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A. Programme Design
In relation to Programme Design (e.g. programme content, required areas of study, learning and assessment), what works well in the current Céim policy? 

The National Disability Authority (NDA) notes that the overall quality of the initial teacher education (ITE) programme design has been recognised – with the OECD’s 2024 Review of Resourcing Schools to Address Educational Disadvantage in Ireland (p. 22) finding that “Ireland’s DoE has undertaken clear efforts to ensure that ITE programmes… continue preparing teachers to meet evolving expectations and to address diverse students’ needs. While teachers interviewed during the OECD review visit emphasised the limitations of ITE and underlined the steep learning curves they experienced during their first years in service, the OECD team formed the impression that teachers – on the whole – felt their ITE programmes provided them with a strong position to start their careers”.
In relation to disability inclusion, there has been reform and investment in all levels of the education system in recent years, including within ITE, which has meant that education is more accessible to children with disabilities and special education needs than it was a few decades previously. The NDA notes the many strengths of the Céim ITE policy and standards with regards to disability inclusion, including: 
· The mandatory Core Elements on Inclusive Education (which includes specific reference to universal design for learning) and Global Citizen Education (including its focus on human rights, social justice, wellbeing and its link to Inclusive Education).
· The emphasis placed on ensuring that student teachers receive exposure to a wide range of teaching strategies in a diversity of class settings and subject levels.
· That ITE is clearly embedded within a continuum of learning that emphasises professional development that continues over the entire span of a teacher’s career.
As we elaborate on further below, however, the education system still orientates itself towards specialist provision and there are many barriers currently to inclusive education for disabled children, including a growth in special schools and classes. While acknowledging the positive theory, therefore, the NDA suggests that there are significant gaps in practice that require consideration in reviewing the ITE programme design.
Could this Section of Céim policy be improved? If so, how?

Section 1.1.2 (Conceptual Framework) and Section 1.1.3 (Programme Aims): 
The NDA suggests that there may be an opportunity under Section 1.1.2 and Section 1.1.3 to strengthen explicit reference to building an understanding of inclusive education and how to operationalise that in practice (including through the application of Universal Design in Education (UDE) principles), and to the development of baseline skills for all newly qualified teachers in supporting special / additional educational needs across mainstreaming and ‘special’ settings. We have elaborated on these elements under the final question below. 
Section 1.1.7 (Required Areas of Study): 
· Foundation studies: As above, in the context of references to the history, policy and philosophy of education, the NDA suggests that it may be helpful to include explicit reference to the concept of inclusive education, as articulated under the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) and as outlined in the National Council for Special Education (NCSE)’s Policy Advice on the Future Role of Special Schools and Special Classes (2024).
 
· Professional studies: The NDA suggests that there may be opportunities under this section to strengthen disability-inclusive language in line with commitments to progressive realisation of inclusive education. For example, the existing references to communicative skills and to new and emerging technologies for teaching and learning could be expanded on to include reference to the use of assistive technology and alternative and augmentative communication tools in classroom settings. The reference to adaptive expertise could be expanded on to include a UDE framing. See our inputs under the final question for further information on this.

· School placement: Again, there may be opportunities in this section to make a more explicit link between school placements and the objectives of equipping newly qualified teachers with the skills to provide inclusive education and to support diverse educational needs. For example, the NDA suggests that the bullet point on classroom management strategies that support suitable and effective learning could include specific reference to UDE as a holistic framework. The reference to gaining experience in a diversity of classroom settings could make explicit reference to additional or special educational needs settings, and to UDE methodologies, including the opportunity to practice universal design in real classroom settings.

