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Introduction 
In December 2025, the Minister for Children, Disability and Equality, Norma Foley, 
and Minister of State for Disability, Emer Higgins, announced targeted reforms to 
improve the Assessment of Need process for children and their families. This 
document will keep you up to date on the current processes in place and what 
changes you can expect. 
 
The majority of applications are for children (under 18 years of age), and these FAQs 
are primarily for parents/guardians who may be applying on behalf of a child. 
 
The document will be updated over time as the planned changes develop and are 
implemented. Any changes to the FAQs will be highlighted in the Contents pages. 
 
Note on language: It is important to acknowledge that language preferences can 
change and evolve over time. These FAQs refer in some places to the Disability Act 
2005 and use language from the Act.  This may not reflect current language 
preferences. 
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Section 1:  The Assessment of Need Process 
 
1.1  What is an Assessment of Need? 
An Assessment of Need is an assessment carried out by the HSE for children or young 
people with a disability. The assessment identifies your child's health needs, and 
education needs (if any) and what health services are required to meet your child’s 
needs. 
 
The Assessment of Need process is set out in the Disability Act, 2005 and has two 
main parts. The first is to determine if a person has a disability as described in the 
Disability Act. This is known as a ‘determination of disability’ and is a decision made 
by a HSE Assessment Officer, based on the definition of disability set out in the Act.  
 
The definition of disability is very specific in the Act. It means a substantial restriction 
in the person’s capacity. In other words, the person has a significant difficulty with 
communication, learning or mobility or significantly disordered cognitive processes.  
Significantly disordered cognitive processes can best be described as significant 
difficulties with thinking, understanding or processing information.  
 
In addition, this restriction should be permanent or likely to be permanent and require 
the continued provision of services to meet the person’s needs. In other words, the 
person has long-term needs which are expected to continue over time, meaning they 
will need ongoing supports. For children, there must be a need for services to be 
provided early in life to ameliorate (or help with) their disability. 
 
The full legal definition of disability under the Disability Act 2005 can be found here. 
 
The second part of the process happens if a determination of disability has been 
made. In this part, the person’s health and/or education needs are identified and the 
health services they require to meet those needs are also identified.  Although the 
Assessment of Need process can include the identification of a child’s education 
needs, identifying the education services that they may require is not part of the 
process.  
 
1.2  Does my child need an Assessment of Need report to get supports or services 
from the HSE or the education system? 
No, your child does not require an assessment of need report to access health 
services, such as therapies, or education supports like access to Special Need 
Assistants. You can, and should, apply directly for these services outside of the 
Assessment of Need process.  
 
 

https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2005/act/14/enacted/en/html
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1.3  I think my child is struggling – do I need to apply for an Assessment of Need for 
them? 
No, your child does not automatically require an Assessment of Need. Health services 
are provided by HSE Primary Care, Children’s Disability Network Teams or Mental 
Health Services without an assessment of need. 
 
It is important for parents to know that having an assessment of need report does not 
result in quicker access to health services. 
 
This can be quite confusing for many parents but if your child is struggling the first 
thing you can do is ask for advice and help from:  

• Your GP 
• Your public health nurse (PHN) 
• Another health professional that your child sees, such as a doctor or therapist 
• Your local Primary Care team, Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service 

(CAMHS) or Children’s Disability Network Team 
 
They can help you with referrals for other health services, if they are needed.  
 
When your child sees a health professional, they might do an assessment. This can be 
an observation of your child, finding out more information from you and/or those who 
know your child or may include a formal assessment.  This is to understand your 
child’s strengths and needs and usually results in a report with recommendations for 
support.  
 
This type of assessment is not the same as an Assessment of Need which is a very 
specific, formal process to determine if your child has a disability as defined under the 
Disability Act 2005, and if so, to identify their health and/or education needs and the 
health services they require to meet those needs.    
 
Disability, as defined in the Disability Act 2005, means a substantial restriction in the 
person’s capacity.  In other words, they have a significant difficulty with 
communication, learning or mobility or significantly disordered cognitive processes.   
In addition, this restriction should be permanent or likely to be permanent and require 
the continued provision of services to meet the person’s needs. For children, there 
must be a need for services to be provided early in life to ameliorate (or help with) 
their disability (See Question 1.1 above for a more detailed description). 
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1.4 Does an assessment of need report mean that my child will get the supports they 
need or get them quicker? 
No, it will not. An assessment of need report can be useful for parents as it provides a 
good understanding of the long-term health needs of their child, but it does not result 
in quicker access to health services.  
 
