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Introduction – An Irish Dilemma
There is a perception that few if any protests have taken place in Ireland as a result of the imposed austerity measures adopted by the Irish government under the direction of the Troika. However, on June 19, 2013 one group of citizens representing a variety of disability groups, took to the streets to protest against further announcements by the government that the allocation of resources to children with Special Educational Needs (SEN)  in mainstream education were to be cut.  As a result of the outrage which reverberated across the national airwaves, the decision was temporarily reversed.
The implementation of austerity measures in Ireland is having a significant effect on the ability of children with a variety of different and complex needs to reach their full potential through education. The recent attempt to erode services would have effectively translated into a 10 per cent cut in teaching supports for these young people, bringing the collective reductions over the past three years to 25 per cent (Inclusion Ireland, 2013).  Austerity has also affected the future recruitment of educational professionals to support these young people. The Irish Times of September 19, 2013 included a cover page story where the plight of Kate Crowley who is in a wheelchair, has spinal rods, severe respiratory conditions and hearing problems yet was unable to be granted access to a special needs assistant to support her learning was noted in the Dail[footnoteRef:1]. In tandem with a reduced health service and the lack of educational assessment many are left in educational ‘limbo’ while economic recovery is placed at the top of the political agenda for the Irish government. [1:  The lower house of the parliament of the Republic of Ireland.  ] 

This year, 660 young people with an intellectual disability and/or autism will leave formal education and will require support from disability services. However for 153 of these young people, no access to further education, training or day service will be available when classes commence at the end of September (National Parents and Siblings Alliance, 2013) This lack of access to further education and training sits in stark contrast to the record participation rates of young people in Ireland in further and higher education (FE/HE) courses. For example, students engaged in third level increased from 86,624 in 1994 to 136,719 by 2006 (Flannery & O’Donoghue 2009).  By 2009 139,134 were in third level while 103,732 were enrolled on vocational programmes (DES, 2009).  Participation rates for young people with disability are strikingly different: disabled young people represented 4.7 per cent of new entrants to FE/HE in the 2007/2008 academic year (Higher Education Authority 2009) and, while slight improvements have been observed (up from 3.2 per cent in 2005/2006 and 0.6 per cent in 2008-2009), it is widely acknowledged that young people with disability are underrepresented in Irish higher education (Higher Education Authority 2009). Ireland is not unique in this regard: the representation of young people from this group across FE/HE and within the workplace is low (OECD 2008; UNESCO 1990, 1994, 2006).
Given the extremely competitive academic routes that currently dominate HE/FE progression in Ireland and the advantages such progression offers in gaining access to the perilous, yet necessary, labour markets through which risk and opportunity are distributed in the context of the 21st century, the cumulative effect of the reduction in educational resources to support young people with disability in education is significant. In short, it affects their rights to exercise autonomy in relation to the choices they face to progress to acquire the necessary skills to attain the forms inclusion that are highlighted within materialist social models of disability, models to which critical disability studies owes a debt (Goodley 2013, Oliver 1990). In this chapter we draw on research conducted in Ireland which examined the pre and post transition experiences of forty-two students with special education needs (SEN) moving to FE/HE in both rural and urban settings across four geographical areas. The participants presented with a variety of disabilities including attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder; Asperger’s syndrome; dyslexia; mild or moderate general learning difficulties; apraxia; dysgraphia; physical disabilities; hearing impairment; visual impairment; cerebral palsy/epilepsy; speech and language difficulties, and severe and profound learning difficulties  However, for the purposes of this chapter only the pre-transition experiences of the forty-two students (including one parent who was interviewed as a proxy for one student who had severe and profound needs) and the twenty-eight educational professionals who supported them in their schools will be presented to explore the ambiguous nature of educational ‘choice’ in the transition of Irish young people with disability/SEN through FE/HE and into the risky labour markets of the globalized context.