[bookmark: _Hlk225416099]Section 1.1.8: Learning and Assessment Strategies: There is an opportunity to strengthen the standards by embedding Universal Design principles in assessment. In keeping with a UDE approach, providing for multiple means of engagement, representation, action and expression when student teachers are undertaking assessments would help to ensure greater flexibility, clarity and learner voice and choice when demonstrating learning. 
B. Core Elements
All ITE programmes shall include the specific elements set out hereunder on an equitable basis:
1. Inclusive Education
2. Global Citizenship Education
3. Professional Relationships and working with parents
4. Professional identity and agency
5. Creativity and Reflective practice
6. Literacy and Numeracy
7. Digital Skills
In relation to the Core Elements within Céim, what works well in the current policy?
The NDA believes that the centring of Inclusive Education works well, as does the emphasis placed on an integrated programme (such that inclusive education learning can be integrated across foundation studies, professional studies and school placement modules). Given the barriers to inclusive education currently in the Irish school system (discussed further below), it is right that this issue is given due weight. 
We note, in the Education Committee’s Report on Implementation of Céim (2024), that all Higher Education Institution (HEI) ITE programmes were found to meet minimum standards in relation to the core element on Inclusive Education, while showing that all the programmes provide specific content learning, inclusive pedagogical approaches and school placement opportunities related to Inclusive Education. That report also detailed good practice examples, from modules on Ireland’s policy on inclusive education, on the UNCRPD and on UDL guidelines to modules on special educational needs and areas of neurodiversity, such as dyslexia, dyspraxia or autism. One HEI’s second school placement focuses on the Inclusive Teacher, and inclusive learning and UDL are assessed criteria during that school placement. Some HEIs require that the school placement element includes a placement in a special educational needs setting.
Could this Section within the current Céim policy be improved? If so, how?
As outlined further below, significant challenges remain in the delivery of an inclusive education system, including a trend towards increased use of special classes and special schools and an increase in children presenting with additional or special educational needs. A range of stakeholders (detailed below) have recommended that adaptations to ITE are required as a component of wider systems transformation. As such, the NDA advises that due consideration be given to how the Core Elements could build on existing good practice and strengthen provision of learning opportunities in the areas of inclusive education, additional or special educational needs, and UDE. In particular, the NDA suggests that there may be opportunities to strengthen disability-inclusive framing in the following areas:
Inclusive Education: While the prioritisation of Inclusive Education as a Core Element in Céim is welcome and a clear demonstration of progress and commitment in this area, the NDA advises that it may be helpful to expand on the requirements in this area, as follows:
· The NDA advises strengthening the emphasis on Universal Design, going beyond mentioning it as an example within Inclusive Education to establishing it as a core, underpinning framework across programme design, delivery and assessment. This would align with national and international best practice, and would give it due weight, noting the recent report of the Joint Committee on Disability Matters (Report on Inclusive Education for Persons with Disabilities, February 2026), which found inconsistent implementation of UDL and suggested that teachers “may lack sufficient training or structured guidance to apply UDL approaches” (p.26). Further, the NDA advises that a broader framing of Universal Design in Education (which includes Universal Design for Learning) would help to bring a more comprehensive, holistic and transformational perspective. We have elaborated further on UDE as a concept under the final question below.
 
· Moving beyond UDE/UDL, it would help to have a broader framing of the requirement to be able to provide for the learning needs of all pupils by making particular reference to developing skills and experience in relation to additional or special educational needs (and the inclusion of diverse needs within mainstream settings). This could include mandatory modules on supporting children with different sensory and processing needs, the use of assistive technology and alternative and augmentative communication methods and building skills around neurodivergence and managing challenging behaviours arising from disability. 

· As documented in the Education Committee’s Report on Implementation of Céim (referenced above), there have been strong examples of good practice within participating HEIs in providing students with exposure to inclusive education and special or additional educational needs. The NDA suggests that it may be appropriate to explore whether existing good practice approaches could be harmonised and standardised across participating HEIs. This could include the potential for introducing certain mandatory learning experiences for all students, such as requiring all students to have a placement in a special education setting. We have elaborated further on this point under the final question below. 