The assessment of need report prepared by a HSE Assessment Officer will set out 
whether your child has a disability, as defined by the Disability Act. If a disability is 
identified, the report will set out their health and education needs (if any), and the 
health services they require to meet those needs.   
 
Once that report has been completed, a Service Statement is then prepared, listing 
the health services the HSE will provide to meet your child’s needs (see Question 1.8 
for information on Service Statements). 
 
However, it is important to note that those services cannot be provided straightaway 
as there are waiting lists which the HSE is working to reduce.  
 
1.5 Who is responsible for the Assessment of Need process? 
The HSE is responsible for the Assessment of Need (AON) process. HSE Assessment 
Officers process AON applications and produce assessment of need reports. HSE 
Liaison Officers prepare service statements. 
 
1.6  Can I get an Assessment of Need report from a private therapist or company? 
No, only a HSE Assessment Officer can produce an assessment of need report, as set 
out under the Disability Act 2005.  
 
As part of the Assessment of Need process, the HSE Assessment Officer will gather all 
available information and reports that exist for your child. This might include 
information from any Primary Care/Children’s Disability Network Team (CDNT)/Child 
and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS)/National Educational Psychology 
Service (NEPS) involvement.  It can also include any private assessments you have 
organised outside of the public system, and it is important that this information is 
made available to the Assessment Officer.  
 
The Assessment Officer will review all this information and decide if any further 
clinical assessments are required to fully inform the assessment of need report that 
they will produce for your child. In many cases, the information available will be 
enough, meaning your child will not be required to undergo any unnecessary clinical 
assessments.  
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If further assessment is required, the Assessment Officer will discuss this with you and 
make the necessary arrangements. They can request these clinical assessments from 
HSE services such as Primary Care or a Children’s Disability Network Team. They can 
also commission them from a private therapist/company/provider who can provide 
clinical assessments such as speech and language, psychology, autism assessments 
etc.  These further assessments must be arranged by the HSE Assessment Officer, not 
by the family. 
 
1.7  What is an assessment of need report? 
As part of the Assessment of Needs process, an assessment of need report will be 
prepared for you by a HSE Assessment Officer.  
 
If the report states your child has a disability, it will include information on the health 
and education needs (if any) of your child. The report will include the following 
information.  

• A statement about the disability 
• A statement of the health and education needs arising from the disability 
• A statement of the appropriate health services to meet those needs 
• A statement of the period within which a review of the assessment should be 

carried out (this must be no later than a year from the date the assessment 
report is issued) 

 
1.8  What is a service statement? 
You will get a Service Statement if your child is deemed to have a disability in line with 
the Disability Act and an assessment of need report for them has been completed by a 
HSE Assessment Officer. A Service Statement lists the health services the HSE will 
provide to meet your child’s needs. The service statement is prepared by a HSE 
Liaison Officer and must be completed within one month of the assessment report 
being completed. 
 
When preparing the Service Statement, the Liaison Officer considers both: 

• The costs and availability of services 
• The timescale for delivery of services 

 
1.9  Who can apply for an Assessment of Need? 
Anyone born on or after 1 June 2002 can apply for an Assessment of Need if they 
believe they may have a disability and may have needs related to that disability. A 
parent/guardian may apply on behalf of their/a child. 
 
The Assessment of Need process is intended to determine if a person has a disability, 
as described in the Disability Act 2005, and, if they do, their health and education 
needs (if any) and the health services required to meet those needs.   



 

Department of Children, Disability and Equality | 9 
 

 
There are different ways to define disability.  However, for the Assessment of Need 
process, the definition of disability used is set out in Part Two of the Disability Act.  It 
is defined as a substantial restriction in the person’s capacity. In other words, they 
have a significant difficulty with communication, learning or mobility or significantly 
disordered cognitive processes.   In addition, this restriction should be permanent or 
likely to be permanent and require the continued provision of services to meet the 
person’s needs. For children, there must be a need for services to be provided early in 
life to ameliorate (or help with) their disability (See Question 1.1 above for a more 
detailed description). 
 
The full legal definition of disability under the Disability Act 2005 can be found here. 
 