Defining disability, special educational needs and the right to citizenship
The international prevalence rates of disability are increasing (World Health Organization (2011). The International Classification of Functioning Model developed by the World Health Organization constructs disability from a perspective of human functioning capacity. This capacity comprises three core, interrelated areas: impairments (that is, paralysis or blindness), limitations in activity (that is, mobility) and restrictions in participation (that is, encountering discrimination in daily life).  Disability, then, is defined when a person encounters difficulty in one or more of these areas that arises as a result of the interaction between health conditions, environmental and personal factors. This model focuses on the person as opposed to the category of disability and allows for complexity; disability is viewed on a continuum and not as a specified state.
Historically, the medical model has dominated the construction of both disability and the policy responses to its management. The ‘problem of disability’ is attributed to the individual: people are viewed as being unable to function ‘normally’ and the accompanying political agenda dictates the provision of health care services (Mitra 2006). In contrast, the social model suggests that difficulties arise as a result of society’s inability to facilitate those who are different (Oliver 1996): people experience discrimination and segregation through the presence of a number of structural barriers (Alervriadou & Lan, 2011). However, the emergence of the ‘bio-psycho-social model’ proposed by the World Health Organisation is seen to represent a workable compromise between medical and social models. It specifically takes account of and combines social and cultural views of disability;  functional limitation is described as a person’s incapacity to implement or participate in socially defined roles which are expected within their own culture and society (Nagi, 1991).  The interpretation of disability will differ depending on social and cultural factors and the expectations placed on an individual in their society. In this sense, the administration of resources to support people with disabilities is culture dependent. That is, the recession and austerity programs of the past five years in Ireland, that have reconfigured the welfare state, have an impact on the ability and willingness of governments to support young people with disabilities must be considered.  In the Irish educational context, and for the purposes of resource allocations to schools to support pupils, ‘disability’ is redefined in the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act 2004 as Special Educational Needs:
‘Special education needs’ means, in relation to a person , a restriction in the capacity of the person to participate in and benefit from education on account of an enduring physical, sensory, mental health or learning disability or any other condition which results in a person learning differently from a person without that condition. (Government of Ireland 2004, 6. emphasis added)
Young people are deemed to have SEN if they require substantial additional education provision in comparison to peers (Frederickson & Cline 2010).  The label SEN, in practical terms, is of greater educational than intellectual significance because it is designed to speak directly to the necessary educational provision that will allow a young person to reach their full potential.  Nonetheless, the term, almost by definition, implies some level of cognitive impairment or deficit in behaviour which is not considered ‘normal’.  Thus, the broad category of SEN comprises an array of ‘diagnostic categories’.  For educational reasons, these are frequently sub-divided into mild, moderate and severe, where a diagnosis dictates a position on a continuum of what are deemed as necessary resources (Griffin & Shevlin 2007).  In Ireland, children and young people who are identified as experiencing difficulty in one or more areas of learning and/or behaviour are assessed by an educational psychologist. The outcome of the assessment allows them to receive a ‘label’ or ‘category’ of disability which entitles them to resources and supports which are administered through the National Council for Special Education to schools. 
Attributing a label to describe a difficulty and allocate resources is in itself not necessarily problematic. Howeve,r the attributes that are associated with the label may become associated with negative connotations including learned helplessness, perceptions of low intelligence quotient and problematic behaviour. These associations may in turn directly affect student-teacher interactions and have a profound effect on the ability of the young person to access the full curriculum in school (Scanlon, 2012). Research has established that teachers have negative attitudes to students with emotional and behavioural difficulties (Scanlon & Barnes-Holmes 2013). More problematically, a teachers’ Union attributed the PISA (2009) results – which indicated that Ireland had dropped in the rankings of OECD countries in literacy and numeracy – to the more diverse student population including newcomer students and those with SEN.  From a human rights perspective, this tension between the risks associated with labels and the right to appropriate support in accommodating to the dictates of ‘the dominant hegemony of able society’ (Goodley 2013, 634) demands that the primary purpose of such categories be to assist young disabled people in accessing the full curriculum in school (Scanlon, 2012).