· It may be appropriate to state explicitly that the Core Element on Inclusive Education should include adequate guidance on the human rights, legislative and policy underpinnings of inclusive education. This should include the National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People 2025 – 2030, which endorses the NCSE’s Policy Advice on the Future Role of Special Schools and Special Classes, and relevant provisions under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the UNCRPD, including the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2016) General Comment No. 4 on Article 24 – the right to inclusive education.  
Global Citizen Education: In relation to the focus on wellbeing (personal and community), we note the recommendations of the ESRI study, Supporting Student Wellbeing in School Contexts: a Narrative Review (2026), to “increase the content on wellbeing and mental health in teacher initial education and professional learning to promote teacher self-efficacy, mental health literacy and commitment to supporting student wellbeing and mental health”. Enhanced mental health literacy would support teachers in their ability to create an inclusive education setting. Long-term mental health difficulties are recognised as a disability, and disabled people can also experience concurrent mental health difficulties, including difficulties arising from the impairment or the barriers they face.
The Ombudsman for Children’s Office (Submission to the Convention on Education, 2026, p. 12) has recently emphasised the importance of wellbeing and mental health supports in the context of education, stating that schools should “provide guidance, wellbeing and mental health supports to students in two fundamental ways. Firstly, by equipping children with the adequate tools and life skills to navigate life beyond school and make decisions about their post-school progression. Then, secondly, by providing emotional and wellbeing education and support, to equip children with self-management techniques to maintain and improve their mental health at the individual level.” 
Professional Relationships and working with parents: The report of the Joint Committee on Disability Matters on Inclusive Education for Persons with Disabilities (referenced above) has recommended enhanced cross-agency coordination so that children with disabilities experience clear pathways between services, finding that fragmentation between education, health and disability is one of the most significant systemic barriers. The NDA notes the reference in this Core Element to working with peers, external agencies and others. However, we suggest that it may be helpful to expand here on how the ITE programme will equip newly qualified teachers to work collaboratively with key stakeholders to improve outcomes for disabled children. This could include specific reference to the key relationship between teachers and Special Needs Assistants (SNAs), as well as other relevant stakeholders (such as Special Educational Needs Organisers, the National Educational Psychological Service, Children’s Disability Network Teams, etc). 

Digital Skills: The NDA advises that a more explicit link to inclusive education could be made here by a) including a universal design framing in terms of how digital technologies and digital learning environments (such as online or blended classrooms or activities) are understood, accessed and used by diverse users; b) building skills relating to the use by disabled students of assistive technology and alternative and augmentative communication tools in classroom settings; and c) building skills in digital accessibility, accessible communications and universal design beyond the classroom (e.g. relating to supports, services and social engagements). It may also be appropriate to expand on the relevance and use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in education settings, including building student teacher awareness of both the potential benefits and risks of AI use for disabled people and other groups that may be marginalised. See the NDA’s report from its Centre for Excellence in Universal Design for more guidance on this issue (AI and Disability Inclusion in Ireland: Opportunities and Challenges Across Six Key Sectors, 2024).  
 
C. School Placement 
Regarding School Placement, what works well in the current policy?
The NDA highlights the following positive elements:
· The emphasis under Section 1.3.6 (Diversity of Placement Settings) on ensuring exposure to a diversity of class settings, subject levels and school activities. 
· The emphasis within Taisce on the use of Taisce to demonstrate an understanding of inclusive education.
· As addressed above, there are strong good practice examples in the Education Committee’s 2024 Report on Implementation of Céim on prioritising learning during the school placement modules on inclusive education and special educational needs.

