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Inspection methods and evidence base 
 
The inspection evaluations are based on evidence gained from lesson observations, from 
scrutiny of the children’s completed written work and from a range of documentation 
including the school’s internal performance data.  In addition, the inspection team held 
discussions with groups of the children, with teaching and non-teaching staff and with 
representatives from the Board of Governors. 
 
The views of the parents, teaching and non-teaching staff were sought through a 
confidential questionnaire prior to the inspection.  The reporting inspector discussed any 
issues raised through the questionnaires with the principal and the governors.  A summary 
of the outcomes from the questionnaires is included in section 6 of the report. 
 
 
Quantitative terms 
 
In this report, proportions may be described as percentages, common fractions and in more 
general quantitative terms.  Where more general terms are used, they should be interpreted 
as follows: 
 
 

Almost/nearly all - more than 90% 
Most - 75%-90% 

A majority - 50%-74% 
A significant minority - 30%-49% 

A minority - 10%-29% 
Very few/a small number - less than 10% 

 
 
 
In assessing the various features of the provision, inspectors relate their evaluations to six 
descriptors as set out below: 
  

Performance Level  Descriptor  

Outstanding  Outstanding characterised by excellence  

Very Good  Consistently good; major strengths  

Good  Important strengths in most of the provision. Areas for 
improvement which organisation has the capacity to address  

Satisfactory  Overall sound/satisfactory but with areas for improvement in 
important areas which need to be addressed  

Inadequate  A few strengths; significant areas for improvement which require 
prompt action  

Unsatisfactory  Poor; major shortcomings which require urgent action  
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1. School context 
 
1.1 Clifton School provides education for pupils from three to nineteen years of age who 
have severe learning difficulties and, in recent years, pupils who have increasingly complex 
behavioural difficulties.  The school is newly built on an extensive site on the outskirts of 
Bangor and the children travel to the school from a wide geographical area. 
 
1.2 This inspection completes the work that began in 2012.  The inspection was 
incomplete at that stage due to industrial action being taken by the staff not to co-operate 
with the Education and Training Inspectorate on advice from their teaching union. 
 
School Year 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 
Enrolments 122 122 118 128 133 
Attendance 89.7% 89.3% 92.2% 89.3% - 
Teachers 17 17 20 20 20 
Classroom assistants 42 42 45 48 53 
Percentage of children 
entitled to free school 
meals 

18.9% 22.1% 27.7% 29.7% 32% 

Percentage of children 
who are newcomers 1.6% 2.4% 2.5% 2.4% 2.3% 

 
2. Focus of the inspection 
 
The inspection focused on: 
 

• the pupil’s achievements and standards; 
 
• the quality of provision for learning; and 
 
• the quality of leadership and management, including the school’s processes for 

self-evaluation leading to improvement. 
 

In addition, the school’s arrangements for pastoral care, including child protection, were 
evaluated.  
 
3. Overall findings of the inspection 
 
In the areas inspected, the quality of education provided by this school is good, and 
the pastoral care is very good. 
 
3.1 Main findings 
 

• The majority of pupils achieve well by the end of their education in Clifton 
School. 

 
• There is a welcoming and supportive ethos and very good quality pastoral care 

throughout the school. 
 

• The school has developed a highly resourced, good quality provision for those 
pupils with challenging behaviour which helps them to engage positively for the 
most part with learning.  

 



2 
 

4. The findings in detail 
 
4.1 Achievements and standards 
 
The quality of the achievements and standards is good. 
 
The majority of the pupils engage well with learning and although they make progress over 
their time in the school, the pupils in a small number of classes could be helped further by 
improving the planning and teaching to ensure that it is sharply focused on how targets can 
be realised and how learning can build purposefully on previous attainments.  By the end of 
their school careers the pupils transfer successfully to a range of appropriate placements. 
 

• Most of the pupils develop appropriate literacy, numeracy, social and communication 
skills enabling them to participate in a range of activities in the school and the local 
community.  
 

• The pupils’ behaviour is mostly very good; when individual pupil’s exhibit particularly 
challenging behaviour, sensible and consistent strategies are deployed by staff to 
calm the pupils and defuse these challenges. 
 

• The pupils develop good, and at times very good, skills in information and 
communication technology (ICT), commensurate with their abilities.  

