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Context
• In 2019, we carried out a piece of research to uncover the extent of often 

illegal school suspensions known as short school days/reduced timetables 
regularly imposed on children with disabilities and Traveller children 
(Brennan & Browne, 2019) 

• We discovered that 1/4 children with disabilities, 1/3 with autism had 
already experienced the phenomenon. About half of these suspensions 
were potentially illegal

• Many suspensions continued for months or years
• We also collected data on impacts on the children’s families 
• Since the publication of our results, the Minister for Education and Skills 

has announced that these suspensions should only be used in exceptional 
cases, that outside specialist intervention should be sought and incidences 
must be reported 1

1 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/schools-use-of-reduced-timetables-will-be-curtailed-by-2020-minister-1.4029304

https://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/schools-use-of-reduced-timetables-will-be-curtailed-by-2020-minister-1.4029304


IRC Funded Participatory Research Collaboration 
Technological University Dublin and Inclusion Ireland  

• Participatory researchers were involved in interviews, 
interview data analysis and research dissemination

• Researchers are working towards a Certificate in 
Research by Apprenticeship from Inclusion Ireland; this 
research work forms part of the requirement

• Report: Education, Behaviour and Exclusion: the 
Experience and Impact of Short School Days on Children 
with Disabilities and Their Families in the Republic of 
Ireland 
https://arrow.dit.ie/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1000&context=aaschmedrepTomás Murphy, Chris Byrne, Harry Browne (PI) and

Margaret Turley

https://arrow.dit.ie/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1000&context=aaschmedrep


Mixed Methodology

• In-depth interviews with primary caregivers of 12 children with 
intellectual and/or developmental disabilities. All had experienced 
short school day suspensions

• Consultation with 4 behavioural experts

• An online survey with neutral title:  ‘Education and disability’:
• Respondents were primary caregivers of children who had had both positive 

and negative experiences of the education system 
• 658 responses, 393 used. This represents 0.5% of target population (selection 

criteria detailed in Report)
• Statistically significant results, confidence interval (CI) of 95% with a margin of 

error of 5%, except in relation to the incidence of short school days for girls, 
where the margin of error is 6%. (Wilson Method)



Respondents to Survey
• Primary caregivers of school-age children with a broad range of disabilities living in the 

Republic of Ireland – Every county represented

• The distribution of disabilities is a reasonable reflection of the national prevalence

• The ratio of male to female children was 266 to 127, more boys diagnosed with autism

• Mainstream class, special class/unit and special school settings were represented in 
proportions roughly approximating the national distribution for children with disabilities 

• 20 parents of school-age children who do not now attend school responded

• Ethnic background biased towards the settled white Irish population (89%)

• Socio-economic indicators such as parental educational attainment and home ownership 
were generally slightly, but not significantly, higher than the national averages 

• Most of the respondents (95%) to the survey were female parents or caregivers

• 15% of respondents were parenting alone



Questions in the survey included topics of:

• Diagnoses

• Education setting 

• Likes/dislikes and behaviours and school experiences of the children 

• Details on various exclusions including official/unofficial suspensions

• School interventions (educational and behavioural)

• Availability of therapies

• Data on the emotional, health and financial impacts of short school 
days and related suspensions on the respondents and their children



‘Central to all our work and deliberations must be how we 
treat each other and a recognition of the importance of the 
wellbeing of all those dealing with our education and training 
services. It is quite evident that, now more than ever, dignity 
and respect must be at the heart of our education system’

Minister’s Forward, CUMASÚ – Action Plan for Education 2019, Department of Education and Skills

Available at: www.education.ie



Duration and frequency of short school day 
suspensions 
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Anatomy of short school day 
suspensions/reduced timetables

Number of hours child 
attended school each day      

(75 Cases)

Less than 1 hour (6) 1-2 hours (14)

2-3 hours (27) 3-4 hours (17)

4-5 hours (11)

Behaviour-related 
incidents that led to SSD       

(81 Cases)

Running away (21)

Aggression towards other children (22)

Aggression towards staff (29)

Self-Injurious behaviour (13)

Disruptive in the classroom (32)

Talking loudly (8)

Shouting (12)

Refusing to follow instruction (32)

Lying on the floor (21)

Other (26)

Reasons given by school for 
imposing short school days on 

child (75 cases)

