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Abstract: 
 

Inclusive education is a process that aims to address and respond to students' diverse needs; it 

involves breaking down barriers to ensure that each student gets the most out of their 

education. Previous research has shown that students with Special Educational Needs (SEN) 

encounter unique difficulties in the educational system when compared to students without 

SEN. The objective of this research is to compare SEN students' perceptions of the Irish 

educational system to those students without an SEN. This paper uses data from a 

longitudinal study of 7525 13-year-olds and employs a child-centred research method to 

investigate whether children with SEN experience school differently than those without SEN. 

This paper will focus on absenteeism rates and reasons for absenteeism, as well as levels of 

encouragement and belongingness to measure inclusiveness in schools. The findings suggest 

that students with SEN in Ireland are far more likely to be absent from school and for a 

longer period than those without SEN. Additionally, those with SEN are more likely to miss 

school because of issues with other children or school refusal. Furthermore, those with SEN 

hate school more than those without SEN. However, while feelings of encouragement from 

teachers were found to be similar for those with SEN than those without SEN, those with 

SEN were more likely to never be asked questions by teachers than those without SEN. 

Finally, the findings revealed that those with SEN encountered more disciplinary measures 

than those without SEN. The findings of this study highlight the challenges that students with 

SEN face in attaining full inclusion in the Irish educational system. 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 1: 

 

Introduction 
 

In the 1990s, Ireland saw a shift away from the segregated educational system and toward a 

more inclusive educational model. In response to international demands for a more equitable 

and inclusive education system, new frameworks such as the Salamanca Statement 

(UNESCO 1994) were formed, and the Irish education system followed suit and began to 

promote the development of inclusive schooling. This led to the 2004 EPSEN Act, which 

specified that the aim is to educate children with special needs in an inclusive environment 

with children who do not have special needs. In recent years, policy in Ireland has sought to 

shift provision for students with SEN from specialised to mainstream education settings. 

Ireland currently employs a hybrid educational framework, with some children educated in 

mainstream schools, special classes attached to mainstream schools, and special schools. 

Within a mainstream setting, children are typically placed in either a special class within the 

school or in a mainstream class with extra support in the form of a Special Needs Assistant 

(SNA) or resource teaching hours (NCSE 2014). However, previous research has indicated 

that the 'inclusive' environment may not be as welcoming for children with SEN (Special 

Educational Needs) as had been envisioned. Children with SEN have been reported to dislike 

school and have lower levels of life satisfaction than those who do not have SEN (McCoy, 

Banks, and Shevlin 2016; Swift et al. 2021; Mihut, McCoy, and Maître 2022). Similarly, 

children with SEN are more likely to be absent and excluded from school than their peers 

without SEN (Brennan and Browne 2019; Anderson 2021; Tanya Lereya et al. 2022). The 

attitudes of teachers are crucial to the effectiveness of inclusion for children with special 

needs. A recent study in Ireland discovered that teachers' views toward the inclusion of 

children with ASD were unfavourable or indifferent. Findings revealed that teachers who 



considered they had sufficient support to encourage inclusion had much more favourable 

attitudes toward inclusion (Leonard and Smyth 2022). Thus, highlighting children with SEN 

have a different experience with the educational system than those without SEN. 

Special education was first shaped by the medical model of disability, which perceives 

individuals as flawed due to “their deficits and views them as victims with illnesses that must 

be cured (Barton 1993). The social model of disability has attempted to depict disability as a 

result of social organisation instead of impairment. The individual is disabled not by their 

impairment, but by society's failure to recognise and organise around difference (Oliver 1996; 

Shakespeare 2009). This research paper will attempt to determine whether there are any 

barriers to inclusive education for children with SEN using the GUI data. Additionally, 

Bourdieu's' theory of Social Capital will be employed to evaluate children's feelings of 

belonging in school. According to recent research, a sense of belonging in education and 

social capital are significantly positively correlated (Ahn and Davis 2020). 

While previous research has employed GUI (Growing up in Ireland Study) to explore the 

experiences of SEN students in the Irish education system, most of it has concentrated on 

wave one of the child cohorts aged 9 (McCoy and Banks 2012; Banks, Shevlin, and McCoy 

2012). Although some have focused on wave 2 of the child cohort, they have specifically 

focused on transitions to secondary school (McCoy, Shevlin, and Rose 2020) and the 

academic and socioemotional outcomes of SEN students (Mihut, McCoy, and Maître 2022). 

This wave cohort is particularly interesting for research since it is the age of transition to 

secondary school, and negative transitions can have a detrimental effect on a child's socio-

emotional well-being. Research has found children with SEN are more likely to experience 

significant transition difficulties (Smyth 2016). However, minimal research has been 

conducted on levels of inclusion and absenteeism. Therefore, this research paper will attempt 



to address a gap in research by evaluating if children with SEN feel included in school at the 

age of 13 in comparison to those without SEN. 

This research paper aims to conduct a comparative study of absenteeism and experiences of 

inclusion in schools of children with and without SEN. Specifically, this research paper will 

address the following questions. What factors lead children with SEN to be absent from 

school, and are there any disparities between them and students without SEN? How do 

children with SEN feel about the school learning environment in contrast to those without 

SEN? Is there a variation in SEN children's feelings of inclusion and encouragement in their 

class compared to those without SEN? Do children with SEN get into trouble more in school 

than those with SEN? This study will also evaluate the variable of the severity of the child's 

disability to determine if it has an impact on their experience in the inclusive school 

environment. Inclusive education has been shown to be beneficial for individuals with 

moderate to severe disabilities (Downing and Peckham-Hardin 2007). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Chapter 2: 

Literature Review 
 

2.1 Introduction. 
 

According to Barton (1997), inclusive education encompasses two functions: promoting 

participation and eradicating exclusionary barriers. There are numerous sociological theories 

that address these functions of inclusive education. This literature review will begin by 

discussing prior research on inclusion and absenteeism in school. Following this, the paper 

will address the theoretical framework of the social model of disability and how it relates to 

inclusion, as well as Bourdieu's theory of capital and how feelings of inclusion may result in 

increased social capital. 

2.2 Previous Research. 
 

A fully inclusive learning environment values and respects all students, irrespective of 

gender, ethnicity, capability, socioeconomic class, or special educational need. According to 

research, fully inclusive environments produce better academic and social outcomes for 

children than segregated environments. In a 5-year longitudinal study of a large cohort of 

children with and without SEN, Anderson (2021) observed that the more inclusive the 

environment, the fewer disciplinary occurrences, and better attendance. Additional research 

has found a positive correlation between feelings of belonging and the levels of inclusivity in 

educational settings, as well as higher attendance rates (Stiefel et al. 2018; Gottfried et al. 

2019. Absenteeism rates are higher for children with SEN however this varies depending on 



the disability. Children with emotional/behavioural difficulties (EBD) have been found to 

have high rates of absenteeism (Banks, Maître, and McCoy 2015; Gottfried et al. 2019). 

However, a recent longitudinal study conducted in the United Kingdom revealed that students 

with SEN who had a physical disability had the largest levels of absenteeism, preceded by 

those with behavioural, emotional, and social challenges (Tanya Lereya et al. 2022). 

