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Background 
Research has found that academic progress and achievements were better for those 
children with Down Syndrome in mainstream school, as opposed to those children educated 
in special school settings. The majority of children with Down Syndrome now attend their 
local primary mainstream school.  Over the past number of years, increasing numbers of 
children with Down Syndrome are progressing to mainstream Post-Primary school, having 
had their primary education in a mainstream setting, while a number of children either 
continue in the special school or seek to transfer to a special school setting for their second 
level education. 
 
In response to a request for information for the ISSU, Down Syndrome Ireland surveyed 
parents of members in the Post Primary (Second level) age range to ascertain the issues for 
their son or daughter.  Although we received just a small number of responses to the 
survey, we did gain valuable information and insights into issues for students with Down 
syndrome. The issues highlighted were both Covid and non- Covid related. 
 
 

Covid Related Issues 
Online Learning: 

 Teachers and schools must be reminded of the inability of children with Down 
syndrome to sit through a full schedule of online classes daily during lockdown.  

 Parents are not trained on the best ways to educate a child with special needs 
through online platforms.  

 There is a distinct lack of appropriate course materials provided for parents. 

 Some students do not have sufficient/any contact with a teacher /SNA 
Repeating a Year: 

 In senior cycle, the option of repeating sixth year should be made available to 
students, regardless of their age, due to the amount of schooling and education that 
has been missed by the students who were unable to engage in online learning in 
any beneficial way. 

Issues with Access to ICT  

 Poor levels of internet connections make it impossible for many families to properly 
engage with online learning 

 



Issues with Supervision. 

 Parents who continue to engage with their own work at home, find it very difficult to 
provide adequate supervision for their son or daughter to enable them to fully 
access whatever online learning is available 

Isolation: 

 The isolation with online learning and no engagement with peers has had, and 
continues to have, a detrimental effect on many students with Down syndrome. 
Schools do not engage in any efforts to set up contacts for individual students and 
contact details for other students are not available to parents due to GDPR 
regulations 

Sensory Issues: 

 Sensory issues impact on some students being able to fully engage in any online 
learning. The noise from Zoom calls causes problems for some students. 

 
Quotes from Parents: 

o I had to gain permission from the principal last week to be exempted from afternoon 
classes as my child was literally not sleeping at night due to over exposure to 
screens.  

o No development what so ever since pandemic started; Stressful environment for my 
child & rest of family; No clear path where/what is happening? 

o The SNA has rang once, I know my child would appreciate it if she could be in contact 
weekly and perhaps do some of the assignments over zoom. 

o Our child is disconnected from education and friends.  
o Both my husband and I are still working outside of our home. We have 2 other 

'children' still in college/at home. 
o We have made a request for a repeat of 6th year due to the pandemic and was told 

the student should be in the adult services at 19 not still in school and will have to 
move on. This was a conversation with the SENO 

o To say I am angry that my child’s class and their needs are not being addressed is an 
understatement and I greatly fear that the school will be instructed once again by 
their union not to reopen. In my view it is a complete disgrace and a cop out when 
social distancing has proved it works well in the class environment- once again our 
kids suffer!! 

 
 

Non Covid Related Issues 
 
Special Schools: 

 Difficulty in finding a place in a special school for those students wishing to transfer 
to a special school for their post primary education, having  completed their primary 
education in a mainstream school. 

Transition Year: 

 Students in special schools and a number of students in mainstream schools are not 
given the opportunity to participate in transition year which would be important for 
them. Real life experience is denied. 

 
 



Differentiation: 

 The vital importance of differentiating work and adapting the curriculum 
appropriately has to be highlighted for teachers most of whom are not currently 
engaging with this approach. 

Junior Cert Exam 

 An appropriate Junior Cert should be provided. This should include the established 
Junior Cert exam, the L2LP programme, and the reintroduction of the Foundation 
Level Junior Cert in all subject areas. 

Additional Programme Opportunities 

 Some schools have declined the opportunity to avail of additional learning 
programmes for students with Down syndrome. 

Age Appropriate Support Placements 

 Students at senior cycle stage have been placed with much younger peers for 
additional teaching and support, for example, in resource groupings. This is 
completely inappropriate and we should always aim for age –appropriate groupings 
at all stages. 

Teacher Training & Support 

 Teachers need to engage in continuous professional development to upskill in the 
education of students with special educational needs  

 
Quotes from Parents: 

o The new junior cert system appears to have dropped the foundation level other 
than in maths and Irish (subjects which most of our kids are generally exempted 
from or do L2).  Could a foundation level not be prepared to fill that gap and 
allow our kids the opportunity to sit an appropriate paper (this will also help/push 
teachers see the importance of differentiation)? 

 
o A differentiated chapter in advance would allow parents to prepare the children 

for regular class.  This would then lead on to a differentiated test for our children 
based on this differentiated work which they should sit at the same time as the 
regular class (the typical class exam will obviously be too difficult & lower self- 
esteem but they have the right to sit an appropriate test at the same time). Most 
teachers in our school are not currently doing this despite being asked to do so 
many times and I think that they genuinely don't get the importance/logic of it.  

 
o Unfortunately the school wouldn't agree to my child doing the Ability programme 

with DSI. 
 

o There really needs to be additional places in special schools….  What can be done 
I don’t know but pitching parents against each other when we have been building 
each other up all along – I think we are at a loss in finding places for our children 
heading into secondary school. For the school we want him to go to,  the 
following is the way the enrolment goes (out of 24 places): 

 Feeder school 

 Siblings of children 

 Special Needs Schools 

 Special Needs Classes within Mainstream school 



 And finally a lottery for last few places for those kids who went 
to ’normal’ mainstream school 

 
o My child (TY) has been put with a 1st year student, just because the other student 

had Down syndrome for resource class. This would be unthinkable for any typical 
student. The talk I had with the SEN team was to build my child’s confidence and 
this was obviously ignored when they then put my child with someone 4 years 
junior just because they both have Down syndrome. So it shows the lack of 
understanding of the needs by the SEN team 

 
o It is extremely frustrating for a parent and it is definitely frustrating for my child. 

  
o I just don’t think the will is there with teachers or principals and will not happen 

unless there is some directive for them to do so by the department.  
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