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About the National Educational Welfare Board 

The National Educational Welfare Board (NEWB) is the statutory agency with responsibility for 

ensuring that every child either attends or otherwise receives an education. The Board exists to 

uphold each child’s right to receive an education.    

 

We do this by supporting children in relation to attendance; working with families and schools 

to overcome difficulties; collaborating with other services and agencies; very often seeking the 

involvement of other services to address family and/or child issues; finding school places, taking 

legal action where required. 

 

We also work with children who are being educated in alternative education settings, e.g. at 

home to ensure that they are receiving a certain minimum education. 

 

We also have a role with 16 & 17 Years olds who leave school to enter employment. 

 

In the course of our work, we link in with many statutory and non statutory service providers. 

 

With regard to our theme today, “Whose problem? Why can’t our systems cope with our 

children?” I should say that much good work is going on with our children, not least by families 

and parents but also by schools, State funded and non State funded services and agencies. The 

reality is that most of our children have happy childhoods and go on to participate very well in 

society. 

 

Speaking of “systems” appears to depersonalise services and remove people from having 

responsibility.  The reality is of course that systems are designed and operated by people like us 

and solutions are worked out by professionals like us. 

 

But it is true to say that some children have additional needs and it is in meeting those that we 

experience considerable difficulty. 

 

Some symptoms of our systems failure are: 

 

• Many children do not attend school regularly. 

 

• Some children do not transfer from primary to post primary. 

 

• 1 in 5 of next September’s first year enrolment in post primary schools will not stay to 

sit the Leaving Cert. Young people who leave school early tend for the most part not to 

engage with education of training thereafter. 
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• We do not have a tracking system for children in education. 

 

• Many children cannot access essential support or specialist services when they need 

them. 

 

• Up to 30% of children in disadvantage areas leave school with significant literacy 

difficulties. 

 

• Underachievement in education reflects itself in examination results, low levels in 

literacy and numeracy, involvement with the law and anti social behaviour. 

 

• People with low education achievement tend to be more dependent on the State in the 

long term and do not engage with the community –  a loss to themselves and society. 

 

Possible Reasons for failures 

If we look for reasons why and how our systems are failing, we can look at the following: 

• Legislation 

• The way we make decisions 

• Approach to planning 

• Little emphasis on evaluating the effectiveness of policy and implementation 

• Fragmentation of services 

• Gaps in services 

 

We have a raft of legislation, regulations, standards etc… for children but our capacity to fully 

implement what we have is a problem. We continue to pass additional legislation or seek 

solutions, set up new structures and systems without enabling the existing ones either to work 

or to be decommissioned. We seek solutions to the latest problems that hit the spotlight by 

creating new services rather than integrating and aligning what we already have. Most of our 

basic services are still incrementally young and early in development and not fully resourced and 

not evaluated for outcomes and fit for purpose. 

 

And some of our legislation is overly reactive –  for example ASBOs. 

 

Much of our national decision making takes place within a partnership loop.  The participants in 

the process have to deal with competing demands and optimal solutions can become diluted in 

that environment.  I am aware that the voluntary pillar has been the voice of the voiceless in 

many instances during those discussions. 

 

It is difficult for service organisations to develop in a planned way if central planning and policy 

making is short term in nature as is the case sometimes.  Therefore, policy responses take more 

time to make an impact and resources may not be used optimally in the short term.   

 

We don’t evaluate policy initiatives and use the learning. We don’t do enough research to feed 

into policy development and planning.  In a vacuum, the courts can step into the picture and 

based on real cases, dictate aspects of provision.  As we all know, this costs money which could 

be better spent. 
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Targeting resources at those most in need is a challenge for us. Additional funding or teachers 

for disadvantage tend to get spread widely across the system thus reducing their impact and the 

resources available. 

 

Service delivery can be fragmented even within Departmental direct delivery zones, between 

agencies and across Departments. The reality is that a child who has difficulty very often needs 

support from a variety of services and agencies. 

 

We struggle with gaps in service provision:  if a child can’t cope in a mainstream school, the 

alternatives available depend on location and luck.  Education psychological assessments are not 

freely available. Some of our most vulnerable children and young people do not have access to 

mental health services when the need first emerges – we wait until they are adults!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In education, we focus on inputs, mainly the number of teachers but not half as much on the 

quality of the education experience for children and young people. There are issues like the 

availability of specialist back up for teachers, psychologists to do assessments and to advise on 

the management of student behaviour and engagement, provision of continuous professional 

development of teachers, depth and breath of curriculum available to engage students; quality 

of relationships within a school community. 

 

The voice of parents and children needs to be heard clearly at all levels of children’s services and 

education so that there is balance of perspective in policy making at local and national levels. 

 

Possible solutions 

Priorities are well documented in the National Children’s Strategy. That should provide the 

framework within which we function and allocate resources.  Our responses need to be at the 

level of universal and targeted services, not either or. If we don’t build good universal services, 

there will be no foundation in place to support the targeted work. All of the funding will 

inevitably be drawn into the crisis end and will be ineffective if the robust universal services are 

not in place to support them. 

 

Early intervention is key – both in terms of children’s lives and when difficulty is encountered. 

Quality services in both health and education are vital to prevent later difficulty. 

 

Empowering supports for parents who encounter difficulty in the early years of parenting is 

essential. 

 

 

 

 

 

I’m not sure if our current approach of separating out the work of education, care and health 

from each other is helpful in working towards joined up solutions to meet the needs of children 
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and families.  In the case of young children and those with special needs, there must be a close 

working relationship between teaching and health care professionals. We must avoid passing 

children about and confusing ourselves about who has responsibility. 

 

With regard to greater integration and alignment of services – there have been some interesting 

developments here. The best solutions are those that recognise the complexity of the difficulties 

that a child or family may be facing. 

 

Going forward we need to:  

 

Ensure that no child should leave school without being tracked – a comprehensive tracking 

system is essential. A risk averse culture can inhibit and limit leadership. 

 

Provide more variety & flexibility in and variety in curriculum and education provision. 

 

Build the capacity of schools to promote engagement and a sense of belonging in our schools - 

More support for teachers and schools. 

 

Place greater emphasis on identifying what works and using the learning to change and develop 

– in other words an evidence based approach.  There should be no shame in saying that we got 

it wrong and we need to change direction. 

 

 Resource a joined up parental voice at post primary level 

 

 

Conclusion 

Exclusion is a concern for all of society not just the excluded themselves.  When some people 

are not allowed to contribute or participate, all of society is poorer because it is deprived of the 

creativity, skills and talents of the excluded members. Despite our recent prosperity, there is 

inequality and social exclusion in our society, much of which begins in childhood.  

 

I think we all share the responsibility for getting it right for the children concerned. Parents, 

communities, schools, statutory and non statutory service providers must collectively own the 

problems and combine the skills sets required to produce workable and sustainable solutions to 

ensure a better tomorrow for all our children. 