Similarly, students with SEN are absent from school for varied reasons than those without 

SEN. Recent research found that those with ID (intellectual disability) were more likely to be 

absent due to emotional distress (Melvin et al. 2023). Additional studies have shown that 

school refusal behaviour is common in ASD students (Munkhaugen et al. 2017). Therefore, 

the type of disability a student has impacts how they engage with the education system. 

Children's school experiences and attitudes towards school vary depending on the type of 

SEN they have. McCoy and Banks (2012) found that Irish students with SEN, notably those 

with combined disabilities and EBD, are more inclined to dislike school compared to those 

with different forms of SEN. Furthermore, those from lower economically disadvantaged 

households are more prone to report disliking school. In contrast, a separate study discovered 

that students from disadvantaged backgrounds and those attending DEIS schools are 

significantly more likely than their peers to be identified with having a special educational 

need, such as emotional behavioural problems (Banks, Shevlin, and McCoy 2012). Students 

with SEN frequently encounter socially constructed and reinforced perceptions of difference 

in educational settings. Children with SEN often have access to a Special Needs Assistant 

(SNA), and a resource teacher in schools, and sometimes attend schools outside of their 

catchment areas (O'Brien 2022) emphasising a difference from their peers. Children with 

SEN are conscious that they are different and that they are treated differently by peers and 

teachers. According to MacArthur et al. (2007), disabled children felt and were made to feel 

different because of a variety of institutional barriers, including separate provisions for 



disabled students and peer and teacher attitudes about diversity. Much previous research has 

indicated that children with SEN experience the educational system differently from those 

without SEN and that the more inclusive the academic setting, the higher level of feeling 

included. 

A sense of belonging in school is pivotal to children's socio-emotional well-being and 

academic success. Teachers are in an influential position to influence students' sense of 

belonging to school. Ma (2003) identified that students' academic achievement is not 

essential for their sense of belonging to school; what matters is the presence of nurturing 

peers and teachers, as well as a greater level of attention and encouragement towards their 

schoolwork and academic success. According to Osterman (2000), students' feelings of 

acceptance influence many aspects of their behaviour, and schools can implement 

organisational practises that undermine students' sense of belonging. However, for children 

with SEN a sense of belonging is crucial for feelings of inclusion in school. A recent study in 

a large secondary school in Ireland discovered that students with SEN had a lower sense of 

belonging than their non-SEN peers and faced a wide range of barriers that impacted their 

sense of connection to school (Cullinane 2020). Similarly, other research has found that 

levels of belonging vary depending on the type of disability. Dimitrellou and Hurry (2019) 

revealed that students with SEN are not a unified group, as students with EBD had a lower 

sense of belonging than students with learning difficulties. The same research found that both 

groups' sense of belonging was linked with their positive perceived relationships with 

teachers and the inclusiveness of school (Dimitrellou and Hurry 2019). Thus, emphasising the 

significant impact an inclusive environment can have on a student with SEN's socioemotional 

well-being. 

According to research, students with special educational needs appear to perform better in 

inclusive settings than in non-inclusive settings (Ruijs and Peetsma 2009). Lindsay's (2007) 



meta-analysis study, on the other hand, found no differences or a positive effect for children 

with SEN in an inclusive setting in terms of academic achievement. In terms of socio-

emotional outcomes, inclusion appears to be more significant. Wiener and Tardif (2004) 

found that children with SEN who were placed in more inclusive settings had stronger social 

and emotional functioning. Similarly, children in inclusive classes had more meaningful 

relationships with their peers, were less lonely, and presented with fewer problem behaviours 

than children in Special Classes (Wiener and Tardif 2004). Additionally, children who do not 

have a SEN can benefit from an inclusive educational model. In their review of studies on the 

social effects of inclusion, Salend and Garrick Duhaney (1999) concluded that children in 

inclusive settings demonstrated increased acceptance, understanding, and tolerance of 

individual differences. 

2.3 Theoretical Framework. 
 

There are three major sociological theories that characterise the function of education: 

conflict theory, functionalism, and symbolic interactionism. According to conflict theorists, 

the educational system reinforces social inequalities caused by differences in class, gender, 

race, and disability (Collins 1971). This is noteworthy since some SEN students are 

segregated into separate Special classes within a mainstream school. As of 2021, there are 

2,118 special classes in Irish schools, serving 12,700 students with autism, learning 

disabilities, and other special needs (Mc Bride 2021). The duration of time an SEN student 

integrates into the mainstream setting varies depending on the child; some will integrate for 

small periods while some will be fully integrated into the mainstream setting with support. 

Recent research, however, has observed that requiring students to withdraw from class for 

supports such as resource hours may not be beneficial to the promotion of inclusive practise 

(Rose and Shevlin 2020). Symbolic interactionism (Mead 1934) in education is concerned 

with individuals' social interactions in school settings and how they affect the learning 



environment. The functionalist perspective emphasises the positive aspects of schools, such 

as socialisation, and how they contribute to social stability and order. Although each of these 

theories is beneficial for studying SEN, the conflict theory of Bourdieu's Social Capital will 

be applied in this research paper. 

Prior to the 1970s, disability was viewed as a medically defined deficiency in the individual, 

which resulted in significant barriers for those with disabilities' in participating in 

employment and other major aspects of social life. Mike Olivers' (1983) theory of the social 

model of disability argued that it is the way society is organised, not a person's impairments 

or medical diagnosis, that is disabling. This model, however, has been criticised since it is 

centred on physical disability and unfairly generalises other disabilities (Anastasiou and 

Kauffman 2013). Nevertheless, the social model of disability will be employed for the 

objectives of this research since it identifies social prejudices, inaccessible environments, 

discriminatory work arrangements, and segregated education as disabling societal features 

(Oliver 1996 :33). Thus, it is the most suitable theoretical framework for conducting research 

on inclusion in school for students with SEN. 

 

2.3.1 Bourdieu's Theory of Social Capital and Inclusion. 
 

According to research, individuals with disabilities have less social capital than people 

without disabilities (McPhedran 2010 ;Mithen et al. 2015). Bourdieu argues that social capital 

activity promotes social reproduction when it is linked to individual education. Students can 

be primary agents in their own life, developing skills that will help them enhance their social 

capital resources (Bourdieu 1986). Relationships and connections with peers and teachers are 

important in building social capital within the education system. However, students with SEN 

particularly those with EBD often have poor relationships with teachers and peers (Murray 



and Greenberg 2006; Broomhead 2019). Capital in the form of wealth and status is produced 

through social connections with various groups and communities (Bourdieu 1986). Thus, 

school is considered one of the most important places to develop social capital. Yet, children 

with SEN are more likely to be excluded and suspended from school than those without SEN 

(Brennan and Browne 2019; McCluskey et al. 2019). The school environment is an ideal 

setting to build social skills which in turn builds social capital. However, students with 

specific disabilities will have difficulty with social skills; therefore, feeling included in an 

educational setting can equip them with the opportunities to enhance their social skills, 

thereby generating social capital. 