These perceptions and attributions can impact on the citizen status of young people with SEN. One of the key objectives in the NCSE’s (2006, 12) Implementation Report stated that
children with SEN will achieve outcomes from education which will facilitate them in transferring to the workplace, progressing to further education and lifelong learning, participating meaningfully in economic, social and cultural activity and, in effect, in living fulfilled lives independently in the community. 
This definition references a view of citizenship which derives that all citizens have the same rights as each other. In short, it specifically refers to the legal status of a human being and the relationship of that being to the state (Ravazzolo 1995). This interpretation defines the conditions of what constitutes citizenship and the responsibilities of the individual as well as the responsibilities of the state. In Irish society the term citizen is associated with specific rights and duties including the right to earn a living. At a fundamental level citizens are perceived to be protected by a system that guarantees their rights (Bobbio, 1991), and allows them to effect their responsibilities as full members of society. Given that Ireland as a welfare state is experiencing unprecedented difficulty in supporting all citizens, those who are more dependent on support are at a disadvantage. Consider the excerpt below from a 2013 (Inclusion Ireland)  pre Budget submission on behalf of disability organisations: 
The Programme for National Recovery early in 2011 undertook to ensure that ‘the quality of life of people with disabilities is enhanced’.  Yet the budgetary measures implemented by Government to date have worsened their situation. Five successive years of cutbacks have undermined the independence of people with disabilities and diminished the supports they need to live ordinary lives, to enjoy individual autonomy and to participate in society as equals.
Transitioning through education towards 21st century inclusion?
Young people living with SEN share many of the challenges faced by their peers in making a successful transition to FE/HE. However, they also face additional challenges in relation to admissions procedures, institutional and programme accessibility, receiving appropriate supports, developing friendship networks and overcoming the negative stereotypes of disability held by others in the new environment (Marriott, 2008). In particular, Dee (2006) observed that admission processes can become bureaucratic and public, with decision-making often involving an assemblage of professionals, assessment procedures and affects including a requirement on the student to disclose their disability.
A number of factors have been highlighted as being critical in supporting young people with SEN in managing the complexities of transition from compulsory education to FE/HE, training and/or employment. These include early planning which takes accounts of the young person’s wishes and meets the legislative requirements of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (1997) and any Codes of Practice. Other components include informed choice, including the young person, parents and carers in the decision-making process, and addressing practical issues such as finance, accommodation, transport and travel (Cameto et al. 2004; Dewson et al. 2004; Marriott, 2008; Wagner et al. 2006). In such negotiations of transition, the OECD (2011) emphasises the critical role of second-level schools. 
For real choices to be available for young people with SEN in accessing FE/HE there must be a range of viable options open to them: without more than one feasible pathway to FE/HE the issue of selection does not arise (Abbott & Heslop 2009). This lack of viable options has been identified as a concern for professionals involved in transition for young people with SEN (Kaehne & Beyer, 2009, Wagner et al., 2003). There must also be places available on these viable options (Abbott & Heslop, 2009).  Options offered in FE may be chosen simply because young people are unable to find suitable employment, rather than because they feel the course is of benefit to them (Dyson, Meagher, & Robson, 2004). Some short courses in FE have been suggested to further entrap young people in what has been called the precariat (Standing 2011). 
The problematic nature of choice and autonomy
For Sen (1992), individual behaviour to reach lifelong goals is motivated by an outcome rather than what a person must engage with in order to achieve that goal. This is conceptualised as an individual’s capacity to function, in short ‘their effective opportunities to undertake the actions and activities that they want to engage in and be who they want to be’ (Robeyns 2005, 94).  Functions include being healthy, being respected and being part of a community. Essentially, this process is underpinned by individuals having the freedom to make choices about who they want to be and how they wish to live their lives.  Yet when disabled people ask ‘Who am I?’ (and we would add, ‘Who might I be?’) they;
risk being hit with the mirror of the abled self. This self looks back at the disabled Other knowing disabled people in deficient ways. Disabled people are their impairment. They are broken individuals. They lack development. They cannot do. They do not have the abilities to lead an independent life. (Goodley 2011, 80 original emphasis)
For young people with SEN to have equal opportunity to gain the ability to lead an independent life they must be supported in constructing a life in ways that enable real choice including having access to, and participating in, a system of education that will afford them with the credentials and support to move to FE/HE if they so wish. However if the system of education being administered does not take account of this, does not recognise the implications it has for the rights of the young person or the priority that must be accorded to human rather than economic agendas, then the system on offer is of little use.  In other words, disability is operationalized by the environment.
