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t's a 500km round-trip
from Cork to Dublin and
it’s a journey that expec-
tant mother Catherine
Philpott is only too famil-
jar with. She and her
seven-year-old son Shaun get
up every Saturday at Gam to

| make thejourney tothe capital
The reason for their long
haunl is to enable Shaun, who is
autistic, toaccess aspeech ther-
apy service. “You're gone at six

| o’elock in the morning, and
you're not home until maybe
eight o'clock at night” she savs.
Shaunisone of an estimated
30,000 people in Ireland who
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Parentsin
defence of
free speech
therapy

need some form of speech ther-
apy - but a shortage of speech
and language therapists (SLT5)
meansthat there’s practicallyno
service available in many parts
of the country:

Under the Special Educa-
tional Needs Act, the Stateisre-
sponsible for assessingand pro-
vidingthe necessary services for
children with special needs. It
is also obliged to provide six
hours of therapy, but “within
available resources”.

The 2001 Bacon Report on
Supply and Demand for Ther-
apy Healtheare Professionals
found that over 372 additional
SLTs were needed in the public
sector tomeet current demand,
with an extra 985 necessary by
2015. At present just 24 SLTs
graduate every year.

“If ¥you have children with
special needs, vou need tobuild

A severe shortage of speech therapists in Ireland means
parents have to make tremendous sacrifices to get their
special-needs children the help they desperately need

up a rapport with them,” says
Sheila Carmody from Church-
town in Dublin. Her son Peter,
whois 12, has Down Syndrome
and he attends alocal servicebut
it has had trouble filling posts.

“They need continuity and
chopping and changing makes
it very hard” sayvs Sheila. “A
teacher needs to assess each
child so they can work with
them. If they're starting from
scrateh each time, they're wast-
ingtime. Theolder they are, the
harder it is. Early intervention
isthe key”

“I first noticed that some-
thing was wrong with Shaun
when he was six months old,”
Catherine Philpott says. “1 got
assessments and a diagnosis
when he was three.”

It took her 18 months to get
him into a Cork service, “but
that's very good, I've been told.”

However, thisserviceonlyof-
fers two blocks a year of speech
therapyfor Shaun. Both Cather-
ineand her hushand David have
looked everywhere for treat-
ment, even travelling to the US.

“We went to the Sunrise Pro-
gramme in Sheffield, Massachu-
setts, last August and that cost
myzelfand David about €13,000.
Everything we've done for
Shaun, we've paid for ourselves.”

Shaun has found the Release
classes very helpful, and it's a
huge improvement on the two
blocks of therapy a year he was
previously getting.

“We travel to Dublin every
Saturday for Release speeck
therapy, which is fantastic. He
loves the class. The kids are al
the same level and they're com:
fortable because they're all the
same. They all have different
strengths and needs and the







