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Hundreds of “invisible” children
with autism or special needs are
being excluded from school but
do not show up in official statis-
tics, according to new research.

Many vulnerable children
have been unable to access
school places because schools
say they cannot cope with their
additional needs.

In some cases, children have
been expelled by schools or par-
ents have withdrawn their chil-
dren for months, or even years,
due to inadequate supports.

The findings are contained in
a survey of more than 300 fami-

lies with children who have been
excluded from school by the au-
tism charity AsIAm, which is
due to be published shortly.

Some 90 per cent of respond-
ents said they have had no con-
tact from Tusla, the child and
welfare agency.

Nationalscandal
AsIAm founder Adam Harris
said the scale of the problem
was a national scandal. “These
children are invisible and don’t
show up in statistics. It is hap-
pening under our noses and the
State is pretending that it isn’t,”
he said.

He called on Minister for Ed-
ucation Joe McHugh to seek ur-

gent policy advice from the Na-
tional Council for Special Edu-
cation on the issue of school ex-
clusion.

The Department of Educa-
tion said it had invested record
sums in special education and
the number of special classes in
schools had jumped from 548
to 1,459 since 2011. Its official
advice is that there are suffi-
cient special class placements
to meet existing demand nation-
ally, though it says there is high
demand in parts of Dublin.

SIMONCARSWELL,JENNIFER
BRAYandDENISSTAUNTON

The Government expects EU
leaders to agree to Theresa
May’s request for a further de-
lay to Brexit this week but to
press the UK prime minister
for a concrete plan on Brit-
ain’s departure, sources said.

Another crunch week in the
protracted Brexit process
begins with the visit of the EU’s
chief Brexit negotiator, Michel
Barnier, to Dublin today.

His arrival comes two days
before EU leaders gather in
Brussels to consider an
extension to the UK’s
departure, which is due to
take place at 11pm on Friday.

Mr Barnier will meet
Taoiseach Leo Varadkar,
Minister for Foreign Affairs
Simon Coveney and Minister
for Finance Paschal Donohoe
as the EU negotiator teases
out with the Government
how, in a no-deal scenario, to
avoid a hard Border after Brex-
it, while protecting the integri-
ty of the EU single market.

The aim of his visit was “to
take stock of developments in
London as well as the ongoing
intensive discussions on the
planning for a possible no-deal
scenario”, said an EU official.

Mr Barnier’s visit, which he
requested, will allow him to
report back to EU leaders at
the European Council summit
on Wednesday about the
Government’s views.

Solidarity
A spokesman for the
Taoiseach said the main pur-
pose of the visit was “to show
solidarity with Ireland” but
that Mr Varadkar “will also
emphasise the extent of Ire-
land’s no-deal preparations”.

Irish and EU officials are
said to have identified where
the problems would arise in
trying to maintain an open
border while meeting strict
EU rules on border checks,
but possible solutions are still
being explored.

“There’s a lot of technical
issues to be worked out; what
to do about smuggling, for
example. The [European]
Commission is being quite con-
structive but it is not going to

accept a total departure, in the
style of what the British have
proposed, from checks and
inspections,” said one official.

In the UK, Mrs May
defended her decision to seek
a compromise with Labour
leader Jeremy Corbyn on the
terms of the UK’s departure,
arguing it was the only way to
ensure Britain leaves the EU.

The PM said that there was
a risk Brexit could “slip
through our fingers” after
MPs rejected her deal three
times and ruled out leaving
the EU without a deal.

‘Flextension’
The intensity of ongoing dis-
cussions on no-deal planning
will depend on the political ap-
petite among the leaders for a
“flextension” to the “article
50” exit process. This would
involve extending the UK’s
departure, by as long as a year,
with the flexibility for earlier
exit should the House of
Commons agree a Brexit deal.

A Government spokesman
said the Taoiseach had
signalled he was “open to an
extension for the UK but it
would need to be accompanied
by a plan, that the withdrawal
agreement cannot be renegoti-
ated and that any talks must fo-
cus on the future relationship”.

Government sources expect
opponents of an extension,
notablyFrance, toagreetodelay
Brexit to avoid the potential
damagefromano-dealexit.