 

2.3.2 Social Model of Disability. 

 

Historically, the medicalization of disability tended to see disabled persons as having a defect 

(Oliver 1996). Disability movements advocated for a shift away from medical discourses 

concerning disability and toward a social model of disability in the 1970s, and thus theories 

of inclusion began to emerge. The social model demonstrates that the difficulties that 

disabled people experience are the result of societal oppression and marginalisation, rather 

than individual deficiencies (Oliver 1996; Shakespeare 2009; Barnes 2019). Therefore, 

disabled individuals, per the social model, are disabled not because of their deficiencies, but 

because society refuses to acknowledge their needs. The primary objective of inclusive 

education is to remove barriers that stop students with special needs from receiving equal 

access to education. This corresponds to the social model of disability of altering the 

environment to match the needs of these students and enabling participation and inclusion in 

schools. However, Oliver (1996) claims that problems arise in 'inclusive' environments when 

it is not recognised that disability is caused by social organisation and illness is caused by 



disease, because those who adopt an 'inclusive' approach fail to distinguish between illness 

and impairment and are frequently discussed as the same thing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Chapter 3 

Methodology. 

3.1 Introduction. 
 

The objective of this paper is to conduct a comparative analysis of absenteeism and 

perceptions of inclusion in Irish schools of children with and without SEN. According to the 

EPSEN Act of 2004, children with special educational needs should be educated in an 

inclusive environment alongside children who do not have special educational needs 

whenever possible. Although this practice occurs in Irish schools, this research paper 

examines whether children with SEN feel truly included in school. According to Barton 

(1997), inclusive education involves two functions: increasing participation and removing 

exclusionary barriers. This paper will employ the Social Model of Disability and Bourdieu's' 

theory of Social Capital to explore whether children with SEN experience inclusion in school. 

This chapter will describe the methods for obtaining the data from the GUI to address this 

research question. 

 

3.2 Research Design. 
 

The research design that will be employed in this study is a cross-sectional, quantitative study 

that will use secondary data analysis based on the Growing Up in Ireland-the National 

Longitudinal Study of Children in Ireland (GUI). The aim of the GUI is to explore the broad 

range of factors that either promote or adversely affect the wellbeing of Irish children. The 

GUI employs Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory, which claims that we must 

consider not only the child and their immediate environment but also the interplay of the 



wider environment (Thornton et al. 2016). The primary objective of GUI is to examine the 

factors that contribute to or detract from the well-being of children in Irish families. The GUI 

intends that the findings will assist in the development of appropriate and effective child-

related policies. 

The research data will be derived from the child cohort 2012 wave 2 aged 13 years. The first 

wave of this cohort, which included 8,568 child participants, was interviewed in 2008 when 

they were 9 years old. The second wave consisted of 7,525 participants. The findings at 13 

represent the shift from childhood to adolescence. The transition to adolescence can have a 

wide-ranging influence on a child's life. Thus, young people with SEN may have a vastly 

different transitional experience than those without SEN. The Growing Up in Ireland study 

offers a unique opportunity to evaluate the multidimensional and multi-layered factors that 

influence children's development (McCoy et al., 2012). 

A cross-sectional design will be employed in the proposed study. A cross-sectional research 

structure enables researchers to evaluate numerous variables at the same time (Bryman 2016). 

The GUI data will be the primary source of information for this research. It will rely on 

parental questions to determine the type of SEN the child has and how it affects their daily 

lives and their children's rates of absenteeism. Similarly, it will draw on the children's 

responses to determine their feelings of belonging and inclusion within their school 

environment 

3.3 Variables. 

 

3.2.1 Independent Variables 
 

As mentioned, the aim of this research paper is to measure how inclusive the educational 

environment is for children with SEN in comparison to those without SEN. To establish this, 

an independent variable of disability will be used to determine the research question. To 



determine the disability status of each child information was obtained from the primary 

caregiver questionnaire. Questions included whether the child had a disability and whether 

the child had multiple diagnoses. The survey specifically asks, "Does your child have a 

disability, chronic health problem, mental health challenge, or sickness, and what is the 

nature of this condition?" The primary carer was also asked if their child had any of the 

following diagnoses/disabilities: a physical/sensory disability, a specific learning disability, a 

learning disability, an emotional/behavioural disorder, or a speech/language difficulty. This 

question specifies how many conditions/disabilities the child has, and the responses will 

serve as the independent variable in this study.  

3.1.2 Dependent Variables. 
 

 The dependent variables are the rates of absenteeism and the reasons for being absent the 

questions are part of a caregiver questionnaire that outlines how many days the child was 

absent from school in the previous year and what were the primary factors for absence. 

Absenteeism can impact a child's academic performance as well as their social development, 

potentially putting them at a disadvantage (Thornton et al., 2013). The second research 

question attempts to establish if children with SEN a sense of have belonging in school. It 

aims to find out whether children with SEN dislike school more than those who do not have 

SEN by asking the children how they feel about school with feelings being the dependent 

variable. A sense of belonging is crucial for positive student outcomes. Finn (1989) found 

that if children do not feel like they belong in school, they will gradually disengage or drop 

out. The third question attempts to quantify feelings of inclusion and engagement by asking 

students whether they are encouraged or asked questions by teachers in class. Student-teacher 

relationships have a significant impact on how well children perform in school. These 

relationships have an influence on the social, behavioural, and emotional development of 

children. McGrath and Van Bergen (2015) discovered that negative relationships with 



teachers have an adverse effect on student behaviour, adjustment, and performance. The 

fourth dependent variable, difficulty in school, seeks to assess whether children with SEN 

experience greater difficulty in school than those without SEN by asking how frequently they 

have been suspended or got in trouble in school. According to Southwell (2006), 

truancy/school skipping can be considered an important predictor of unmet educational 

needs. Similarly, suspension and expulsion have been linked to negative developmental 

outcomes and increase the probability of a student encountering the criminal justice system 

(Skiba, Arredondo, and Williams 2014, Mowen and Brent 2016). 

 

3.3 Organisational Methods. 
 

To contextualise how disability impacts absenteeism and feelings of belonging for students 

with SEN, this study focused on factors such as how children with SEN feel about school, 

whether they are encouraged by their teachers, and their levels of engagement with school. 

To formalise these influences, both the parent and child data were scanned within the GUI to 

find the most appropriate variables for the research question. Both parents' and children's 

responses were recorded as variables. Parents' responses aimed to determine the nature, 

duration, and limitations of the illness or disability as well as the number of days the child 

was absent from school during the year. The children's responses sought to understand their 

perception and experience of school, as well as whether their SEN hindered their school 

experience. 

Table 1. Organisational Methods 

 Conceptualisation Organisational 

Disability • Prevalence of disability • Does the child have any on-

going illness, mental health 

issue or disability? 

• How many conditions or 

disabilities does the child 

have? 



Absenteeism • Do absenteeism rates differ 

for students with SEN? 

• Are reasons for absenteeism 

different for students with 

SEN? 

• How many days was child 

absent from school? 

• What are the main reasons 

for being absent from school? 
1.  

Inclusion • Do children with SEN like 

school? 

• Do children with SEN feel 

encouraged in school? 

• Do children feel a sense of 

belonging within the school 

setting? 

• How does the child feel about 

school? 
• How often does the following 

happen in school? 
1.  You are told by a teacher that 

your work is good. 