Could this Section within the current Céim policy be improved? If so, how?
The NDA has looked at this from two perspectives – 1) the extent to which the school placement component of Céim equips newly qualified teachers to cater to diverse needs in line with inclusive education commitments, and 2) the extent to which disabled student teachers can avail of school placement opportunities on an equal basis with others. 
Providing adequate exposure to diverse settings, including additional or special educational needs
The NDA notes the general emphasis throughout Céim on the requirement to access diverse settings, including the requirement (section 1.3.6) that “at post-primary level, a student teacher should have opportunities to teach… special classes.” We further note commitments to strengthen practice in this area, as outlined in the government’s ITE Policy Statement, Implementation Plan Phase 1 2023-2024. Objective 2.4 (p. 49) commits to working towards a consistent quality experience of school placement across diverse settings, including special classes and DEIS schools. This includes: 
· Action 2.4.5: All teachers for a period of two weeks should observe the teaching of one of the following: a) teacher in a special school; b) special class teacher in mainstream school; or c) special education teacher as part of their extended school placement during the second half of their programme. 
· Action 2.4.6: Work towards requiring that student teachers at primary and post-primary level spend at least one placement in a special education setting.
The NDA advises that a progress report on the implementation of Phase 1 (which does not appear to be available yet), including progress on the above Actions, should inform the Céim ITE programme. 
The NDA believes that all teachers should be equipped with the skills and experience to support children with disabilities and special / additional educational needs and would suggest that this should be a specific requirement of the School Placement module. This is a critical step in building an adequately qualified workforce that can support the delivery of inclusive education and has been recommended by several key stakeholders (we have elaborated on this under the final question below).
Accessibility of the school placement scheme for student teachers with disabilities
The Reasonable Accommodations and Professional Placements (RAPP) Project, a joint piece of research between AHEAD and the Disability Advisors Working Group (DAWN), with support from the Higher Education Authority, has highlighted issues arising for students with disabilities undertaking professional placements, including ITE, in terms of accessing appropriate reasonable accommodations to demonstrate their competency. Their research has indicated that students with disabilities are significantly underrepresented on higher education courses in this field, and that staff in higher education and placement provision have expressed concerns about adjusting assessment of competence / learning outcomes within established standards (such as Céim) to provide for reasonable accommodation.
Dr Elva Casey, Director of School Placement in Maynooth University has also highlighted structural barriers experienced by disabled student teachers in accessing appropriate school placement modules.[footnoteRef:1] She points to challenges with the current partnership model envisaged within the ITE school placement scheme between the student, the host school and the HEI, noting that the arrangement relies heavily on individual and informal processes. She notes that barriers are exacerbated by the lack of a national policy requirement for schools to host students for placement, or of remuneration for schools hosting students. She argues that schools make decisions on an individual basis, primarily motivated by local factors, availability of Treoraí (co-operating teachers) deemed suitable and pre-existing informal relationships and arrangements. As she notes, “Within HEIs, student teachers can access support services and reasonable accommodations. These may include advance notice of assessment visits, alternative planning formats (e.g., voice recordings, conceptual mapping), and assistive technologies. However, HEIs lack authority over whether schools will accept students for placement. Schools retain full discretion, and while some have developed placement policies, these often focus on logistical limits rather than inclusive criteria.” [1:  Dr Elva Casey, School Placement, Agency and Partnership: Barriers to inclusion and opportunities for change in Initial Teacher Education, the AHEAD Journal, Issue 19, Spring 2026.] 

The lack of proportionate representation of disabled teachers within the education system was also highlighted by the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC). In its Submission to the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities for the List of Issues Prior to Reporting (June 2025), IHREC has advocated that the Committee should ask the state about measures to increase the number of disabled teachers currently working in the education system, with ambitious and measurable targets that reflect the diversity of Irish society.
The NDA advises that in reviewing the School Placement component of Céim, due consideration should be given to how the policy could mitigate these risks, including through more proactive planning, a clear articulation of how reasonable accommodation needs can be met in practice, and mechanisms for building in flexibility and mentoring for students with additional needs. Consideration should be given to how the recommendations in the RAPP Report, 2022, might be taken forward, including the recommendation for the Teaching Council to publish guidance for HEIs and school placement providers on how the Céim policy should be interpreted to acknowledge responsibilities to student teachers with disabilities.
We also suggest that there may be relevant findings from the mid-term progress review of the Strategic Action Plan for Equity of Access, Participation and Success in Higher Education 2022 – 2028 (we understand that this progress review is currently underway). This Strategic Action Plan commits to working towards a more diverse teacher workforce, including by supporting equity in ITE for priority groups (Goal 1). Objective 1.7 details a series of work streams that are relevant to improving access to ITE (including School Placements) for disabled students. These include:  
· To develop baseline data on diversity in initial teacher education (ITE) programmes from priority groups.
· To consider the impact of PATH 1 projects on students from priority groups and their ability to access ITE, including meeting entry requirements and overcoming barriers to access. 
· To consider the findings of the longitudinal study of reconfigured ITE programmes to inform the development of measures to support the supply, diversity and retention of newly qualified teachers.
D. Programme Resourcing
E.g. staffing, facilities, student supports
Regarding Programme Resourcing, what works well in the current policy?
N/A – this is beyond the NDA’s area of expertise. 