Within the Irish context this translates into how young people with SEN review their options when making choices about progressing to FE/HE. Such progression involves a highly competitive system that is based on the accumulation of points that students achieve in their final year exams, the Leaving Certificate (LC) at the end of second level schooling. This process has been identified as a ‘significant rite of passage which will open new doors of opportunity in education and training for our young people’ (Quinn, 2012). The public rhetoric around this examination is well-documented, the process of which is exposed to heightened, almost hysterical, media coverage prior to and during the exam season. Exam papers are analysed on the national airwaves by ‘experts’ where the fairness of the content is discussed and the profile of a student’s ability to excel in their performance is picked apart.  For many, this points process is an inequitable system, as middle class parents contribute to an industry of ‘grind schools’[footnoteRef:2] while others take their chances and work with what the what their school provides. This competitive system has significant implications for students with SEN where particular notions of academic excellence and available pathways are publically reinforced by ‘points’. Applications for all students’ third level course choices are made through a central system — the Central Admissions Office (CAO) – where each course has a specific point’s requirement or additional requirements criteria. As the points system is driven by demand for places for each course it is invariably the system which dictates what choices might be made.  [2:  Grinds are a major component of second level education in Ireland. Many Irish students will have ‘grinds’ before sitting major examinations including the (current) Junior Certificate and the Leaving Certificate.  It is estimated that some 40 per cent of all full-time Leaving Certicate students were paying grinds fees averaging more than €5,000 per annum during the boom years. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grinds). ] 

By way of a Disability Access Route to Education (DARE) students with disabilities receive extra points which are added to their LC results. Without DARE many students with disabilities would not be able to access higher education.  However, young people have to provide evidence of their disability, which involves further assessment and reinforcement for many of what they are not – their deficits – rather than what they are – their capabilities.  In their senior years of school, students have an alternative and may opt to take the Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) which is based on continuous assessment as opposed to a final exam. The LCA was initially set up to keep students – particularly boys – in school who might have otherwise left without any qualifications. The student profile predominantly comprises those from working class backgrounds, those who have had negative experiences in school, those who struggle academically (particularly with maths), those who have behavioural problems and/or SEN. Young people who take this course limit their options in accessing FE/HE as many do not take the subjects that are required for entry to some third level institutions. Students choice of of LC or LCA may in part be dictated by the attitude of the educational professionals in their school.
The overarching theme of choice which emerged in our research was seen to be dominated, in part, by the notion of this points system. However, given that choice is a complex and interrelated concept this was also seen to be related to a number of other variables including: the student’s perceptions of their ability versus their disability; the move to a more autonomous environment; the tension between their aspirations and determinism by educational professionals; making a strategic choice and the critical features necessary to allow an informed choice to occur. In what follows, we comment briefly on each of these.
‘Learning differently’ in the context of the 21st century
Destination profiles of the students
Of the forty-two students involved in the research presented here, seventeen were planning to move to a Post Leaving Certificate (PLC) course. These courses are essentially based in the FE sector and, while they may stipulate minimum requirements in some subject areas, are not constrained by the same admission criteria as HE courses. The courses chosen included event management; fitness instructor; animal care; music technology; beauty therapy; computer skills; information technology; social care and special needs assistant. A further six participants were planning to attend an Institute of Technology where points are required for entry. The courses chosen included marketing, computers, and engineering.  A total of seven particpants were planning to attend university, while the remaining students opted for different progression routes including Adult Training Services which is generally the only progression route for those students with more complex needs. For students with severe and profound learning difficulties there is no choice: their  access to services are administered purely through the Health Service Executive (HSE) who provide care in residential institutions and little or no training for young residents. 