2. You are encouraged to ask 

questions in class 

3. A teacher praises you 

4. You are given out to by teacher 

for untidy work 

5. You are asked questions by the 

teacher 

6. You are given out for 

misbehaving in class. 

• Over the last 12 months how 

often do the following things 

happen to you? 

1. I was late for school 

2. I got in trouble for not 

following the rules 

3. I skipped class 

4. I had to extra work as 

punishment 

5. I had to do detention 

6. I was suspended from school 

 

 

 

3.4 Analytical approach. 
 

To begin the GUI analysis, SPSS cohort wave 2 data was downloaded and saved to two 

separate files titled: Special Topic Research (Working file) and Special topic Research 

(Master file). Univariate analysis of each variable was conducted to formulate a summary of 

statistics (table 2). This was achieved by opening the SPSS working file and selecting the 

option analyse, then frequency, and finally adding the variables to be analysed into the select 

box. The mode was then selected from the statistics category to run the univariate analysis. 

The distributions of the two dependent variables were then calculated. Univariate analysis 

was utilized to establish whether the child had a disability, illness, or mental health problem. 

Additionally, univariate analysis was used to determine the type of SEN the children had, as 

well as any SEN comorbidities. Using bivariate analysis of cross-tabulation, analysis was 



conducted to determine if there was a relationship between SEN and absenteeism and 

inclusion. Discovering relationships between variables involves searching for evidence that 

variation in one variable corresponds to variation in another (Bryman 2016:339). The models 

in the analysis were performed in two steps, first with absenteeism variables and then with 

inclusion variables. Since the variables were both ordinal, two crosstabulation analyses were 

performed to assess absenteeism rates and reasons for absence among SEN students. The 

remaining variables were also ordinal, thus three bivariate crosstabulations were performed 

on the inclusion variable to examine levels of belonging, inclusion, and exclusion. Chi-square 

tests were subsequently used to put the hypothesis of the study to the test. The Chi-square 

enables us to determine how certain we are that there is a relationship between the two 

variables (Bryman 2016:348). 

3.5 Limitations. 
 

The classification of children with SEN was a significant limitation of the research. GUI was 

not designed specifically to examine children with special educational needs, and the SEN 

classification method is not perfect. Cosgrove et al. (2014) used the GUI study to classify the 

different types of SEN in children. However, they found that the number of children in some 

of the SEN groups is insufficient to comment on their specific SEN in the context of the 

study. Therefore, the specific SEN category was not utilized in this research paper for this 

reason. Another limitation is the research method applied in the GUI. Qualitative data would 

have been preferable since it can provide a more in-depth understanding of the lives of 

children with SEN. Likewise, the use of secondary data for research has some limitations. 

Since the GUI data was unfamiliar, it took some time to understand how the variables in the 

dataset were classified and organised. Additionally, due to the small number of participants in 

some of the response categories, several variables had to be recoded. The GUI data set was 

large and complex, and it lacked some variables that would have been useful for conducting 



research on SEN students. For example, there was no variable for exclusion or expulsion 

from school, in parent/guardian questionnaires which would have been beneficial to compare 

data for both pupils with SEN and those without SEN. Thus, the lack of a variable for 

exclusion from school hindered the ability to accurately measure inclusiveness for students 

with SEN. 

3.6 Ethical Issues. 
 

In social research, ethical problems commonly arise around recurring issues. Diener and 

Crandall (1978) identified four key ethical principles: whether participants are harmed; 

whether there is a lack of informed consent; whether there is a violation of their privacy; and 

whether dishonesty is involved. The GUI adhered to these ethical guidelines. When studying 

children and families, the importance of ethical guidance cannot be overstated. The prime 

concern in the GUI was the protection of the children who participated in the research. All 

staff working on GUI were Garda-vetted in accordance with child protection procedures 

informed by the Children First Guidelines. Prior to data collection, participants were provided 

with information leaflets and informed that the study was completely voluntary. Likewise, 

signed consent was obtained from all parents or guardians before the collection of data. 

Additionally, as per ethical guidelines, none of the interviewers were to be left unsupervised 

with any of the children and were advised to report any concerns about the children to their 

project directors. Since the staff working on the GUI were employed by the CSO they were 

legally required to maintain the confidentiality of all information obtained during the research 

project. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 4. 
 

Findings. 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter will discuss the key findings of the research and consider whether the 

hypotheses of do children with SEN have higher absenteeism rates and feel less included in 

school than children without SEN are valid. The findings demonstrate an association between 

high absenteeism rates and having a SEN, but the results for levels of inclusion and belonging 

are mixed. This will be discussed in greater depth below. 

 

4.2 Univariate Analysis. 

 

4.2.1 Independent Variable. 
 

The independent variable in this research paper is SEN (disability). The ESPEN Act of 2004 

defines SEN as a restriction in a person's ability to participate in and benefit from education 

due to an enduring physical, sensory, mental health, or learning disability, or any other 

condition that causes a person to learn differently than someone who does not have that 

condition. To determine the prevalence of disability, the answers to the parents' questions 

about whether their child had a disability were run through univariate analysis. When asked, 

"Does your child have an ongoing disability, illness, or mental health issue?" the analysis 

revealed that only 10.2% of respondents had a disability. However, when asked, "does your 

child have any of the following disabilities?" The prevalence rates altered. The responses to 

this question indicated a greater prevalence of SEN. Physical/sensory disabilities accounted 

for 6.1% of responses, Learning Disability 8.8%, ASD 1%, Emotional/Behavioural 1.3%, 

Speech/Language difficulty 1.6%, Slow progress 1.2%, and other 1.1%, for a total prevalence 

of 21.1%. Notably, the reported prevalence altered again when a univariate analysis was 



conducted on the number of disabilities a child had. Several studies have been conducted on 

the prevalence of comorbidity in SEN. ADHD, for example, has been linked to other SEN 

such as conduct disorder, anxiety disorders, and learning disabilities (Biederman, Newcorn, 

and Sprich 1991). Similarly, those with ASD are more likely to have comorbid diagnoses of 

ADHD, social anxiety disorders, and oppositional defiance disorder (Simonoff et al. 2008). 

This is supported by the univariate analysis results on the prevalence of multiple SEN among 

students in the GUI dataset. 13.2% of participants have one disability, 2.6% have two 

disabilities, 0.9% have three disabilities, and 0.7% have four or more disabilities. This results 

in an overall prevalence of SEN of 17.4%. This is almost consistent with the findings of 

Cosgrove et al. (2018), who discovered a 17.9% prevalence of SEN among Irish 

schoolchildren aged 13. Therefore, this result will act as the independent variable in 

determining the prevalence of disability among students in the GUI dataset. However, due to 

the small number of respondents in the three and four number of disabilities categories, the 

number of disabilities dataset had to be recoded, and the groups needed to be combined. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2: Table of Summary Statistics  

Summary of Statistics 

  

N % 

Does Child have a Disability? 

Yes     

No     

Missing                                                                      

  

765 

6757 

3 

  

10.2 

89.8 

0 

Type of Disability 

Physical/Sensory 

Learning Disability 

ASD 

Emotional/Behavioural 

  

461 

666 

73 

96 

  

6.1 

8.8 

1.0 

1.3 



Speech/Language difficulty 

Slow progress 

Other 

None 

Missing 

123 

88 

84 

6210 

50 

1.6 

1.2 

1.1 

82.5 

0. 