Could this Section within the current Céim policy be improved? If so, how?
Section 1.2.2 Staffing (staff qualifications and experience): The NDA advises that there is an opportunity to bring in a stronger disability rights lens here, in particular by referencing knowledge and expertise in Universal Design in Education (including Universal Design for Learning) and supporting children with diverse needs (including those that use assistive technology and those with diverse neurodevelopmental needs in the context of inclusive education).
Section 1.2.3 Facilities: The NDA advises that ‘appropriate facilities’ in this context should be underpinned by UDE principles, in terms of supporting inclusive access and use of both physical and digital / online spaces. We have provided further information on UDE below.
Section 1.2.4 Student Support and Guidance Systems: As noted above, disabled students are under-represented in ITE programmes and in the teaching profession more broadly. The OECD has found that while Ireland has developed strategies and plans over time to improve the diversity of its school staff, not only in terms of socio-economic status but also ethnic background and disabilities, nevertheless “teachers in Ireland still do not reflect the diversity of their students. This likely has a variety of causes, including the low number of diverse teachers entering ITE and those completing the programmes” (Review of Resourcing Schools to Address Educational Disadvantage in Ireland, 2024, p. 24). In this context, and given the particular challenges detailed above for disabled students to access School Placements, the NDA suggests it may be appropriate to make specific provision here for mentoring and other supports that should be made available to student teachers with additional needs.
Section 1.2.5 Communication and Decision-Making Structures: The NDA advises that this section could be strengthened by including reference to the creation of structured, accessible mechanisms through which student teachers and staff can identify and report barriers (physical, digital, communicative or attitudinal) to participation and engagement. Having such mechanisms in place, and ensuring feedback is promptly acted upon, would support a continuous improvement approach through ongoing identification and removal of barriers within a programme.
E. Additional Information
Is there anything else which your organisation feels should be considered as part of the Céim review?
Elaborating or building on some of the points raised above, the NDA advises that the ITE programme could be further strengthened by giving due consideration to how it might embed the following: 
1. Universal Design in Education
The NDA recommends that the Céim ITE programme follows a Universal Design in Education (UDE) approach and makes explicit commitment to UDE principles in both:
· how the Céim programme is designed and delivered, supporting access, understanding and use for all student teachers across physical and digital environments, education services and teaching methodologies and curricula. 
· how student teachers can gain knowledge of, and experience in applying, UDE principles through the course modules and student placements.
While the NDA notes the emphasis placed on Universal Design for Learning (UDL) in the policy and standards, and recognises the progress in this area, UDL is a component of UDE. UDE involves a whole systems approach where the entire educational ecosystem is considered, with every step of the student journey traced. Its goals move beyond facilitating access towards cultivating a sense of belonging and conditions to thrive for all learners. It involves embedding a Universal Design approach from the start, whereby teachers and other stakeholders design environments and learning experiences that anticipate, as well as respond to, variability in so far as is possible. This broader UD approach would mitigate the need for retrospective accommodations but would be bolstered by targeted supports where required. This whole systems approach looks at:
· the whole educational or training environment – this includes all levels of educational institutions, including the community and the wider public
· the whole person 
· learning-friendly environments
It follows an educational ecosystem comprised of:
· The macro level, where directives, legislation and standards are set
· The meso level - this is the institutional level, which covers policies and governance, linking also to family and community
· The micro level, attending to individual needs and abilities
The approach is articulated in the NDA’s Centre for Excellence in Universal Design paper, which outlines four pillars: 
· physical environments, 
· digital environments, 
· educational services, and 
· teaching, learning, assessment and curricula 
It is only when these four pillars work in unison that a more inclusive environment can be created that can be easily accessed, understood and used, by the widest range of learners and by all key stakeholders. 
2. Inclusive Education
The government has made strong commitments to the progressive realisation of inclusive education, as articulated under Pillar 1 of the National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People 2025 – 2030 (NHRSDP), which endorses the NCSE’s Policy Advice on the Future Role of Special Schools and Special Classes (2024) and the vision for inclusive education outlined in Article 24 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. 