Mr Varadkar indicated over
the weekend that he expected
checks to take place in
Northern Ireland ports in the
event of a no-deal scenario to
avoid hard infrastructure
appearing at the Border.

The Government is still
pushing for the more intensive
agri-food checks to take place
at ports and the island of
Ireland to be treated as a whole
on the EU’s strict sanitary and
phytosanitary standards.

JENNIFERBRAY
PoliticalReporter

Senior public officials com-
plained about the “unfortunate
situation” they found them-
selves in as the Government
tried to find ¤99 million in sav-
ings to cover cost overruns at
the national children’s hospital.

New correspondence has
revealed concerns raised by
officials in Government depart-
ments about the “re-profiling” of
projects because of the increase
in the cost of the hospital, which
was estimated at ¤800 million in
2014, ¤983 million in 2017, and
¤1.43 billion now.

Tens ofmillions wereredirect-
ed from Irish language and Gael-
tacht support schemes, the car-
bon fund, rural funds, waste
management initiatives, flood
risk management, roads and

highereducation projects, docu-
ments released under the Free-
dom of Information Act show.

Department of Finance offi-
cial David Byrne wrote to a col-
leaguein theDepartmentof Pub-
lic Expenditure on January 31st,
raising concerns about the ca-
pacity to find the savings sought.

“This is, of course, an unfortu-
nate situation we all find our-
selves in,” he wrote, adding that
his department would try to be
helpful but had concerns. “This
departmentwillneedsomeBrex-
it-related expenditure support
and you will recall we discussed
that with you at budget time.

“This department typically
uses almost all of its allocation
in any given year and does not
typically have leeway for capital
expenditures being returned to
the exchequer.

“For example in 2018 we

spent 99.9 per cent of our budg-
et and returned less than
¤5 million to the exchequer. In-
deed, our capital carryover
amounts are often very small in
comparison to our overall capi-
tal budget.”

PublicExpenditure
In early February, Department
of Public Expenditure official
Brian O’Malley wrote to his de-
partment colleagues saying they
shouldconsiderredirectingmon-
ey from the National Shared Ser-
vices Office, the Public Appoint-
ments Service and Revenue.

“Revenue had no increase in
overall capital for 2019 despite
Brexit asks. I spoke with Reve-
nue and they will revert to me in
the morning, based onconversa-
tion we should be able to re-pro-
file ¤1 million from Revenue for
2019.” In an email later that day,

Mr O’Malley said they had
agreed to a sum of ¤1.5 million.

An official from Revenue
emailed the department to say
the ¤1.5 million would come
from office equipment and mo-
tor vehicles and equipment
maintenance.

In the Department of
Culture, emails show the plan
was to find ¤2 million from
cultural infrastructure and
development, built heritage,
natural heritage, Gaeltacht
support schemes and Irish
language support schemes.

In the Department of Rural

and Community Development,
officials exchanged correspond-
ence in February stating they
would find ¤3 million from the
Rural Regeneration and Devel-
opment Fund. Officials from
the OPW said they would be
taking ¤3 million from flood
risk management.

Thelargest singlesaving came
from the delays to the construc-
tion of the A5 Dublin to Derry
road, totalling ¤27 million.

A report from consultants
PwC on the cost overruns at the
hospital is due to go to
Government shortly.

Hundredsof ‘invisible’ children
excludedfromeducation–report
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US secretary of homeland
security Kirstjen Nielsen will
be leaving her position,
President Donald Trump has
announced.

In a series of tweets,
President Trump said last
night: “Secretary of Home-
land Security Kirstjen Niels-
en will be leaving her posi-
tion, and I would like to thank
her for her service

“...I am pleased to an-
nounce that Kevin
McAleenan, the current U.S.
Customs and Border Protec-
tion Commissioner, will be-
come Acting Secretary for
@DHSgov. I have confidence
that Kevin will do a great
job!”

Nielsen, 46, had held the
position since December
2017. She led a department
responsible for carrying out
Trump’s plan to build a wall
on the border with Mexico
and the controversial policy
of separating migrant
children from their families.

Her departure comes after
Trump renewed his public
expressions of frustration
about security at the US
southern border, including
during a visit to California on
Friday in which he declared
the US “full” and unable to ac-
commodate any more mi-
grants from Latin America.