Number of Disabilities  

0    

1 

2 

3 plus 

Missing                                                                                     

  

6210 

990 

197 

118 

10 

  

82.5 

13.2 

2.6 

1.6 

0.1 

School Absenteeism  

0 days 

1 -3 days 

4-6 days 

7-10 days 

11-20 days 

20 plus 

Missing 

  

1153 

2841 

1782 

1008 

517 

194 

30 

  

15.3 

37.9 

23.7 

13.4 

6.9 

2.6 

0.4 

Reasons for Absenteeism 

Health reasons   

Problems with weather/Family 

Holiday/Family Crisis 

School Refusal/Problems with 

other children / Problems with 

transport   

Did not miss School 

Missing 

  

5107 

791 

 

68 

 

 

1160 

399  

  

67.9 

10.5 

 

0.9 

 

 

15.4 

5.3 

Feelings about School 

I like it very much 

I like it quite a bit      

 I like it a bit  

I don’t like it very much   

I hate it  

Missing       

  

  

2314 

2465 

1879 

535 

181 

151 

  

30.8 

32.8 

25.0 

7.1 

2.4 

2.0 

Feelings of Encouragement 

 

Encouragement in class 

Very often 

Often    

A few times  

Never 

Missing 

 

Asked Questions in class 

Very Often 

Often 

A few times 

Never 

Don’t Know 

Missing 

 

  

  

 

 

1480 

2185 

2696 

1068 

96 

 

 

1719 

3664 

1925 

124 

4 

89 

 

 

  

19.7 

29.0 

35.8 

14.2 

1.3 

 

 

22.8 

48.7 

25.6 

1.6 

.1 

1.2 



Difficulties in School 

 

Suspension from school 

Never 

Quite Often /all the time 

Missing 

 

Got in Trouble at School 

Never 

Now and Again 

Quite Often 

All the time 

Missing 

  

  

 

 

7292 

139 

94 

 

 

 

4539 

2544 

284 

63 

95 

 

 

 

  

96.9 

1.9 

1.2 

  

 

 

60.3 

33.8 

3.8 

0.8 

1.3 

 

 

 

4.2.2 Dependent Variables. 
 

The primary goal of the univariate analysis is to provide an overview of the data to explore 

patterns in the data. This research paper's hypothesis is to explore absenteeism and inclusion 

rates among children with SEN and compare them to children without SEN. The section that 

follows will first look at absenteeism variables including absenteeism rates and reasons for 

absenteeism based on parent/caregiver responses. The succeeding section will concentrate on 

children's responses and analyse variables such as feelings about school, teacher 

encouragement, and suspension to establish levels of inclusion from the children's perspective. 

Absenteeism 

The primary caregiver responses were analysed to determine absenteeism levels among 

schoolchildren in this study. The number of days the child was absent during the previous 

school year was included in the answers. "0 days," "1-3 days," "4-6 days," "7-10 days," "11-20 

days," and "more than 20 days" were the response categories. Results indicate that most 

children (37.9%) in this wave of the GUI missed 1-3 days of school. The next most common 

number of days missed was 4-6 days, which was reported by 23.7% of the caregivers. Missing 



0 days was the subsequent most common response, with 15.3% of care givers reporting that 

their child missed 0 days of school. 13.4% of children missed 7 -10 days and 6.9% missing 11-

20 days according to parents' responses. Finally, according to the findings of the univariate 

analysis, 2.6% of children missed 20 days or more of school. 

Given the significant amount of missing data in the responses to the reasons for absenteeism, 

this variable had to be recoded. Missing data occurs when respondents fail to answer a question, 

either by accident or because they choose not to (Bryman 2016:333). After the variables were 

recoded, a new variable titled ‘did not miss any school was created'. The findings of the 

univariate analysis of reasons for a child's absence revealed that health reasons (67.9%) were 

the most common explanations for absenteeism. Family holidays, weather issues and family 

crises were the next most prevalent cause for absence, with 10.5% of caregivers citing them as 

the reason for their absence. Approximately 0.9% of students were absent from school due to 

problems with transport, problems with other children and school refusal. Finally, the recoded 

variable revealed that 15.4% of respondents missed no school. The Univariate analysis 

provides a broad understanding of the frequency and circumstances of school-related absences. 

Inclusion. 

To establish levels of inclusion among children "How do you feel about school in general?" 

served as a variable. These responses came from the children themselves, enabling us to obtain 

the children's own views and perspectives on their educational life. Most of the children,32.8% 

reported that they “like school quite a bit”. 30.2 % of children reported “liking it a lot” while 

25% stated they “liked it a bit”. 7.1% of children indicated that they "didn't like it very much," 

while 2.4% stated that they "hated it." Finally, a small percentage of the data was missing: 

2.0%. The Univariate analysis of this variable is important since it determines the child's 

perception and experience of school as well as assessing school engagement. 



Encouragement. 

To understand and evaluate feelings of encouragement experienced by students from educators, 

responses to the question "In general, how often do the following things happen in school?" 

were analysed. Two responses were measured to assess feelings of encouragement. The 

responses "you are encouraged to ask questions in class" and "you are asked questions in class 

by the teacher" were analysed for this research paper. The responses to being "encouraged to 

ask questions in class" are as follows: 35.8% of children were encouraged to ask questions “a 

few times” ,29% were encouraged to ask questions “often”,19.7% were encouraged “very 

often” while 14.2% were “never” encouraged. There was also 1.3% of missing data. 

The second univariate analysis and variable chosen to measure encouragement perceptions 

were how frequently children were encouraged to ask questions in class. 48.7% of children 

responded that they were "often" asked questions by the teacher in class. 25.6% were asked a 

"few times" while 22.8% responded to being asked questions "quite often" by their teacher. 

1.6% of children were "never" asked questions by their teachers. 0.1% of respondents were 

unsure if they were asked questions, and 1.2% of data was missing. 

Difficulties in School. 

Difficulties in school can result in a negative association with school for students with and 

without SEN. This univariate analysis of student suspension rates attempts to identify factors 

related to school engagement and performance in school. Most of the children (96.9%) 

responded that they were never suspended from school. 1.5% of children said they were 

suspended "now and then," while 1.4% said they were suspended "quite often/all the time." 

Given the considerable number of "never" responses, this variable had to be recoded, so the 

answers  "now and  t hen"  and  " qu i t e  o f t en / a l l  t he  t im e"  we r e  combi ned .  



To assess student misbehaviour in school, a univariate analysis was performed on the question 

"How often do you get in trouble in class for not following the school rules?" The vast majority 

60.3% of children stated that they never got into trouble at school. 33.8% of students reported 

getting in trouble now and again, while 3.8% disclosed getting in trouble quite often. Finally, 

0.8% of respondents indicated that they were in trouble all the time. 

 

4.3 Bivariate Analysis. 
 

The premise of this research paper assumes that students with SEN will have different school 

experiences than students without SEN. This analysis will focus on how children with SEN 

perceive the school environment, with an emphasis on absenteeism, feelings of encouragement, 

and whether children with SEN like school more than those without SEN. To investigate the 

relationships between these variables, a bivariate analysis will be performed on each to 

determine whether the variables are related. The bivariate analysis findings will be addressed 

further below. 