NHRSDP Pillar 1, Commitment 3 focuses on helping educators and staff to create learning spaces that are friendly and supportive of all disabled children and young people. This includes having integrated development plans for all staff on inclusive learning practice and enhancing workforce capacity and competency in supporting individuals’ needs, promoting ambition, attainment and achievement among disabled students. Specific commitments include: 
· Commitment 3.3: Develop an integrated professional development plan on inclusive learning and education for teacher education. This will range from initial teacher education to ongoing teacher professional learning and leadership programmes.
· Commitment 3.6: Expand training opportunities for schools to support trauma-informed practice and other relational approaches to supporting wellbeing and mental health.
This is particularly important in the context of the demand for and growth of special classes and schools over the past decade. The number of special classes in Ireland has increased from 2,921 in 23/24 to 3,336 in 24/25 (Children’s Rights Alliance, Report Card 2025 p. 96) with a government commitment in the Programme for Government to further increase the number of special schools and classes. 
The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child in its Concluding Observations on the combined fifth and sixth periodic reports of Ireland (2023) detailed its concern with the establishment of special classes for children with disabilities and has recommended ensuring inclusive education in mainstream schools for all children with disabilities, including by adapting training (p.13).
The Ombudsman for Children’s Office has noted that the “focus of the Department has been to increase the stock of special class and school places, which may have the effect of further entrenching segregation, in the absence of a comprehensive plan to achieve stated inclusion goals.” (Progress Update on Forward Planning for the Provision of Schools Places for Children with Special Educational Needs, 2024, p.22).
IHREC reiterated in 2025 that “increasing reliance on ‘special education’ is contrary to the principles of inclusive education”, stating ultimately that “the provision of education for disabled people in Ireland is not UNCRPD compliant” (Submission to the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities for the List of Issues Prior to Reporting, June 2025). 
In addition, the Committee on the Rights of the Child, IHREC and others have highlighted concerns regarding use of seclusion and restraint in schools, application of codes of behaviour for children in schools, the use of ‘reduced timetable arrangements’ for disabled children, and insufficient support for transitions through education for students with additional or special educational needs. The 2026 report by the Joint Committee on Disability Matters (referenced above), found evidence of inconsistent awareness and application of the Department of Education and Youth (DEY)’s guidelines for the use of reduced school days.
The 2025 Report on the Review of the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act has recommended that approaches “that support inclusive practice should be integrated across the continuum of teacher education, from initial teacher education to in service professional learning and development”. The Committee on the Rights of the Child (report referenced above, p.13) has recommended that the State strengthen the teaching of children’s rights in the training of teachers and education professionals. 
We recognise that the progressive realisation of inclusive education requires a whole-system approach that extends beyond ITE and note that NHRSDP workstreams will support advances in this area over the coming years. Nonetheless, given the significant challenges in the system at the moment, it is the NDA’s view that all newly qualified teachers should have an in-depth understanding of the requirements of inclusive education and the rights of disabled children, as envisaged by the NCSE, the UNCRPD and the UNCRC. 
3. Skills to support special educational needs 
In the NDA’s review of the CDNT model (report submitted in December 2025), key stakeholders suggested that teachers would benefit from further training on supporting children with additional needs, including managing challenging behaviours arising from disability, in school settings. This perspective has been reflected in a number of other key reports in recent years. 
· Amongst the recommendations in the 2025 Report on the Review of the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act was that mandatory professional learning for all teachers relating to special education should be considered, and that exposure to a variety of placement options during pre-service / initial teacher education should be increased. That report detailed the concerns of teachers and other staff that they do not have the necessary skills or expertise to respond to special educational needs. Two areas in particular were mentioned by respondents in mainstream settings: difficulty in effectively differentiating teaching approaches in the classroom so that all learners could experience progress; and difficulty in managing challenging behaviour arising from certain special educational needs. According to the report, “stakeholders agreed on the need for better initial training… regarding special educational needs for teachers, to promote greater understanding and competence in delivering the supports necessary in all settings” (p.72).
 