Strategic choices
School professionals and students were well aware that entry to FE/HE was a competitive process and it was recognised that meeting entry requirements was a heightened challenge for many students with SEN. The points system was continuously referred to by both educational professionals and students with some educational professionals stating that ‘they [students] were never going to get the points’ while another commented ‘the biggest barrier, I think, is getting the points’. This notion was supported by one student who highlighted the difficulty of meeting the academic criteria:
I know a few lads here and they’re really good people but you know they’re not going to get anywhere  because of the points. They just can’t do that. But if they were in the job or something they’d be perfect. And it’s sad because I feel like some people, I’m even scared myself that it’s sort of like maybe this is the end of the line. 
While for some students the prospect of not gaining the necessary points was scary, for other students the response to the mismatch between aspirations and point requirements was to persevere with a less direct pathway:
I mightn’t do as well as I probably can do but there still are ways, like there’s back door entrances, it might take longer, but with luck and perseverance I’ll get there in the end.
This comment is an acknowledgement of the reality of the points race for SEN students and their resilience in taking to what is commonly referred to as the ‘scenic route’.  This pathway is facilitated through the European Framework of Qualifications that allows students to progress from one level to the next across a number of institutions in pursuit of their desired qualification.  Entry is secured by an interview prior to final examinations and many students would have an offer of a place prior to their final results. Guidance counsellors saw this option as important for students who might already have an offer of a place on a course ‘in the bag’ before they completed their LC which inevitably provided a boost to confidence. Given that a high number of young people in our research applied for PLC, some concern has been raised within the literature (Dyson et al. 2004) that encouraging SEN students to take the scenic route and apply to PLC courses results in them lowering their aspirations and choice. This view was not supported in our research. One guidance counsellor noted that:
The access route for any student through PLC is excellent as a way of moving on and up, it is simply a way of moving from A to B and there is also the opportunity to gain a skill for future employment.
Other professionals saw the PLC route as providing a framework to assist the student to work out future plans based on their aspirations and expectations which would inevitably depend on their exam results: ‘you are trying to be realistic but you are not limiting either’.  In some instances the perception of a reduction in aspirations came from the students themselves who stated that PLC courses were primarily seen as an option for those students who took the LCA. This was reinforced by one participant who had dyslexia and told us that:
You don’t want to be thinking like ‘I’m an LCA’. I don’t want to be saying that I’m smart or nothing, just they’re not capable. I know a few people, even my brother has to do an LCA because he’s autism, but I just don’t want that for me. I want something better. 
We see here the complexity of the notion of ‘normality’ and how young people perceive the necessity to be seen to be the same as their peers – to be seen through the mirror of the able self – despite the fact that they have SEN.  For psychologists, this is a feature of adolescent development where it is suggested that young people strive for acceptance within their peer group and a broader societal level. While this young person was aware that he had his own difficulties he was still forced to work within an educational system that did not necessarily suit his modus operandi.  If all young people are to be given the same opportunities to engage with the labor market, it is time to acknowledge disability within the diversity discourse (Olkin 2002). 
Abilities, disabilities and determinism
From the experiences related by some of the young people, and the observations related by guidance counsellors there appeared to be entrenched views of ability and disability which accounted for course choices. Educational professionals made particular reference to how young people envisaged their future: ‘Sometimes the students themselves have a lower expectation: they don’t see themselves as ever going to university’. This may be in part due to experiences within an educational system that reinforces a particular sense of self, an education system that sees the disabled Other in deficit ways.  In addition it was suggested by one staff member that many students with SEN underestimated their abilities and lacked in confidence, in the process using their disability as an ‘opt out’ clause and embracing the SEN label to justify lowered aspirations: ‘Some of them actually think they’ve more of a disability than they have, they almost like the label.’ 
