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An exploration of the factors that 

influence the inclusion of pupils with 

special educational needs in 

mainstream primary schools. 

Finding one: There has been a substantial shift towards 

inclusive mainstream education over the last four 

decades. Special education has experienced a movement 

from segregated placement to more emphasis on inclusive 

mainstream settings.  The journey of inclusive education in 

Ireland was inspired by international legislation and 

progressed through a series of policies and legislation.  It is 

evident from recent policy initiatives that Ireland is aiming for a 

more inclusive education system that successfully caters for 

all students, from a culture of neglect to one of inclusiveness 

where policy now leads practice. 

Finding two: The importance of the teacher as a factor 

for inclusion. Teachers act as one of the most significant 

facilitators of inclusion in mainstream settings, through positive 

teacher attitudes, experience, ITE, and CPD. This dissertation 

has found that in order to adequately meet the needs of and 

include students with SEN in their classroom teachers need to 

have the appropriate training and skills. Teachers lacking the 

necessary skills, training or experience in working with 

students with SEN are more likely to lack confidence in 

including students with SEN in their classrooms. 

Finding three: Barriers exist to inclusion. This research 

has found that barriers exist to inclusion in mainstream 

schools such as inadequate physical infrastructure, policy, 

leadership, and curriculum which can hinder the inclusion of 

students with SEN in mainstream classrooms. Despite 

progress made in policy and legislation, practice in schools 

does not always reach the targets made for inclusive 

education. 

At the outset, this research analysed how education for

pupils with SEN has changed in Ireland in recent years. The

research highlighted the importance of legislation and policy

in implementing inclusive education for children with SEN in

Ireland. While much of the early legislation focused on

asserting the right of children with SEN to accessing

meaningful educations it was not outlined how this would

happen. Later legislation built on this to advocate for

integrated education for children with SEN and gave legal

responsibility to the Irish Government.

Recent legislation has seen integrated education

superseded by inclusive education and provided guidance for

how policy and provisions in place for pupils with SEN should

be carried out (DES, 2017). These developments have clearly

changed how children with SEN are educated in Ireland as it

has created the opportunity for a much more inclusive

mainstream education system.

The method of research conducted for this

dissertation was documentary research. Briggs

and Coleman (2007) state that documentary

analysis is a form of qualitative analysis that

requires readers to locate, interpret, analyse and

draw conclusions about the evidence presented.

Due to time constraints, as outlined below in the

limitations of this dissertation, documentary

research was favourable as the research for the

study and analysis has already been collected

and published (Adams, 1985).

The author chose a variation of reliable

primary and secondary sources, ensuring that the

research is free from bias by analysing the

documents through criteria such as authenticity,

credibility, representativeness and meaning

(Briggs & Coleman, 2007)

Policy Makers

It is recommended that subsequent training is 

mandated for teachers on new policies released 

The author recommends leadership programmes are 

mandated to have increased inclusive education 

modules, with training for inclusion becoming 

compulsory for leaders such as principals. 

It is recommended that policy mandates teachers to 

have additional experience teaching students with 

SEN in order to provide them with more practical 

knowledge and experience in this area. 

Schools

The author recommends schools are prepared ahead 

of new inclusive policies being implemented, to allow 

inclusive practises in the school to catch up to policy. 

The author proposes increased CPD and dedicated 

time outside existing teaching hours for shared 

planning and collaboration to support teachers as they 

implement inclusive practises in their classes. 

Higher Educational Institutes

The author recommends that improvements are 

made in Higher Educational Institutes towards the 

training teachers receive during  ITE. This research 

recommends more focus is given to inclusive 

education during this training. 

Future research 

•This research has prompted the author to 

recommend more Irish research and studies to be 

carried out on the factors that impact the inclusion of 

students with SEN. It would be worthwhile for 

research to take place consistently to accurately 

depict our current educational landscape. 

The overarching aim of this research is to explore

the factors that influence the inclusion of pupils with

special educational needs in mainstream schools.

The focus is on the legislation and policies in place

for inclusion in education in Ireland, factors that

facilitate the inclusion of children with SEN in

schools and the barriers faced in this area.

By doing this, the researcher hopes to help

improve the implementation of inclusive practice in

the mainstream classroom. By identifying the

factors that underpin inclusion the current research

seeks to fill the gaps in the knowledge of

mainstream educators through depicting the reality

of educational inclusion in Ireland for children with

SEN and thus, suggest some effective supports

that promote successful inclusive education.
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Category of SEN Example

Physical Disability Spina Bifida

Hearing Impairment

Visual Impairment

Emotional Behavioural 

Problems

Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity                         

Disorder

Borderline General 

Learning Disability (GLD)

Mild GLD

Moderate GLD

Severe/Profound GLD

Autism Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD)

Specific Learning 

Disability

Dyslexia

Specific Speech and 

Language Disorder

SEN Arising from an 

Assessed Syndrome

Down Syndrome

Multiple Disabilities

Exceptional ability/ 

Giftedness

An Exploration of the Factors that Influence the Inclusion of Pupils with 
Special Educational Needs in Mainstream Primary Schools

Catherine White

B.Ed. (2020) Marino Institute of Education

Image: www.creativecommons.org


