[bookmark: _GoBack]











[image: ]16th July 2025

Archdi.cese	of Dublin
EDUCATION  SECRETARIAT




Re:	Review of Admission Policy for Admission to Special Classes and Specials Schools following Circular 0039/2025 - Guidance Note from the Department of Education



Dear Principals & Chairpersons,
I enclose a copy of the Guidance Note issued by the Department of Education and Youth, circulated to all Education Secretariats by the CPSMA received yesterday Tuesday 15th July 2025 in this office.


Minister Helen McEntee and Minister Michael Moynihan has asked Patrons to review all Admission Policies for September 2026 of Special Schools and Schools with Special Classes. The Department of Education and Youth request the review process to be completed in advance of the opening of admissions for Special Schools and Mainstream Schools operating Special Classes. The earliest date for opening Admissions for September 2026/2027 is 1st October 2025.


I would ask you to study the guidance note, especially the standard text on page 2 enclosed in the box to be included on all admission policies and to remove the Listed Clauses that are outlined on Page 3 in the box.


As the policy has to be in place for 2026/2027, admission of students, I would kindly ask Boards of Special Schools and Mainstream classes to review their Admission Policy in accordance with the Department of Education Guidance note and to submit them to this office for approval by 15 September 2025.


I apologise for the short notice but the guidance note from the Department was sent to CPSMA and was forwarded on to all Education Offices yesterday, Tuesday 15th July 2025.
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Declan Lawlor and I are very grateful to the Boards of Management and the Principals for the willingness to assist parents of children with special needs to be placed in schools for September 2025.


Yours sincerely




c	,L

/Ja'vV\., VIM/\.,O'lL
Mgr Dan O'Connor
Episcopal Vicar for Education Education Secretariat
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Information note for schools - admission to special classes and special schools (following on from Circular 0039/2025)

This guidance note follows on from the publication of the Department of Education and Youths Inspectorate Report Supporting all children and young people to access an appropriate education: A review of the admission policies of primary and post-primary special classes for autistic children and young people and a new Circular Letter 0039/2025 Approach and key measures to support the Forward Planning for Special Education Provision for the 2026/2027 school year and beyond.

This information note provides additional information to ensure compliance with the requirements of the inspectorate report and circular letter 0039/2025 and must be applied by patron bodies, boards of management, and all mainstream schools with special classes and special schools.
Categories of Special Educational Needs catered for in the special class or special school
There should be just one admission policy for each primary, post-primary and special school. For primary and post-primary schools with special classes, the details in relation to the admission of children and young people to a special class should be incorporated into the school's admissions policy.
In accordance with the Admissions to School Act 2018, schools cannot consider the academic ability, skills or aptitudes of applicants for admission, save where a school is reviewing the professional report(s) of applicants for admission to a special class or special school to ascertain whether applicants meet the category of special educational needs (eligibility criteria) for the special class or special school.
Schools with special classes and special schools have been established with the approval of the National Council for Special Education (NCSE) and the Minister for Education and Youth to provide education and support to children and young people with a particular category of special educational needs. The majority of special classes are established to support autistic children and young people, and who based on the complexity of their needs are unable to access the curriculum in a mainstream class, even with support, for most or all of the school day and have a recommendation for a special class.
Eligibility criteria to be considered for admission and selection criteria in the event of oversubscription
Category of special educational needs
Eligibility criteria for admission to a special class or special school are set down by the Department of Education and Youth ('the Department') and the NCSE and are set out in Department Circular letters and NCSE guidelines. Applicants must meet the eligibility criteria to be considered for admission to a special class or special school. All schools must include both the eligibility criteria for a special class/special school and the selection criteria in the event of oversubscription in their published admissions policy. The eligibility criteria must align with current NCSE guidance and national guidelines set out in Department circular letters.
Circular letter 003912025 - revised eligibility criteria for special classes and special schools
Circular Letter 0039/2025 updates the eligibility criteria for admission to all special classes and special schools. A new criterion has been added. To be considered by a school for admission to a special class or special school for the 2026/2027 school year onwards, all applicants must now have a letter from the NCSE confirming that the child is known to them and that the child has the required diagnosis and recommendation for a special

1

class for the category of special educational needs supported by the special class/sQecial school.

Schools must therefore update the eligibility criteria section of their admissions policy relating to special class or special school admission to read as below. This should be considered standard text to be included in all relevant admission policies.Children and young people are eligible for enrolment in a special class for (insert category of special educational need e.g. autism) when the following is provided in support of such an application:
Professional report(s) outlining:
· Diagnosis of special educational needs (e.g. Autism: DSM IVN or /CD 10/11 (psychologist, psychiatrist, multi-disciplinary report)
AND
· A demonstration of the understanding of complexity of the child's overall level of need/s evidenced in the professional reports
AND
· Given the severity or complexity of the child's support needs, a clear professional recommendation as to what educational placement type would be most appropriate to best meet the child's needs, along with the rationale for same
AND
· A letter from the NCSE confirming that the child is known to them and that the child has the required diagnosis and recommendation for a special class for (insert category of special educational need e.g. autism)


Schools are not permitted to add any additional eligibility criteria for the special class or special school.