1.10  How do I apply for an Assessment of Need? 
Details of how to apply, including an application form, can be found on the HSE 
website. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2005/act/14/enacted/en/html
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Section 2:  Planned changes to the Assessment of Need Process 
 
2.1  Has the Assessment of Need process changed? 
No. The Government has decided that changes are needed to make the Assessment 
of Need system more efficient for children and families, but those changes have not 
happened yet. A new law will be introduced to make these changes possible. This law 
will be accompanied by statutory guidelines for HSE Assessment Officers setting out 
the updated process. 
 
There will be no change to a person’s right to apply for an Assessment of Need or to 
the timeframe for processing an eligible Assessment of Need application, which is 6 
months from the date it is received. 
 
2.2 Why are you making changes to the Assessment of Need process? 
There has been growing demand for Assessments of Need in recent years. The 
number of Assessment of Need applications has doubled in five years and the HSE 
has not been able to keep up with that pace of increased demand. This means that 
children, and their families, may have to wait for a very long time before their 
application is processed.   
 
The system needs to be more efficient to reduce the waiting time for an Assessment 
of Need application to be completed. This will mean that an assessment of need 
report can be provided more quickly. The quality of the assessment will not change. 
 
The Government has identified a number of changes to the Disability Act (2005), and 
these will be set out in the Disability (Amendment) Bill 2025. 
 
2.3  How were these changes to the Disability Act identified? 
The Department of Children, Disability and Equality worked with the Department of 
Education and Youth, the National Council for Special Education, the HSE and the 
National Clinical Programme for People with Disability, to identify the changes. These 
changes were discussed and approved by the Government. 
 
The Department of Children, Disability and Equality will work with representative 
bodies over the coming months to get their feedback and suggestions, as the 
legislation moves through the legislative process.  
 
2.4  What are the proposed changes to the legislation? 
The changes are set out in the Disability (Amendment) Bill 2025 and are available on 
the Department of Children, Disability and Equality website.  
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The Disability Act is divided into a number of parts which focus on different topics. 
Part 2 of the Act focuses on Assessment of Need. The proposed changes to the 
legislation provide for: 

• Clearer definitions in Section 7 of the Act 
• Clarity about when an assessment of education need is required under Section 

8 of the Act 
• Closing or withdrawing applications under certain conditions, including the 

agreement of the person applying or their parent(s). 
• Creating statutory guidelines for HSE Assessment Officers to support their 

decision-making and also improve consistency across the system  
• Arrangements for any applications that have been received but where the 

assessment process has not been started when the legislation changes are in 
place. 

2.5  When will these changes happen? 
On 9 December 2025, the Government approved the priority drafting of the Disability 
(Amendment) Bill 2025. This process also includes examination of the Bill by the 
Oireachtas, a process called “pre-legislative scrutiny”. 
 
Pre-legislative scrutiny will take place early in 2026 and it is intended the Bill will 
move through the various stages as quickly as possible as this legislation is a priority 
for Government  Details on the legislative process and how a Bill moves through Dáil 
and the Seanad can be found on the Oireachtas website here.    
   
2.6  How will these changes affect me/my child? 
There will be no change to a person’s right to apply for an Assessment of Need (AON) 
or to the timeframe for processing an eligible Assessment of Need application, which 
is 6 months from the date it is received. 
 
The aim is to reduce waiting times for your child’s application to be processed and 
ensure that it is dealt with as quickly as possible. 
 
If you have applied for an Assessment of Need, an assessment of need report will still 
be provided, setting out whether your child has a disability as defined by the Disability 
Act, and where that is the case, a description of their health and educational needs, 
and health service requirements.  
 
2.7  I have already applied for an Assessment of Need for my child – what do the 
changes mean for me? 
Until the legislation has passed through all stages and has been enacted, there will be 
no change to the current system.  Once the legislation is in place, any application that 

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/procedure-guide-dail/legislation/overview-of-legislative-process/
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has been received but not processed (i.e. has only been acknowledged) will be 
processed under the new system. 
 
Any application that is already being processed will continue to be dealt with under 
the existing system. 
 
There should be no difference in the quality of the assessment process or the 
assessment of need report whether an application is processed under the existing or 
the new system. 
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Section 3:  Assessment of Need and Access to Health Services/Supports 
 
3.1 Do I need an Assessment of Need to get health services or supports for my child? 
No, your child does not need an assessment of need in order to access health 
services.  
 
Health services are provided by Primary Care, Children’s Disability Network Teams or 
Mental Health Services without an assessment of need.  Your Local Health Office can 
tell you about the services that are available in your area.  A list of Local Health 
Offices can be found on the HSE website. 
 