From the students’ perspective, particularly those with lower literacy skills such as dyslexia, years of under-achievement within the school curriculum had clearly had an impact on their levels of self-confidence. When one student was asked about expectations of themself they responded ‘I don’t know. ...Not very high probably.  We see here, possibly, the expression of learned helplessness (Abramson & Seligman 1978) which has been identified as having an impact on an individual’s capacity to interpret negative feedback about their endeavours and to lose faith in their ability to succeed, eventually giving up the effort.  This process can be related to the views and attitudes of educational professionals to students with SEN in mainstream schools and was found to be particularly related to the knowledge they had about and relationship they had with their students. One resource teacher expressed surprise at the fact that young people with SEN actually can succeed and can get on ‘surprisingly well’, while others had serious doubts about students with emotional behavioural difficulties progressing at all: ‘if you’ve got emotional behavioural difficulties then I wouldn’t put any money on you’.
In contrast, other professionals could imagine other becomings and sought to support and raise students’ self-esteem and self-determination:
I’m not a believer in dampening down, as the term goes within my profession. When that arises I think I tend to allow the system to do the dampening. In other words, life will do the necessary dampening. I’m not going to do it, I’m not going to make that call. 
Indeed, some young people came to realise for themselves that while they might have had the aspiration for a particular career they did not have the academic ability to pursue their first choice.  A young person with dyslexia who wanted to do something in the medical field noted: 
but then it comes to it and you’re like… ‘I wouldn’t be strong enough to do that’ [nursing]. I wouldn’t be intellectually there to be able to go through the years of the course and stuff like that. So yes they’re crossed off the list, they’d be too difficult for me to do. 
This was particularly significant for those young people who would have liked to become teachers or join the police force in Ireland given these careers demand a minimum a pass in written and spoken Irish. A high proportion of students with SEN are exempt from studying Irish in school. In the long run this further limits the range of choices available to them.
Moving towards autonomy
Over the past decade there has been an emergence studies that open to a range of theoretical developments that emphasize ‘the cultural, discursive and relational undergirdings of the disability experience’ (Goodley 2013, 634).  In our research, some young people were determined that their disability would not limit their aspirations; others found the process of having to disclose their disability during the process of their application a challenge. One young person with ADHD explained his regret in disclosing his disability:
I went for an interview in [name of college] and they basically asked me questions about why I picked the course, do you have any disabilities and ... I actually regretted opening my mouth. Because I felt like... they had to put me through this whole process of getting information off me and all, and I just didn’t like it one bit. ... I do hate it because I feel different and I feel people think about me differently, like special and that and I don’t like it. 
This young person had absorbed his disability into his self-concept but also had a wish to be treated the same as everybody else. As Goodley (2013, 640) notes, while the ‘disabled self sits uneasily with the narrow construction of the abled self in contemporary society, so too do many other members of society, who are judged against equally pernicious standards of worth associated with the fully functioning self of contemporary society.’  Some students choose not to disclose as they saw the transition moment as an opportunity for a ‘new start’, one offering control over their sense of self and mode of adult life. One young person spoke about his experience of being assessed and diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome at 13 years of age: ‘I didn’t have a choice back then, my parents got me assessed because the school said they should, but now I want to do it on my own’. No longer being part of the mainstream school system has allowed this young person to make his own decisions about disclosing his disability, a significant decision that, at the same time, reduces his ability to negotiate access to future resources and support if required. 
Making students aware of what is available to them in FE/HE and the type of courses on offer to them is the responsibility of the guidance counsellor in schools. The young people in our research were unanimous in their acknowledgment of the support they received from these educational professionals particularly in accessing information and help in filling out both CAO and DARE forms. Ideally, guidance counsellors and special needs personnel worked together in schools to support students in this regard.  However, it was also notable that some guidance counsellors struggled with how to advise students with more complex needs and stressed that in some case there was a lack of information: ‘We try to assure them that through the different schemes that support is available, we hope. I’m not 100% aware of what supports are available at third level’.  Other counsellors noted they did not get any information from FE/HE providers to indicate what supports could be offered..  It was acknowledged by many guidance counsellors that a central agency to provide information would allow them to support all SEN students.  Support from family was also found to be critical for choice to be negotiated through an ‘informed’ process. Professionals in our research demonstrated a strong commitment to liaising with parents in this regard.  This would be of particular importance for those students making the transition from a special school. Parents and family members were seen as a positive influence in encouraging their children to go to FE/HE; in many cases parents have also had to become advocates for their children and this has had consequences for their own sense of self: 
Where in the beginning I was very shy... em... I wouldn’t open up and its only through [son’s name] I had to find a voice. I’d no choice.