Absenteeism. 

By first conducting a bivariate analysis of absenteeism levels, this paper seeks to determine 

whether children with special needs miss more school than children without special needs. 

School absenteeism is a significant social problem that has long-term negative consequences 

for the development of children and adolescents. When analysing the Chi-square below (Table 

3) the results show the Chi-square is <0.05, thus, there is evidence to reject the null hypothesis 

and conclude that the groups are related. However, the Phi value of 0.103(Table 13) suggests 

that the strength of association is low. The crosstabulation analysis for absenteeism and SEN 

reveals clear differences in absenteeism rates between children with SEN and those without 

SEN. The main finding of the absenteeism variable analysis is that children with SEN miss 



more days of school than those without SEN. Table 3 illustrates that children with SEN are 

more than twice as likely as children without disabilities to miss 20 or more days of school. 

Absenteeism rates for 7-10 days, 11-20 days, and 20 days or more were all higher for students 

with SEN compared to those without. However, results vary according to the number of 

disabilities/conditions a child has. Children with SEN who had three or more disabilities were 

twice as likely as children who only had one disability to miss 20 or more days of school. These 

findings suggest that children with more complex Special Educational Needs have a higher 

incidence of absenteeism. 

 

Table 3. “How many days absent in the last 12 months?” 

 

    Number of  Disabilities   

Days Absent 

                                           

0 

 

           1            2       3 plus   Total 

 N               % N               % N               % N               %  

0 976         15.8 132         13.4 25           12.7 20           17.2 1153       15.2 

1-3 2423       39.1 312         31.7 67           34.0 35           30.2 2837       37.9 

4-6 1465       23.7 252         25.6 36           18.3 26           22.4 1779       23.8 

7-10 793         12.8 157         16.0 39           19.8 17           14.7 1006       13.4 

11-20 400           6.5 88             9.0 20           10.2 9               7.8 517           6.9 

20 plus 133           2.1 42             4.3 10             5.1 9               7.8 194           2.6 

      

Statistical Significance Index: Pearson Chi-Square x2 = 57.158, df 16 P < 0.01 

 

This is consistent with previous research indicating that children with SEN miss more school 

days than those without SEN. The high number of students with SEN who miss 20 days, or 

more is particularly notable.  

According to the findings of the univariate analyses, the most significant single factor 

associated with school absences is health reasons. The chi-square analysis results (Table 15) 



indicate that the value is less than 0.5, suggesting that there is a relationship between the 

variables. The strength of association, however, is weak, as the Phi value is 0.043(Table 16). 

The crosstab analysis reveals that health reasons are the primary reasons for absenteeism in 

both children with and without SEN. However, children with SEN are more likely than their 

peers to miss school because of problems with other students or school refusal. Those with 3 

disabilities or more are the most likely to be absent from school for these reasons (Table 4). 

 

Table 4: What was the main reason for being absent from school?” 

     Number of  Disabilities   

Reasons for 

Absence                
0            1            2       3 plus   Total 

 

 

 

Did not miss 

school. 

 

Health Reasons 

 

Family 

Crisis/Holiday 

 

Refusal/Problems 

with other 

Children 

N               % 

 

 

977         16.6 

 

 

4205       71.4 

 

 

661         11.2 

 

48            0.8 

N               % 

 

 

135        14.6  

  

 

674        72.8 

   

 

102        11.0 

    

15            1.6  

N               % 

 

 

25          19.3 

 

 

142        76.8 

 

 

15            8.1 

 

3              1.6 

N               % 

 

 

22          19.3 

 

 

79          69.3 

 

 

11            9.6 

 

2              1.8 

 

 

 

1159      16.3 

 

 

5100      71.7 

 

 

789        11.1 

 

88            1.0 

      

Statistical Significance Index: Pearson Chi-Square x2 =13.385, df 9, P 0.146 

 

Inclusion. 

To attain high levels of inclusion for students with SEN, they should feel a sense of belonging 

in the educational environment. The chi-square results show that the value is 0.01 and thus the 

null hypothesis is rejected (Table 18). The Phi value is 0.083(Table 19), indicating a weak 

association. Following a crosstabulation, it is clear that there is a strong correlation between 

those who enjoy school and those who hate it. Students with SEN are considerably more likely 

than those without SEN to dislike or hate school. Just 2.2% of students without SEN hate 



school, compared to 7% of students with three or more disabilities (Table 5). This result is 

noteworthy given that it may assess feelings of inclusion and belonging in school. 

 

Table 5 “How do you feel about school in general?” 

     Number of Disabilities   

Inclusion                                           0 

 

           1            2       3 plus   Total 

 

Feelings about 

school. 

I like it. 

 

I like it quite a 

bit. 

 

I like it a bit. 

 

I don’t like it 

very much. 

 

 

I hate it. 

N               % 

 

 

1956       32.0 

 

2074       34.0 

 

 

1513       24.8 

 

 

429           7.0 

 

 

132          2.2 

N               % 

 

 

263         27.2 

 

318         32.9 

 

 

276         28.6 

 

 

79             8.2 

 

 

30             3.1 

N               % 

 

 

51           26.3 

 

52           26.8 

 

 

63           32.5 

 

 

18             9.3 

 

 

10             5.2 

N               % 

 

 

41          41.0 

 

18          18.0 

 

 

26          26.0 

 

 

8              8.0 

 

 

7              7.0 

 

 

 

2311       31.4 

 

2462       33.4 

 

 

1878       25.5 

 

 

534           7.3 

 

 

179           2.4 

Statistical Significance Index: Pearson Chi-Square x2 = 57.150, df 16, P<0.01. 

 

Feelings of Encouragement. 

To determine feelings of inclusion, levels of encouragement were assessed by determining how 

frequently children were asked questions by their teachers and how often they were encouraged 

to ask questions in class. A chi-square test (Table 21) was used to determine if there is an 

association between the variables. The results indicate that since the p-value is < 0.5, the null 

hypothesis can be rejected, implying that the variables are related. The Phi value is 0.035(Table 

22), indicating that the association is weak. The crosstab analysis (Table 6) reveals that children 

with SEN are asked questions by the teacher "very often" compared to those without SEN. 

Furthermore, those with multiple disabilities are more likely to be asked questions by their 

teacher than those with a single disability. However, while a greater proportion of children with 



SEN are more likely to be "never" asked a question by a teacher, the percentage is quite small 

in comparison to those who are asked "very often". These findings point to encouraging 

inclusive practises among teachers in these children's schools. 

 

Table 6: “Are you encouraged to ask Questions in class?” 

    Number of Disabilities   

                                         0 

 
           1            2       3 plus   Total 

 N               % N               % N               % N              %  

Encouraged to 

ask questions. 

Very Often  

 

Often 

 

A few times. 

 

Never. 