Children with complex needs may require supports from their local Children’s 
Disability Network Team.  Children whose needs are less complex are supported 
through the Primary Care system. CAMHS provides services to children requiring 
mental health supports. 
 
If you feel your child has a disability, the option is always available for you to apply for 
an Assessment of Need for them – this is a statutory or legal right set out in the 
Disability Act. 
 
There is a specific legal definition of disability set out in the Disability Act that applies 
to Assessments of Need (see Question 1.1 above).  Your child may not meet this legal 
definition of disability but may still have needs and require supports or services from 
the HSE.   
 
Information on services and supports for children with a disability can be found on the 
Citizen’s Information website or on the HSE website. 
 
3.2. Do I need to get an Assessment of Need to get therapy services for my child? 
No, your child does not need an Assessment of Need to get access to health services, 
including therapy services. Health services are provided by Primary Care, Children’s 
Disability Network Teams or Mental Health Services without an assessment of need. 
 
You can apply directly for services by completing a referral form and sending to the 
appropriate disability service.  Information on getting a referral to children’s disability 
services can be found here. If you would like your child to be referred to CAMHs 
(Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services) you will first need to see your GP. 
 
Information on accessing appropriate disability services for your child can be found on 
the HSE website here.  
 

https://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/health/health-services/children-s-health/caring-for-a-child-with-a-disability/
https://www2.hse.ie/babies-children/disabilities/
https://www2.hse.ie/babies-children/disabilities/services/getting-a-referral/
https://www2.hse.ie/babies-children/disabilities/services/childrens-disability-services/
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The HSE is introducing a Single Point of Access system, which will make it easier for 
families to be referred to the right service - whether that is a Children's Disability 
Network Team, Primary Care, or the Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service.  
This should ensure that your child is not on a number of waiting lists but is on the 
waiting list for the right service for them. 
 
If you feel your child has a disability, the option is always available for you to apply for 
an Assessment of Need for them – this is a statutory or legal right set out in the 
Disability Act. 
 
Information on services and supports for children with a disability can be found on the 
Citizen’s Information website or on the HSE website. 
 
3.3. I think my child is autistic or may need an autism assessment – should I apply for 
an Assessment of Need? 
No, your child does not need an Assessment of Need in order to get an autism 
assessment. If you believe your child will benefit from an autism assessment you can 
speak to any healthcare provider that they are currently linked to. This may include: 

• Your GP 

• Your public health nurse (PHN) 

• Another health professional that your child sees, such as a doctor or therapist 

• Your local Primary Care team or Children’s Disability Network Team 

 
They can refer your child to an appropriate service.  You can also refer your child 
yourself, but the HSE advises that you should talk to your GP or public health nurse 
first. 
 
There is usually a wait for services so, once the referral has been accepted, your child 
will likely have to wait to be assessed.  However, when it comes time for your child to 
be seen, a clinician will review the information that has been provided as part of the 
referral process, talk to you (as parent/guardian) about any concerns, and meet your 
child.  The clinician will then talk to you about whether or not an assessment to 
diagnose autism is necessary, if that is a concern.   
 
Depending on the resources, there may be another wait for the diagnostic 
assessment. In the meantime, while you are waiting for the assessment, there may be 
supports offered that will help address some of your child’s needs, even without a 
diagnosis. 
 

https://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/health/health-services/children-s-health/caring-for-a-child-with-a-disability/
https://www2.hse.ie/babies-children/disabilities/
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There can be circumstances where a parent may think their child is autistic, but it may 
in fact be something else as there may be overlapping characteristics with other 
conditions/diagnoses.  Part of the clinician’s role is to first understand the concerns 
and development of your child and then identify whether there is a reason to assess 
them for autism.   
 
To improve access to autism assessments for children, the HSE is also introducing a 
new Autism Assessment process in 2026 across HSE Primary Care, CAMHs and 
Children’s Disability Network Teams.  Details of this new process, the Autism 
Assessment and Interventions Pathway Protocol, will be available on the HSE website 
once they are finalised.  It is intended that this new process will be supported by 
special teams, providing clinical and administrative assistance, which the HSE will put 
in place over the coming months.  
 
Information on services and supports for children with a disability can be found on the 
Citizen’s Information website or on the HSE website. 
 