However, there is some divergence in opinion in terms of the value of parental support as a positive influence. It has been noted that parents can be protective and may be reluctant to let young people with SEN to enter into what they perceive as risky transition choices (Dee 2006): ‘Sometimes parents who have a child with a disability tend to be very protective of that child and they don’t expect as much from them’. This is significant within the framework of transition and some educational professionals ‘feared’ for their students who were now moving from a safe environment to one where their needs may not be met.  Some professionals noted that schools were not always equipping their SEN students adequately for independent life: ‘They’re given so much… its total independence at that stage and they’re probably not able to cope with it’. This concern sits alongside the broader concerns about the LC curriculum with its didactic approach and the preparation it offers for more exploratory learning demanded at FE/HE.
Conclusion
While disabled people undoubtedly suffer the psychologization of ableism, the individual remains a key site of everyday life, oppression and perhaps resistance for everyone. (Goodley 2013, 640)
While it might be perceived that young people in Ireland are mainly focused on choosing a course in FE/HE, the findings reported here would suggest that this is a very different process for students with SEN. Choice, in this context, is specifically related to how educational professionals and young people themselves perceive disability and ability, and how this will impact on their potential to become autonomous citizens in cultural contexts overwhelmingly shaped by ableism.  The complexity of choice for students with SEN can be attributed to a number of factors.  Choice can be dictated by an individual’s needs and their different abilities. Choices were made in an attempt to balance personal preference, accessibility of support and the availability of courses.  For some students with severe and profound difficulties choices in transition were found to be inevitably limited because of the lack of support or knowledge about it.  Disclosure of hidden disabilities, resistance to this and the consequences of disclosing, or not, was found to be a crucial factor in students choice about FE/HE.
The overarching theme of ‘academic ability’ was seen to be central to the choices that were available to students with SEN. While the notion of academic ability and, consequently choice, is similar for all Irish students, young people with SEN are acutely aware of the additional challenges they face in the context of the highly-competitive points system in Ireland and this places them in a different position to their peers. More specifically it individualizes the transition problem, placing the onus on the individual to limit their aspirations, to comply with the expectations of the receiving institution.  The inability of an education system to facilitate all young people in reaching their full potential as citizens with rights and responsibilities has grave consequences for many young people with SEN. In his review of the development of critical disability studies, Goodley (2013, 641 citing Barnes 2012) notes the concern by some that the field has lost touch with these kinds of issues:
‘the real material problems of disabled [young] people’s lives’. A preoccupation with theory over politics seems at odds with the very real global economic crisis that threatens to place more and more disabled people in vulnerable and devalued societal positions across the world.
We argue that it is this crucial factor which challenges the notion of an inclusive agenda within the Irish education system, one which the Irish government aspires to while continuing to impose cuts on the most vulnerable in our society.  A recent paper by Kathleen Lynch (2013) addressed this specific notion within the framework of equality. She suggests that being a citizen in Ireland is equated with a participatory role in society and not a dependent one.  What it means to be an Irish citizen and how one uses the education system in reaching this state is rapidly changing within the era of austerity. This implies both limits and possibilities. One possibility is that the notion of SEN with its requirement of the right to ‘learn differently’ offers possibilities for a rethinking of the notions of ability with the education system, for a rethinking of its functions in supporting the Goodley’s ‘pernicious standards of worth’ in contemporary society (2013, 640), for a rethinking of its processes and frames of reference that continue to render some young people, including youth people with SEN, as Other.  This work is the work of a critical youth studies for 21st century. In the meantime the protests on the streets of Dublin continue.
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