 

 

 

1245       20.2 

 

1817       29.5 

 

2204       35.8 

 

883         14.4 

 

 

182         18.7 

 

269         27.6 

 

379         38.9 

 

144         14.8 

 

 

33           16.9 

 

61           33.3 

 

70           35.9 

 

31           15.9 

 

 

19          18.8 

 

34          33.7 

 

39          38.6 

 

9             8.9 

 

 

1479         19.9 

 

2181         29.4 

 

2692         36.3 

 

1067         14.4 

Statistical Significance Index: Pearson Chi-Square x2 =8.840, df 9, P 0.492. 

Table 7: “Are you asked questions by teacher?” 

                                                            

    Number of Disabilities   

                                         0 

 
           1            2       3 plus   Total 

 N               % N               % N               % N              %  

Asked 

Questions by 

teacher 

Very Often 

  

Often 

 

A few times. 

 

Never. 

 

 

 

 

1454         23.6 

 

3065         49.8 

 

1538         25.0 

 

95               1.5 

 

 

 

187           19.2 

 

475           48.8 

 

290           29.8 

 

22               2.3 

 

 

 

46              23.6 

 

84              43.1 

 

62              31.8 

 

3                  1.5 

 

 

 

29             28.7 

 

36             35.6 

 

32             31.7 

 

4                 4.0 

 

 

 

1716         23.1 

 

3660         49.3 

 

1922         25.9 

 

124             1.7 

 

 

Statistical Significance Index: Pearson Chi-Square x2 =31.597, df 9, P <0.01. 

 

Turning to the question "Are you encouraged to ask questions in class?" the outcomes are 

comparable to those mentioned above. Since the chi-square result was less than 0.5, it suggests 

an association between the variables (Table 24). The Phi value is 0.065(Table 25), indicating 



that the strength of the association is weak. According to the crosstabulation, children with 

SEN are slightly more inclined than those without SEN to never be asked questions by their 

teachers (Table 7). 1.5% of children without SEN are never asked a question compared to 4% 

of children with three or more SEN (Table 7). 

 

 

Difficulties in School. 

How children with SEN are disciplined may also contribute to lower levels of inclusion; 

therefore, to measure this, an analysis of suspension rates among students and if they get into 

trouble with the teacher will be conducted. The chi-square value from the analysis of how 

frequently students get in trouble in school is <0.01 indicating an association between the 

variables (Table 27). The association is weak, as indicated by the Phi value of 0.073(Table 28). 

The crosstabulation findings reveal that pupils with SEN are noticeably more likely to get into 

trouble than those without SEN. 3.5% of students without SEN get in trouble "quite often," 

while 6.9% of those with three or more disabilities get in trouble " quite often." Students 

without SEN make up only 0.7% of those who are in trouble all the time, whereas 4% of those 

with three or more comorbid disabilities get in trouble all the time (Table 8). These findings 

suggest that students with SEN are more likely to get in trouble, notably those with multiple 

disabilities, than those without. 

 

 

 

 



 

Table. 8. “How often did you get into trouble for not following school rules?” 

    Number of Disabilities. 

                                           0 

 

           1            2       3 plus   Total 

 

Got in trouble 

/rules 

Never 

 

Now & Again 

 

Often 

 

All the time 

N               % 

 

 

3812        62.0 

 

2079        33.8 

 

217            3.5 

 

41              0.7 

 

 

 

N               % 

 

 

570          58.5 

 

344          35.3 

 

49              5.0 

 

12              1.2 

N               % 

 

 

98            50.3 

 

82            42.1 

 

11              5.6 

 

4                2.1 

N               % 

 

 

55            54.5 

 

35            34.7 

 

7                6.9 

 

4                4.0 

 

 

 

4535        61.1 

 

2540        34.2 

 

284            3.8 

 

61              0.8 

Statistical Significance Index: Pearson Chi-Square x2=39.290, df 9, P <0.01 

 

School suspension has been shown to have a negative impact on students' future life 

opportunities. The chi-square value from the evaluation of student suspension is <0.01 which 

rejects the null hypothesis and confirms a relationship between the variables (Table 30). The 

phi value is 0.066, inferring a weak relationship between the variables (Table 31). The findings 

of the crosstabulation analysis suggest that, while most pupils are not suspended from school, 

those with SEN are far more likely to be suspended than those without SEN. Only 1.2% of 

children with no SEN get suspended often/ time whereas children with SEN are more than 

twice as likely to be suspended from school (Table 9). 

 

 

 



 

 

Table 9: “How often are you suspended from school?” 

Number of Disabilities. 

                                           0 

 

           1            2       3 plus   Total 

 

Suspension 

Never 

 

Often/All the 

time. 

N               % 

 

6059       98.5 

 

91             1.5 

 

 

 

N               % 

 

944         96.8 

 

31             3.2 

N               % 

 

184         94.4 

 

11             5.6 

N               % 

 

97           96.0 

 

4               4.0 

 

 

7284       98.2 

 

137           1.8 

 

Statistical Significance Index: Pearson Chi-Square x2=32.113, df 3, P <0.01. 

 

 

The findings of the bivariate analysis of variables related to absenteeism and levels of inclusion 

for students with SEN indicate that those with SEN encounter significant differences in the 

educational system. In comparison to students without SEN, students with SEN are more likely 

to be absent, hate school, get into trouble at school, and be suspended from school. Thus, the 

findings point to low inclusion levels for students with SEN in Irish schools. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Chapter 5. 

Conclusion  
 

One of the main aims of the 2004 ESPEN Act has been to ensure that students with SEN are 

educated in an inclusive environment as much as possible. The objective of this research 

paper was to determine whether the Irish "inclusive" educational setting was truly "inclusive" 

by analysing data from a child-centred perspective. This paper used the data from the Wave 2 

cohort of children aged 13 years. The GUI's prime objective is to conduct evidence-based 

research on children's development and well-being as they grow, as well as to explore the 

factors that influence their developmental trajectory (Thornton et al. 2016). One objective of 

this research was to determine whether students with SEN experienced the educational setting 

differently than students without SEN. To determine this, this research evaluated data from 

the GUI, focusing on absenteeism levels, reasons for absenteeism, and feelings of inclusion. 

The data was collected from both students with SEN and those without SEN and compared to 

see if there was any variation between the two. The findings suggest that students with SEN 

have a different school experience than those without SEN, implying that the school 

environment is not as inclusive as initially assumed. 

One of the GUI's overarching goals is to identify the long-term negative effects that 

contribute to social disadvantage and exclusion, educational difficulties, poor health, and 

deprivation (Thornton et al. 2016). Through using GUI, the findings of this research paper 

indicated that pupils with SEN are at a greater disadvantage in the educational system than 

those without SEN. When comparing absenteeism rates in the GUI, it is evident that pupils 

with SEN miss more school days than those without SEN. This is consistent with recent UK 



research, which found that students with SEN are more than twice as likely as those without 

SEN to miss school (Gov.UK 2022). When exploring the reasons why students are absent, 

the findings indicate that those with SEN are more likely to be absent due to school refusal or 

problems with other children than those without SEN. Anxiety issues have been associated 

with an increased likelihood of school refusal behaviour in students with SEN (Neal et al., 

2016) Similarly, other studies have shown that children with ASD and ADHD are more likely 

to refuse school due to bullying (McClemont et al. 2021). This is consistent with the findings 

of this study, which show that students with three SENs are more than three times more likely 

to miss school due to refusal or problems with other students. A noteworthy finding is that 

children with three or more disabilities are the group most likely to miss no school days; 

however, this could be related to children with SEN such as ASD or ADHD, where routine is 

critically important for their well-being (Henderson et al. 2011; Harris et al. 2014). 