  

https://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/health/health-services/children-s-health/caring-for-a-child-with-a-disability/
https://www2.hse.ie/babies-children/disabilities/
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Section 4: Assessment of Need and Access to Educational Support for 
children with additional needs 
 
4.1   Do I need an Assessment of Need to access early childhood care supports for my 
child? 
No, your child does not need an Assessment of Need to access early childhood care 
supports.  If you wish to avail of additional supports to access early childhood care, 
you do not need a diagnosis. The Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) is based on the 
needs of the child in the context of the pre-school setting and is presently available to 
children attending mainstream preschool (ECCE). AIM does not require any diagnosis, 
recognising that many children do not have a diagnosis of a disability when starting 
pre-school. For more information on this please see:  FAQs - Access and Inclusion Model 
 
If you feel your child has a disability, the option is always available for you to apply for 
an Assessment of Need for them – this is a statutory or legal right set out in the 
Disability Act. 
 
Information on services and supports for children with a disability can be found on the 
Citizen’s Information website or on the HSE website. 
 
4.2   Do I need an Assessment of Need to get education supports for my child? 
No, your child does not need an assessment of need report to get education supports 
such as access to Special Needs Assistants or Special Education Teachers.   
 
4.3  How do I access education supports for my child in a mainstream school? 
All mainstream schools have been provided with additional teaching resources, known 
as special education teachers, to enable them to meet their pupils’ needs.  There are 
approximately 15,000 special education teachers in mainstream schools.   
 
There is no requirement for a diagnosis or an assessment of need report to access 
support from special education teachers. Schools are expected to deploy special 
education teachers to support the child or young person with the greatest level of 
need. It is important, therefore, to talk to your child’s teacher if you have concerns 
about their educational progress.  
 
4.4   Does my child need an assessment of need report to access a Special School or 
Special Class in a mainstream school? 
No, your child does not need an assessment of need report to access a special school 
or special class in a mainstream school. 
 

https://aim.gov.ie/faqs/
https://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/health/health-services/children-s-health/caring-for-a-child-with-a-disability/
https://www2.hse.ie/babies-children/disabilities/


 

Department of Children, Disability and Equality | 17 
 

A professional report is currently required to access a special class or a special school.  
This report should state that your child has a special educational need and that this 
need is of such complexity that a special class placement could be considered.   
Information on the type of professional report required can be provided by the 
National Council for Special Education (NCSE) or the HSE. Although some parents 
may have used an assessment of need report for this purpose, this report does not 
need to be obtained through the Assessment of Need process.  
 
The Department of Education and Youth favours the adoption of a needs-based 
approach to all aspects of school life including enrolment. This would mean, in time, 
that the requirement for a diagnosis to enrol in a special class or a special school 
would no longer be needed. However, there will be a consultation process with 
education stakeholders and advocacy groups in advance of any changes to enrolment 
requirements. 
 
Until then, the process for accessing a special school or a special class in a mainstream 
school is unchanged. 
 
4.5   My child is moving from primary to post-primary school – will they need an 
assessment of need report in order to get SNA support?  
No, an assessment of need report is not required.  The requirement for any health-
based information to support transitions from a primary to a post-primary special 
class of the same type and/or for additional SNA requirements has been removed.  
 
4.6  How are schools and early childhood education and care services involved in the 
Assessment of Need process? 
An Assessment of Need is an assessment process carried out by the HSE for children 
or young people with a disability.   It has two parts: 

• The first is determining whether the applicant has a disability, as defined under 
the Disability Act and  

• The second is, where the applicant is determined to have a disability, 
identifying their health and/or education needs if any, and the health services 
they require to meet those needs. 

As part of the Assessment of Need process, the HSE Assessment Officer may request 
assistance from the National Council for Special Education (NCSE) to assess the 
applicant’s education needs.  The NCSE can nominate a person with appropriate 
expertise to assist in carrying out this assessment of education needs. This is usually 
someone in the school or and early childhood education and care service depending 
on the age of the child. 
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The Department of Education and Youth provides guidance on this process in the 
form of a circular.  The most recent is Circular 0069/2025, which sets out the roles 
and responsibilities of schools and the NCSE in the Assessment of Need process. 
 
4.7  How will the reform of the Assessment of Need process affect the assessment of 
education needs?  
There will be no change to the assessment of education needs as part of the 
Assessment of Need process under the proposed reforms to the Assessment of Need 
system.  
 
It is important to note that the provision of an education needs assessment as part of 
the Assessment of Need process is entirely separate from the processes in place within 
the education system to access education supports.   
 
Your child does not need an assessment of need report to get education supports.   

 
 
 

https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-education/circulars/assessment-of-need/