· The Irish National Teachers’ Organisation has advocated for all student teachers to have the opportunity to complete at least one school placement in a special education setting during their time in ITE. 

· The Ombudsman for Children’s Office has recommended that the Department arranges for all teachers, new and existing, to engage in specialist SEN and inclusion training on an annual basis. It noted in 2024 that “The Department has shown strong commitment to this goal, but there is some way to go to ensure that all teachers, new and existing, engage in specialist SEN and inclusion training on an annual basis as recommended.” (Progress Update on Forward Planning for the Provision of Schools Places for Children with Special Educational Needs)

· IHREC has advocated that the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities should ask the state about measures taken to ensure that all members of the educational community receive training on ableism, inclusive education and disabled student’s educational needs (Submission to the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities for the List of Issues Prior to Reporting, June 2025). 

· The Minister for Education in 2025 requested the Teaching Council to initiate a process to move towards a mandatory assessed placement period in a special education need setting for all student teachers, supported by appropriate modules (Minister for Education and Youth, Dáil Éireann Debate, 8 September 2025). Subject to Council approval, the Minister suggested that a Guidance Note for HEIs should then then be developed around an assessed student placement period in a special educational need setting, working toward interim enactment in September 2026.
While noting that the publication of the implementation plan for the EPSEN Review report is pending, and this may drive new initiatives in this area, the NDA supports the calls for greater emphasis during ITE on developing the knowledge and skills of all student teachers to support children with disabilities and those with additional or special educational needs. This may include greater emphasis on areas such as behaviour support, social and emotional development, trauma-informed practice, or the use of assistive technology and alternative and augmentative communication. This is critical to the progressive realisation of inclusive education. 
4. Alignment with other government priorities and work streams
The NDA notes that there are a number of government initiatives planned for 2026 that may have a bearing on the Céim programme; efforts should be made to align with and build on those processes where feasible. Most notably, these include: 
· The initiative currently underway, in collaboration with Finland and in consultation with the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education (EASNIE). As detailed in Circular 0039/2025, this programme will provide technical expertise to support the provision of inclusive education in mainstream settings. The expected outputs (including a roadmap, “detailing goals, actions, responsible actors, and resources needed (including upskilling of teaching profession and other system capacity building and strengthening activities)” is likely to be of direct relevance to the ITE programme.
 
· The National Access Plan – a Strategic Action Plan for Equity of Access, Participation and Success in Higher Education 2022 – 2028 notes that “vital aspect of inclusivity is working toward a more diverse teacher and early years educator workforce by supporting equity in initial teacher education and Level 7-8 programmes in Early Learning and Care (ELC) for priority groups (Goal 1). A Key Performance Indicator for Objective 4.2, which commits to equipping all teachers to teach a diverse school population, relates to gathering information “on how the core element of inclusive education, as defined in ‘Céim: Standards for Initial Teacher Education’ is being implemented across all ITE programmes on completion of the second cycle of accreditation of programmes.” The findings of this report, once available, will be of critical relevance to the continued strengthening of the ITE programme. 

Other strands of work that will have a bearing include: 
a) those under Pillar 1 of the National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People on inclusive learning and education (as outlined above), including the development of a transitions policy. Noting the findings of the ESRI report, Paths, Tracks, Gaps and Cliffs: the Post-School Transitions of Students with Special Educational Needs (2025), which highlights the disproportionate challenges that children with additional needs experience in post-school transitions, the NDA suggests that teachers play a key role in supporting transitions at each stage of the education cycle and advises that due consideration be given to how any policy developments in this area may be reflected in ITE.
b) the DEY’s Conversation on Education and Education Convention, which will set the direction of travel for Ireland’s education system.
c) the planned launch in the coming months of the EPSEN Act Review implementation plan.
d) a number of strands of work relating to wellbeing and mental health in education – including the establishment of the Education Therapy Service and the DEY’s review of the Wellbeing Policy and Framework. 
e) work underway under DEY on an SNA Workforce Development Plan.
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