Child's behaviour

Medical/disability

Child's anxiety

Lack of resources/SNA



Interpreting reasons for short school day 
suspensions

• Reasons given for suspensions indicate:
• Lack of resource

• Some children may not be able for a full school day

• Challenges with disability related behaviours – our findings show that at least 1/8 
children (1/6 with Autism) has been already sent home from school or challenging 
behaviour

• That challenging behaviours are very varied – some behaviours not so challenging2

• Our research also showed that often children who have had great difficulties with 
behaviour in one school, have had no difficulties on moving to another school of the 
same type (e.g. on moving from one autism unit to another)

• Some children had challenging behaviours at home, not school and vice versa
2 A set of guidelines published in 2004 by the main primary teachers union, accessed in August 2019, now removed from the website but still available from wtc.ie, for 
example, defines ‘challenging behaviour’, including the following: “stereotypical behaviour, particularly in children with learning disabilities and autistic spectrum disorders, 
which can include rocking, repetitive vocalisations, ritualistic hand movements”. Irish National Teachers Organisation, ‘Managing Challenging Behaviour: Guidelines for 
Teachers’, November 2004, https://www.into.ie/NI/Teachers/NewlyQualifiedTeachersNQTs/NQTPublications/Guide_managing_challen ging_behaviour.pdf.



Interventions by schools –
Pressure felt by primary caregivers

Where behaviour was given as a 
reason for SSDs, was NEPS 

consulted? (47 cases)

Yes (7) No (32) Don't know (8)

Proportion of care-givers who 
felt under pressure to agree 

with SSDs (78 Cases)

Yes (57) No (17) Other (4)

'Child’s behaviour’ given as 
the reason for SSDs          

(81 Cases) 

Yes (45) No (36)



Educational impact of short school day 
suspensions

Did child consistently miss one or more school subjects while on a short school day suspension?
(80 cases, no option was given for ‘don’t know’)

Yes (35) No (16) I think so (12) I don't think so (17)



Feeling of inclusion and belonging for school 
children with disabilities



Social and emotional impacts of short school day 
suspensions on children with disabilities



A common challenge to the mothers’ ability 
to work

Caregivers required by school to be available to pick up child throughout the school day 
(49 cases)

Yes (44) No (5)



Health/mental health impacts of suspensions 
and expulsions by family type
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Work and career impacts of short school day 
suspensions and suspensions by family type
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Financial impacts of suspensions on families
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Financial pressure on families due to suspension(s)exclusion (%)
(129 families (statistically significant) 24 one parent families)

No Yes

Most common earnings loss was 20-40% of family income, in 14% of cases more than 60% lost (83 families)
Most common duration of earnings loss so far was 1-5 years; in 1/3 of cases, more than 5 years (78 families)
51% say some financial pressure was experienced, 22% lots of financial pressure (109 families, statistically significant)



A complex legal framework including:

Article 42.2 of the Constitution states that:

Parents shall be free to provide this education in their homes or in private schools 
or in schools recognised or established by the State

Section 2 of the EPSEN Act (2004) requires that:

• “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 of the child 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

-The effective provision of education for children with whom the child is to 
be educated.”



The home trap for mothers, our research 
found:

• The law, lack of resource and training and the parents’ role as coordinator 
or ‘parent as partner’ in education can result in children being left at home 
with their caregiver (usually mother) during school hours

• Home tuition grants are given in some cases, maximum 20 hours, but 
caregivers are required to recruit the tutor and, in most cases, must remain 
home while the tutor is with the child. Often tuition hours do not coincide 
with school hours. Sometimes no suitable tutor can be found, or tutor can’t 
cover full hours

• For many children, there is no ‘appropriate’ school place – they remain at 
home

• Other children with chronic illnesses are often home ill
https://www.education.ie/en/Parents/Services/Home-Tuition/

https://www.education.ie/en/Parents/Services/Home-Tuition/


The caregiver's right to work

• Most parents in Ireland use school as something of a ‘free babysitter’
• When the State allows some mothers work while it educates and cares for 

their children and expects others to stay home there is a triple inequality –
child deprived of education, mother of work, family of income

• Some mothers choose to stay at home, those who do not should not be 
forced to become full-time carers and educators for their children (at 
below legal wage and often unwillingly having to give up careers as we 
found in our research)