Last week, Trump threat-
ened to close the US border
with Mexico. Customs and
border protection appre-
hended 66,450 people who
crossed the border illegally
in February, an increase of
more than 18,000 from the
month before.

Nielsen was a protege of
former White House chief of
staff John Kelly, who depart-
ed in January. – Reuters,
Bloomberg

Trump’s
security
secretary
departs
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Rian is almost seven. He loves the Aveng-
ers, playing with Lego, climbing and messy
play. “He’s the joy of our family,” says his
mother, Suzanne Voakes. “He’s the funni-
est, quirkiest child. He’s a typical boy, bois-
terous, loves hiding and climbing. He loves
learning. He’s like a shining diamond.”

Last September, two years after starting
at his local primary school, he was ex-
pelled. He was six.

Suzanne says the school did all it could
for him but that teaching staff simply
weren’t equipped to meet his needs.

Rian has autism. He is non-verbal and
was initially diagnosed with a mild intellec-
tual disability. He can also get highly anx-
ious and very hyperactive.

When he was diagnosed, authorities ad-
vised Suzanne that her son needed au-
tism-specific education.

While there were no places in au-
tism-specific schools, she was delighted
when he was offered a place in an autism
class at her local school.

Rian was placed in a class of six children
with autism, all non-verbal and with com-
plex problems.

“There was a teacher and two spe-
cial-needs assistants (SNAs) ... but it was
clear early on that it wasn’t going to work.
It was more of a baby-sitting service. The
school tried its best, but they were strug-
gling and ill-equipped. It wasn’t their
fault.”

Within six months, she says, he lost his
speech. His toileting skills disappeared.
Soon his anxiety levels were going through
the roof, says Voakes.

“He was depressed. He’d lost all skills,
he wasn’t sleeping and was getting out of
control.”

When the family had him reassessed by
health authorities, his diagnosis had
worsened: he now had a moderate instead
of mild learning disability.

She ended up giving up her job an an
intellectual disability nurse. Last Septem-
ber it all came to a head.

“We realised the school couldn’t meet
his needs. He was being excluded on the
basis that they couldn’t meet his needs or
educate him. He was expelled. It was
something I was in agreement with. There
was no other option.”

Excludedfromsystem
Hundreds of children like Rian find
themselves excluded from the education
system.

They are children who have been
diagnosed as requiring an appropriate
education but cannot find a school place.

Many others have found that, despite
securing a place, the system hasn’t been

able to meet their needs.
In some cases parents have withdrawn

their children in the absence of appropri-
ate supports. Some children are on partial
school days or have been advised to seek
home tuition instead. Others have been
suspended or expelled from school.

These children are invisible, for the
most part, because they do not show up in
official statistics as being out of the
education system.

The findings are contained in a survey by
the autism charity AsIAm, which polled
more than 300 families who are either wait-
ing for school places or have been excluded
from schools.

Of those excluded or withdrawn from ed-
ucation, more than half say their child has
not been attending school from anything
from a few months to three years or more.

Only a minority of these families – about
15 per cent – are in receipt of home tuition.

Some 90 per cent say they have had no
contact from Tusla, the Child and Family
Agency, which is responsible for ensuring
children attend school.

The main reasons families have given
for an extended absence from school in-
clude anxiety, a lack of knowledge or under-

standing of autism and inadequate sup-
ports available in schools.

It is a cause of huge stress to families
where, in many cases, parents say they
have been forced to give up their jobs.

Nicole Duggan’s son Riley (5) should be
due to start school in September but he has
been refused from 37 schools so far. She
has given up her work as a beauty therapist
to help her son.

Alison Field, whose son James (5) has
been turned down by 11 schools, says every-

thing is left at the door of parents. The sys-
tem, she says, leaves you on your own.

Adam Harris, who founded AsIAm
based on his own experiences growing up
as a young autistic person in Ireland, says
the scale of the problem amounts to a “na-
tional scandal”.

“The worst aspect of this is that it is hap-
pening under our noses and the State is pre-
tending that it isn’t,” he says. “These are
not new issues. But we’ve chosen to ignore
them.”

