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Dear Minister, 

 

I wrote to you some months ago on behalf of the Division of Behaviour Analysis, 

Psychological Society of Ireland, and others who objected to the highly inaccurate way you 

referred in the Dail to the field of Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) and its use with 

children with autism. 

 

Beyond a formal acknowledgment, you haven’t replied to the extended account that I sent 

you of the nature, origins and use of ABA. Consequently, and in the face of the continued 

misrepresentation and apparent wilful misunderstanding of key issues by some in the media, I 

wish to repeat the main points. For the sake of brevity, I will not include references to 

scientific papers and review documents this time, but be assured that they can be supplied on 

request. 

 

The key points are these: 

1. Parents of children with autism are offered a bewildering array of treatments or 

educational interventions. 

2. The great majority of these have not been properly tested or shown to  improve the 

quality of life of children with autism. 

3. Amongst these unproven treatments are several that are approved, explicitly or 

implicitly, by your Department. 

4. ABA is better than these on two counts: it is derived from a general scientific account 

of human behaviour, and formal evaluation has shown that, if and only if properly 

implemented, it can enhance the quality of life of children with autism. 

5. Success with ABA depends on the integrity of its implementation by properly trained 

therapists and programme managers. 

6. Ireland was  recently a leading nation in this area, because some ABA schools (as 

projects) had been introduced and sustained. 
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7. Recent changes, on foot of those projects being formally identified as schools, have 

completely undermined their capacity to deliver quality ABA programmes for 

children with autism. 

8. Despite this, the Irish public is being currently misled by spokespersons who maintain 

that ABA schooling is available in Ireland. 

9. The new  5-day ABA courses that the SESS are running for teachers are not 

appropriately presented. It is claimed that when teachers have completed the course 

they are trained in ABA, can design and evaluate programmes etc. This is dangerous: 

would you for example offer a health professional a five-day course in another 

discipline and then tell they were qualified? As we have documented previously, 

universities in Ireland offer a number of courses that will bring teachers and others to 

a professional standard. These take months, not days. It has also been claimed that 

advice has been taken on the design of the SESS course, but we were certainly not 

consulted.  

10.  Unless policies are changed, Ireland will soon become a country where publicly-

funded science-based effective programmes for children with autism are unavailable. 

 

As before, I write as much in sorrow as in anger, and members of the Division of Behaviour 

Analysis, Psychological Society of Ireland, remain available to discuss all and any of these 

issues. Yet another area of misrepresentation is the false claim that earlier we declined to 

participate in discussion. 

 

 

Yours sincerely 

                   

 
 

 

Professor Julian Leslie MA DPhil (Oxon) CPsychol FPsSI    
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