• Our research shows that many families in Ireland suffer ill health, mental 
health difficulties, emotional and financial stress due to the State’s failure 
to accommodate their children in the education system (at least in the case 
of short school day suspensions) – Mothers can also lose opportunities for 
self-development; independence; fulfilment and pension contributions



Mothers parenting alone as a barometer

• Mothers parenting alone and in rented accommodation are worst     
affected – They keep working under enormous stress, indicating insufficient          
safety net

• Effects on mothers in two-parent families may be hidden, they report fewer 
work difficulties – we hypothesize that this is because they experience 
difficulties too, but leave the workplace sooner than those parenting alone

• Career impacts are very significant for all mothers, long term earnings and 
pensions impacted for women who can often expect to have their children 
depend on them (at least to some extent) for life, especially when their 
child has missed out on education

• More research needs to be done here – we treat our research as a pilot 
study in this respect 



Delivering the right to education and its 
importance for a just society (1)

• When we do not act urgently to correct the flaws in the education system 
that exclude children with disabilities, while continuing to educate more 
able children, we are defining a threshold of capacity below which 
education is not a priority – and that threshold can be moved depending on 
society’s values

• All children must be able to access and benefit from State-funded 
education as is their right by law – see all recommendations in our report

• The education system needs to be overhauled – appropriate resource and 
training is required - This will take time no matter how high a priority we 
make it



Delivering the right to education and its 
importance for a just society (2)

• Training of staff in special education, inclusion, belonging and behaviour 
should be prioritised over the opening of segregated classrooms or units -
our research reveals that these units are often sites of great difficulties and 
there is much resistance from schools3– new thinking needed 

• Appropriate prompt funding for assistive technology and equipment is 
essential

• Extreme care and clarity is required in policy definition and there must be 
control of implementation and iterative improvement based on 
stakeholder feedback – including that from caregivers

3 90% of Principals don’t believe the Department of Education should force a school to provide a special class 
https://www.irishexaminer.com/breakingnews/ireland/school-staff-regularly-physically-hurt-by-pupils-report-reveals-
959094.html

https://www.irishexaminer.com/breakingnews/ireland/school-staff-regularly-physically-hurt-by-pupils-report-reveals-959094.html


What about working caregivers?
• Parental Leave is unpaid, inflexible and rarely used – in our study, never used in 

the case of mothers parenting alone. It is not disability friendly - same number of 
weeks (22 increasing to 26, 1st September 2020) for all children regardless of 
ability – Is this really equality?

• Carer’s Leave must be medically warranted and is limited to 104 weeks – many 
short school day suspensions continue much longer than that

• Carer’s Allowance and Benefit cannot be claimed in respect of children who do 
not have medical need. 

• Serious restrictions on social welfare rent support on carer’s leave. HAP for long 
term housing need – must be on housing list to apply which means low salary 
threshold and property rent ceiling often falls short of market – many applying for 
carer’s payments NOT ELIGIBLE for rent support (appeals possible)

• Caregivers do not have a legal right to leave work to attend children’s 
appointments

*information on all above available at: https://www.citizensinformation.ie/

https://www.citizensinformation.ie/


What policy change for caregivers? (1)

1. The role of SNA should be developed, rewarded appropriately and 
SNAs should be available for extra-curricular activities and school 
camps to enable children to develop social skills and enjoy their 
community while allowing caregivers to work

2. Parent-as-Partner arrangements such as parents hiring tutors for 
home tuition should be reviewed – they often add extra unwanted 
burden to caregivers (no other parents recruit teachers!)

3. Mothers and caregivers should not foot the bill via lost earnings for 
the State’s failure to provide appropriate education for their 
children. Home tuition and care (SNA where necessary) should be 
provided to children awaiting an appropriate school place



What policy change for caregivers? (2)

4. In the case where the State cannot provide a school place or 
prompt, appropriate home-tuition and care, working primary 
caregivers should be entitled to take exceptional Carer’s leave (not 
counted towards the 104 weeks) and receive Carer’s Benefit and 
other associated payments (including rent or mortgage support) 
without medical certification and their child’s school placement 
issue should be dealt as a matter of urgency

5. Parents should be allowed, by law, to attend medical and disability 
appointments for their children as they do for their own medical 
needs – otherwise a child’s health and wellbeing may be impacted 
by the goodwill of their parent’s employer
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