent years. It also recognised that many schools, primary, post-primary 

and special, have embraced open and inclusive policies for educating students with 

ASD. However, they also expressed disappointment that: 

“…some mainstream schools have restrictive practices which effectively 

exclude students with ASD – even from special classes – unless they are able 

to follow academic programmes and be included in mainstream classes for at 

least a part of the week.” (p. 6) 

 

Further, the NCSE  stated that despite the growth and corresponding improvement in 

supports and educational provision for students with ASD, the availability of 

appropriate mainstream and special placements continues to be problematic in certain 

areas of the country, particularly for those with more complex learning and/or 

behavioural difficulties. As a result, the NCSE stated that they still consider it essential 

for them to be given the necessary legislative authority to put a national continuum of 

school provision in place. Indeed, the NCSE recommended that they “should be 

equipped with the necessary authority to instruct a school to open a special class when 

deemed necessary by the NCSE.” 

 

The NCSE also identified confusion in the system about the purpose and role of 

special classes for students with ASD, with some schools appearing to believe that the 

classes are resourced only to cater for the more able students with ASD. They also 

expressed concern that some students may be inappropriately placed or retained in 

mainstream or special classes when they might be more appropriately placed in a 

different setting.17 

 

 

                                                

16 NCSE (2015) Supporting Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder in Schools, NCSE Policy 
Advice Paper no. 5. 
17

 NCSE (2015) op cit. 

http://ncse.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/1_NCSE-Supporting-Students-ASD-Schools.pdf