Constitutionalright
In theory, all children have a constitutional
right to a primary education.

The Education for Persons with Special
Educational Needs Act, or Epsen Act, was a
ground-breaking piece of legislation that
followed legal battles and campaigns by
mothers such as Kathy Sinnott and Marie
O’Donoghue.

It provided that children with special ed-
ucational needs would be educated in an in-
clusive environment.

While the Department of Education poli-
cy is to ensure children with special needs
are placed in mainstream classes with sup-
ports, there are other options for children

with more severe levels of disability.
They include autism classes in main-

stream schools – where there are usually
six pupils to one teacher – or special
schools.

There is little doubt that the State has
made progress over the past decade and a
half by investing record sums in special edu-
cation.

Since 2011 the number of special classes
has jumped from 548 to 1,459 across the
country. One-fifth of the State’s entire edu-
cation budget now goes on special educa-
tion.

Harris accepts that supports have in-
creased, but says they are simply not
enough to meet demand.

“We wouldn’t accept it if there weren’t
enough school places for schoolchildren in
mainstream schools, yet it seems it is ac-
ceptable for children with autism to go
without,” he says.

A spokesman for the Department of Edu-
cation said the National Council for Special
Education (NCSE) was responsible for
planning and advising on education for chil-
dren with special needs.

“The NCSE has informed the depart-
ment that, in general, they are satisfied

that there are sufficient ASD [autism spec-
trum disorder] special class placements to
meet existing demand nationally.”

However, it added that the council was
aware of demand for additional place-
ments in some areas, such as parts of Dub-
lin.

It said the council was actively engaging
with schools and parents to ensure “each
child has a school placement appropriate
to their needs for the 2019-2020 school
year”.

However, Harris says it is clear that hun-
dreds of children do not have such places
right across the State, but especially in Dub-
lin and Cork.

Home tuition, he says, is no substitute
for a child who should have a right to at-
tend school.

For those who do access their local
school, he says far more needs to be done to
ensure children have the right supports to
help them flourish.

There is no obligation, for example, to
ensure that a teacher in an autism class has
a specific qualification in special educa-
tion, and the only mandatory qualification
for a special-needs assistant is the Junior
Cert.

“People are often mainstreamed into
school settings, but our measure of a per-
son’s education in terms of assessment or
curriculum is often the same as before in-
clusive education took place … so they are
square pegs being put into round holes.”

Lostpotential
For Suzanne Voakes, the most upsetting as-
pect of her son’s experience in the educa-
tion system is his lost potential.

She says Rian had made great strides
through a qualified tutor who worked with
him for about nine months before he went
to primary school.

“He even starting to make sounds like
‘mama’ or ‘dada’ – it was the first time we
heard him say words.”

After two years at primary school –
where he rarely completed a full day, she
says – she says his tutor was shocked: his
words had disappeared and he was no long-
er toiled-trained.

“It was devastating,” she says.
With no school place available, she says

had to find a tutor herself, paid for via a
home tuition grant.

With no school place available across
the capital, she ended up sourcing a place
in a private service for half a day recently,
paid for with the home tuition grant.

There is no guarantee the service –
which operates out of a single rented room
– will last and there is also no entitlement to
school transport.

“If it closes tomorrow, there’s nowhere
for him. It’s just half a day, while other chil-
dren his age are in school for longer.

“I have to supply rejection letters from
schools each year in order to reapply for
the home tuition grant. No other mother
should have to do this.

“Sometime I think of the way women or
gay people were treated in the past ... I feel
we’ll look back in 30 or 40 years and we’ll
say, ‘How did we allow this to happen?’
We’re in 2019. Our children are invisible.”

EducationEditor

‘My son was expelled at six. We’re
in 2019. Our children are invisible’
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When Riley was three months
old, his mother, Nicole Duggan,
began applying for school plac-
es. He’s now 5½. She is still
searching for a school that is
willing to take him.

“This country is letting my
child and other autistic chil-
dren down,” says Nicole, who
lives in Glanmire, Co Cork.

Riley was diagnosed with au-
tism at two years and nine
months. He is non-verbal, has
sensory issues and is still not toi-
let-trained.