 
• The pupils attending the South Eastern Regional College are prepared very well by 

the school staff for the transition to post 19 provisions and are able to demonstrate a 
wide range of independent life skills.  

 
4.2 Provision for learning 
 
The quality of the learning and teaching is good. 
 
The quality of the lessons observed varied widely; most were good or better and a small 
number was inadequate.  In the best practice the planning is thorough, the activities are 
relevant and appropriate and the learning intentions build on previous learning; the pace and 
variety of the activities ensures that the pupils remain engaged with the learning over a 
sustained period.  In the less effective practice the planning is not sufficiently focused, 
opportunities for developing and extending the pupils’ experiences are missed, time is 
wasted and little evidence of progression is demonstrated.  The planning for lessons which 
are less effective needs to be reconsidered and improved to ensure it is thorough, activities 
support skill development and outcomes can be measured against improvement.  To this 
end the principal and vice-principal should take the lead in establishing a more rigorous 
system of accountability. 
 

• In the best practice there is proficient and innovative use of ICT to engage, 
motivate and extend the pupils’ learning.  

 
• The extensive school accommodation and grounds are used very well to support 

the pupils’ learning. 
 
• The quality of the pastoral care is very good. In discussions with inspectors the 

pupils expressed their enjoyment in attending school and meeting their friends 
and teachers; they benefit from the routines of the day and feel safe and secure 
in class and around the school. 
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4.3 Leadership and Management 
 
The quality of the leadership and management is good. 
 
The principal provides good leadership in developing and implementing the school 
development plan, ensuring the involvement of relevant groups and setting appropriate 
priorities for action.  The plan meets the requirements of the Department of Education 
(School Development Plans) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2010.  The vice-principal leads 
effectively the arrangements and procedures for child protection.  The heads of department 
do not demonstrate effectively that they carry out their leadership roles with sufficient rigour; 
consequently there is a wide variation in the quality of planning, teaching and learning within 
departments.  The principal and vice-principal need to lead the process of promoting a 
consistent approach of good quality teaching and learning and the effective implementation 
of revised arrangements to monitor the process. 
 

• The subject co-ordinators have appropriate action plans and lead, monitor and 
evaluate their subject areas well.  

 
• The individual education plans and pupil profiles recently developed at a whole 

school level provide an effective method of assessing individual need and 
providing appropriate information about how a pupil learns. 

 
• The school has developed extensive links with other schools and organisations 

in the community which enrich the educational experiences of the pupils. 
 
• The governors are highly supportive of the life and work of the school 

community.  In particular they are actively involved in the school development 
process and review regularly school policies.  They value the supportive pastoral 
care of the pupils and the very good quality of the school accommodation but are 
concerned regarding the current budgetary constraints. 

 
• On the basis of the evidence available at the time of the inspection, the school 

has comprehensive arrangements in place for safeguarding children.  These 
arrangements reflect the guidance issued by the Department of Education.  

 
5. Evidence from questionnaires 
 

Questionnaires 
May 2012 

Issued Returned Additional Comments 

Parents 126 44 25 
Teachers  2 1 
Support Staff  47 5 

 
Questionnaires 
March 2013 

Issued Returned Additional Comments 

Parents 129 24 15 
Teachers  17 1 
Support Staff  32 9 
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A majority of the parental questionnaire responses are very positive and comment on 
the caring and approachable principal, teachers and classroom assistants.  The 
parents value the progress made by their children, the strong pastoral concern shown 
by the staff and the kind and supportive ethos throughout the school.  The small 
number of concerns, including the lack of occupational therapy provision to the school, 
was shared with the principal and with the Board of Governors.  
 
The majority of the teachers’ and support staff questionnaire responses are very 
positive, and indicate strong support for the work and life of the school.  The few 
concerns raised were brought to the attention of the principal and the Board of 
Governors. 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
In the areas inspected, the quality of education provided by this school is good.  The school 
has important strengths in most of its education and pastoral provision.  The inspection has 
identified areas for improvement which the school has demonstrated the capacity to 
address.  The Education and Training Inspectorate will monitor the school’s progress on the 
areas for improvement. 
 
The areas for improvement include the need for: 
 

• the teachers, led by the principal and vice-principal, to come to an agreed 
understanding of what constitutes effective planning for  teaching and learning; 
and 

 
• the principal and vice-principal to formulate with the teachers a rigorous system 

for monitoring and evaluating the quality of planning, teaching and learning. 
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