                                                                                         <Your Address Here>
Mr. Jim Daly TD

Lamb Street

Clonakilty

Co. Cork

                                                                                    <Date>
Dear Mr. Daly,

I write to you as my constituency TD to express my concern over the recent swingeing cuts in both numbers of SNAs and in resource hours available to children with special needs. I would like your support, please, in urging the government to reverse these recent cuts, for the reasons set out below.

First and foremost, the children who now have reduced resource hours and/or who now have either reduced access to an SNA or are now sharing access instead of having the exclusive attention of one SNA need the support they previously experienced in order to access the curriculum to the best of their abilities. They were not awarded their original allocation of resource hours or SNA time lightly, but because of their needs. Those needs haven’t changed, and in many cases won’t change significantly over their term within the education system. The cuts which have been imposed are entirely a product of efforts to save state expenditure, and are not in any way justified by any perception of there being excessive provision for the employment of SNAs or funding of resource hours.

The cuts themselves will save but a handful of millions of euros, but the consequences for the children concerned may well be catastrophic in terms of the detrimental effects on their futures. These cuts will severely impact on how many children with special needs are able to access the school curriculum, in mainstream schooling, which in turn will limit their prospects for the enjoyment of independent and productive lives when their formal education is over. Ask yourself where you and your family would be if you had been denied access to significant areas of education curriculum which you and they have been afforded.

Many children with special needs have huge potential, which research has clearly shown can best be developed by appropriate early support and intervention. I personally know several children with special needs who are highly talented and intelligent, and who, with appropriate assistance, should be capable of becoming highly-qualified and useful members of our wider society, but whose ability to achieve such positions is inevitably severely prejudiced by the cuts recently made. The recent cuts are of support mechanisms which were considered appropriate when put in place and they are no less so now, simply because finding the funding necessary to maintain such support may have to involve cuts or tax hikes in other areas.

On a purely economic level these cuts do not make sense. The savings these cuts make are minimal. To begin with, SNAs and resource teachers losing their jobs as a result of the recent cuts will often be claiming dole or other social welfare benefits instead of receiving wages. Further, the costs to the state in future of failing to provide adequate support for our children who have special needs will be far greater than the few millions which the government hopes to save by the introduction of the recent cuts. Not only will the state have to foot the bill for the actual costs to come of supporting people who have not been able to develop their full potential (e.g. with dole, carer and other social welfare payments), but it will lose potential tax revenue and other social benefits from those who could have found gainful employment had their educational experience allowed them to develop their full potential.

These cuts also have a wider impact than upon the children with special needs. The withdrawal of support in the teaching of these children is bound to place a greater burden on class teachers to try to ensure that the needs of these pupils are addressed. This in turn will inevitably, to a greater or lesser degree, take time and attention away from the education of “normal” pupils. In many situations, there is likely to be an increase in disruptive behaviour, which SNAs play a huge part in eliminating or reducing. Such a situation is unfair and potentially detrimental to the majority who share classes with inadequately supported special needs children. In extreme cases some schools may find themselves in the position of having to exclude a pupil with whom they no longer have adequate resources to cope.

The cuts make a mockery of Minister Chatter’s comments on the Vincent Brown show of the 8th September that the government’s primary concern is the welfare of children!

Our children are this State’s future, and I want you to stand up for them now, by raising the matter of these cuts and opposing them as strongly as is within your power.

The arguments for doing so – moral, social and economic - are clear and cogent, and I trust you will be able to convince all but the most unintelligent of your colleagues in the Dail of the imperative need to reverse the recent cuts referred to above.

Yours faithfully,