A multi-disciplinary HSE
team says he needs a placement
in an autism class – sometimes
called an ASD unit – which is
typically attached to a main-

stream school. These offer
more specialised intervention
in a class of six students with a
teacher, supported by spe-
cial-needs assistants.

RingingTDs
Nicole, a single mother, has
spent almost two years calling
schools, special education sup-
port services and TDs in the
hope of getting a positive an-
swer. “Although his name has
been put down for units all over
Cork, no places are available. I
have been in contact with 37
units in our county who have
ASD units. Out of those 37
units, there is not one place
available for next year,” she
says.

The Department of Educa-

tion has offered to pay for 20
hours of home tuition a week if
she cannot find a school place.

“This country thinks it is ac-
ceptable to remove our kids
from a school setting and have
them schooled at home, due to
‘lack of resources’,” she says.

“Our children, who thrive on
routine, are forced to be moved
from pillar to post and are not a
priority to our Government.

“The Government thinks it is
acceptable to deprive our chil-
dren of the social aspect of
school, something they so very
much need. They think it is ac-
ceptable to deprive our chil-
dren of being in a school set-
ting, making friends and find-
ing their own bit of independ-
ence, by having them

home-schooled. This is not ac-
ceptable.”

She says it would not be ac-
ceptable if neuro-typical chil-
dren were told they did not
have a school place. She says Ri-
ley has huge potential.

“He understands everything
you say. He’s the funniest per-
son I know. He’s obsessed with
Supervalu … He loves music
and singing, though he can’t
talk … He’s an absolute whizz on
computers. So, why is my child
any different? Autism makes
them different, not less. My
child, and all other autistic chil-
dren, have a right to an educa-
tion. They have a right to go to
school. They have a right to be
included. Something needs to
change.”

■ ‘The school tried its best, but theywere
struggling and ill-equipped’: clockwise
frommain, Suzanne Voakes and her son
Rian (6); Alison Field and her son James
(5); and Nicole Duggan and her son Riley.
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It is a legal requirement for par-
ents to start their children in for-
mal education by the age of six.

Yet Alison Field says she has
been refused a place in 11
schools across the north Dublin
area for her son James, who
turns six in September and has
autism. “The law of the land
only seems to apply to some chil-
dren. There’s another for chil-
dren with autism or learning
disabilities,” she says.

James can’t talk. Alison says
he’s a real character. “He gig-
gles, likes to mess with you.
He’s very lovable and loves hug-
ging you ... He can get stressed,
though. If we’re [his parents]
not around, he can end up cry-
ing or vomiting.”

When he was diagnosed,
health authorities said James
required a place in an au-

tism-specific school or an au-
tism class attached to a main-
stream school. After being re-
fused entry to schools right
across the north Dublin area,
Alison was advised that funding
would be made available for an
autism class in a local main-
stream school. But when she ap-
proached the school, she was re-
jected. “There was no concern,
no compassion. I was told they
couldn’t do it, that teachers
were working out of cupboards
or corridors ... So you feel like
no one cares. You’re fighting
every step of the way.”

Alison has been told that
home tuition will be available if
he cannot get a school place.

“There’s a push to just get
him home-schooled. While the
Department [of Education] will
fund it, you have to find a tutor,
you have to source the help ...
Even if he doesn’t get that, it’s

not right. He needs to be in the
community, to be mixing, not
isolated on his own at home.”

Quietperson
Alison says that prior to having
James, she was a quiet person.
“I wouldn’t have said boo to any-
one ... but now I’m a fighter.
Once you get a diagnosis, it’s
like going to war.”

There are delays getting as-
sessments, and waiting lists to
access early intervention servic-
es, despite the fact children ben-
efit most with the earliest possi-
ble input. “It seems like a classic
case of a system that lies be-
tween a number of different de-
partments ... and no one seems
responsible for the children
who fall through the cracks.”

‘After the diagnosis, it’s like going to war’

Hewasbeing excluded
onthebasis that they
couldn’tmeethisneeds
oreducatehim.He
wasexpelled.There
wasnootheroption

CarlO’Brien

Hundredsof children
withautismarebeing
failedby theState’s
educationsystem

Case studies

‘Riley has been rejected by 37 schools’
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