Where the school has places available for the relevant academic year, and the child or young person meets the eligibility criteria the child or young persons should be admitted. However, in schools where there are more applicants than places available, a selection process will be necessary.
Selection criteria
This selection process and the enrolment policy on which it is based must be non­ discriminatory and must be applied fairly in respect of all applicants. An Admissions Notice must set out the number of places available in a special class and schools must assess all applications for a special class place, fully in accordance with the eligibility criteria and selection criteria for the special class.
Schools are required to clearly set out their selection criteria in their admission policies. The criteria to be applied by schools and the order of priority (e.g. siblings, catchment area etc) are a matter for individual schools to develop and have approved at patron level (save where some schools, especially newer schools may be required to prioritise applicants from the local area).

Minister's letter requesting patron bodies to review admission policies for schools with special classes
The majority of children and young people with special educational needs attend mainstream classes and are supported by a classroom teacher or subject teacher, special education teacher and Special Needs Assistants as required.

Special classes, as set out in NCSE guidelines, enable children and young people with more complex special educational needs to be educated, in smaller groups, within their local mainstream schools. They offer a supportive learning environment to children and young people who are unable to access the curriculum in a mainstream class, even with support, for most or all of their school day.
Admission to special classes should be based on the principle of children and young people with the more complex needs having access to the special class over and above children and young people with special educational needs who are accessing mainstream classes for most or all of the school day.
Following an Inspectorate report which reviewed a number of school admission policies relating to special classes, the Minister for Education and Youth wrote to patron bodies requesting them to urgently review admission policies relating to special classes for children and young people with autism.
The inspectorate report on admission policies found a number of clauses set out in admission policies that could prevent autistic children and young people with significant levels of need from accessing a place in a special class.
Schools and patron bodies are asked to review admission policies as they relate to special classes to ensure that there is no reference to any clause which has the effect of unfairly restricting access to that class for a child/ren who otherwise meets the eligibility criteria.
The list of examples provided below is not exhaustive but reflect a sample of clauses identified by the Inspectorate which are not permitted. The inspectorate will continue to review the admission policies of schools as they relate to special classes as part of their regular inspections work with schools.

	Type of clause that must be removed
	Example

	Reference to category of learning disability as a criterion for enrolment
	'the special classes are for students on the autistic spectrum, whose cognitive
functioning has been established to be in the moderate to averaqe ranqe.'

	A child or young persons' ability to participate in a mainstream class
	'students who apply must have an ability to meaningfully participate in mainstream classes in order to be considered for
enrolment in the ASD class.'

	Preventing children and young people with a recommendation for placement in a special class or a special school from accessing a special class place
	'The school will not accept formal educational psychological assessments and reports which recommend multiple educational settings for a student with a diagnosis of ASD.'

	A prospective students' potential behaviour
	'In certain circumstances the school may refuse admission if it cannot provide an appropriate education or if the student's behaviour may constitute a threat to the health, safety or education of existing
students.'

	Additional requests for reports and documentation over and above a diagnosis and professional reports confirming eligibility for the special class and
	'Applications without a 'statement of need' or school completed school transition report where needed may be affected by their absence.'

	Admission to the special class being contingent on resources.
	'The board of management reserved 'the right to refuse any application for enrolment



	
	in particular circumstances, which might include lack of adequate resources to ensure school can cater for particular
needs.'

	At post primary level, stating that the programme for the students in the special class is of five years duration, even though students in the same school who were not enrolled in the special class, have the option of a six-year programme.
	'The Transition Year Programme is within the mainstream school and not part of the ASD class programme



Patrons should also take the opportunity to review admission policies for special schools on foot of the findings of the Inspectorate report looking at special class admissions.
Admission policies for schools with special classes and special schools should be reviewed ahead of admissions starting for these schools for the 2026/2027 school year.
Consultation as part of a review of an admissions policy
Legally, schools are obliged to consult when an admissions policy is being reviewed. The Department considers the review of admission policies on foot of the inspectorate report and to add a new eligibility criterion regarding a NCSE letter is of a technical nature rather a broader review. While the exact details of the consultation process are a matter for each school and patron body, it is suggested that schools consider publishing a revised admission policy on a school website and invite any feedback via normal school communication channels within a defined period of days. Regardless of the process used the Department requires the review process to be completed in advance of opening of admissions for the 2026/27 school year.
Mainstream and special class places Mainstream and special class places
Schools are supported in a variety of ways to facilitate children and young people who are enrolled in special classes to engage in appropriate learning activities with their peers in mainstream settings and this, when appropriate, should form part of ongoing practice in schools. Students in a special class are factored into the calculation of the mainstream staffing allocation for schools, and schools are also resourced with enhanced teaching supports (1 teacher at primary and 1.5 teachers at post-primary) for the special
class. Additionally, at primary level, mainstream teacher allocations are allocated on an enrolment band basis under the Staffing Schedule. At post-primary level, base class sizes and subject option arrangements are dealt with based on mainstream staffing allocations.


Given that students/pupils supported in a special class setting do not operate on a full-time basis in mainstream settings, it should not therefore require reservation of dedicated places within mainstream for the purposes of supporting inclusion. It is very important that enrolment capacity is maximized to the greatest extent possible (e.g. through the use of staggered breaks etc. at post-primary level) and that the enrolment of pupils/students in a special class is not impeded by any constraints applied by a school on its mainstream capacity.
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