Previous research using the GUI 9-year-old dataset found that students with SEN dislike 

school more than those without SEN, and that attitudes towards school varied depending on 

the type of disability the child had (McCoy and Banks 2012). The findings of this study, 

which used a 13-year-old GUI dataset, were similar. However, the findings of this study 

revealed that students with SEN hated school more than those without SEN. Those with three 

conditions/disabilities were nearly four times more likely to hate school than those with no 

disabilities. These findings are consistent with previous research that found students with 

SEN may struggle with social participation, which influences how they feel about school. 

Koster et al. (2010), found students with SEN have fewer friends, have fewer interactions 

with classmates, and are less accepted than students without SEN. Attitudes towards school 

are significant since SEN students who were in more inclusive settings had better social and 

emotional functioning (Wiener and Tardif 2004). 



To assess levels of belongingness (another indicator of inclusion) in schools, answers about 

feelings of encouragement were obtained from the dataset. The findings suggest that students 

with SEN were just as likely to be asked questions and to be encouraged to asked question as 

those without SEN. While these findings suggest that Irish teachers use inclusive practises, 

this is determined by the kind of disability students have. A recent study in Ireland observed 

that teachers had more negative attitudes toward the inclusion of children with ASD in 

mainstream education (Leonard and Smyth 2022). The outcomes of the question "How often 

are you asked questions in class?" appear to suggest that this is also the case. According to 

the findings, pupils with SEN are less likely to be asked questions by teachers. 

According to the findings of this study, students with SEN encounter more disciplinary 

difficulties at school than those without SEN. This research paper explored suspension levels 

among students with SEN. Children who are suspended from school miss out on a variety of 

experiences and activities that are classified as indicators of inclusion and belonging 

(Brennan and Browne 2019). The findings from this research indicate that students with SEN 

are four times more likely to be suspended "now and again" compared to those without SEN. 

This is consistent with Brennan and Browne's (2019) finding that one in every four students 

with SEN is suspended from school. The results additionally indicate that students with four 

or more disabilities are more likely to be suspended from school. The research further 

indicates that those who get in the most trouble at school have SEN, and those with multiple 

disabilities are even more likely to get in trouble. Getting into trouble at school can have an 

impact on a student's educational outcomes. 

The theoretical frameworks of Social Capital and the Social Model of Disability are 

applicable to this research to further analyse data on levels of inclusion in school. Social 

capital is produced through social connections, which are facilitated by institutions such as 

the educational system. The findings of this study highlight that since absenteeism and 



suspension rates are higher for students with SEN, these results suggest that pupils with SEN 

have less social capital than those without SEN. Furthermore, because relationships with 

teachers are important in developing social capital, the findings of this study suggest that 

students with multiple SEN appear to have a more negative relationship with their teachers, 

implying that students with multiple disabilities have even less social capital. Thus, 

Bourdieu's theory is particularly relevant in this study because it reinforces how people with 

disabilities are frequently marginalised. By applying the Social Model of Disability to this 

research, it is possible to determine whether schools are fully inclusive. The findings indicate 

that schools are not fully inclusive in accordance with the Social Model of Disability 

framework. According to the findings, students with SEN are more marginalised than those 

who do not have SEN. Higher levels of absenteeism, suspensions, discipline issues, feeling 

less included, and hating school more than their peers support this argument. Thus, Olivers 

(1996) hypothesis on how problems can arise in so-called "inclusive environments" is 

supported by the findings of this research paper. 

 By using the unique GUI dataset, this study attempted to illustrate the significant disparities 

that students with SEN face in the Irish educational system. The study's objective was to 

explore how inclusive Irish education is by analysing absenteeism levels and feelings of 

inclusion in students with SEN and comparing the research results to students without SEN. 

Since there have been limited studies on inclusion in Ireland's educational system, the results 

may assist with Special Education research. The overall research findings indicate that there 

is little evidence of an inclusive educational system in Ireland. While a review of the 2004 

ESPEN Act is currently in progress, with specific consultation from students with SEN and 

members of the public, the findings of this paper imply that the inclusive strategies outlined 

in the 2004 ESPEN Act are not being implemented fully in Irish schools. 
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Appendix. 
 

Table 10: List of Variables 

Variable name. Question asked. Response Catorgries Level of Measurement 

bpch02 Does child have a 

disability? 

Yes=1 

No=2 

 

Nominal 

bpch05 Is child hampered by 

their disability? 

Yes severely=1 

Yes, to some extent=2 

No=3 

Nominal 

bpch34 recoded to 

bpch34new 

How many disabilities 

does child have? 

0=0 

1=1 

2=2 

3=3plus 

Ordinal 

bpce05 Number of Days absent 0 days=1 

1-3days=2 

4-6days=3 

7-10days=4 

11-20days=5 

20plus=6 

Ordinal 

Bpce06 recoded to 

reasons2 

Reasons for absence Did not miss school=0 

Health reasons=1 

Refused/problems=3 

Family Holiday/crisis=4 

Unknown=99 

Nominal  

bcce14 How do you feel about 

school? 

I like it very much=1 

I like it quite a bit=2 

I like it a bit=3 

I don’t like it=4 

I hate it=5 

Ordinal 

bcce42b You are encouraged to 

ask questions by teacher 

Very Often=1 

Often=2 

A few times=3 

Never=4 

Ordinal 

bcce42c A teacher asks you 

questions 

Very Often=1 

Often=2 

A few times=3 

Never=4 

Ordinal 

bcce48b Got in trouble for not 

following school rules 

Never=1 

Now & again=2 

Quite often=3 

All the time =4 

Ordinal 

Bcce48g recoded to 

bcce48gnew 

Suspended from school Never=1 

Often /all the time=2 

Ordinal 

 

Table 11 Crosstab: How many days absent? 



 

Table 12 Chi-square: How many days absent? 

 

Table 13 Symmetric measures: How many days absent? 

 

 

Table 14 Crosstab: Reasons for absence 



 

 

Table 15 Chi-square: Reasons for absence 

 

 

Table 16 Symmetric measures: Reasons for absence 

 

 

Table 17 Crosstab: How do you feel about school? 



 

Table 18 Chi-square: How do you feel about school? 

 

Table 19 Symmetric measures: How do you feel about school? 

 

 

 

Table 20 Crosstab: Encouraged to ask questions 



 

Table 21 Chi-square: Encouraged to ask questions. 

 

Table 22 Symmetric measures: Encouraged to ask questions. 

 

Table 23 Crosstab: Asked question by teachers  

 

 



Table 24 Chi-square: Asked question by teachers 

 

 

Table 25 Symmetric measures: Asked question by teachers 

 

Table 26 Crosstab: Got in trouble for not following school rules. 

 

Table 27 Chi-square: Got in trouble for not following school rules. 

 

 

Table 28 Symmetric measures: Got in trouble for not following school rules. 



 

Table 29 Crosstab: Suspension 

 

Table 30 Chi-square: Suspension 

 

Table 31 Symmetric measures: Suspension 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


