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1. Context 
 
Harberton Special School is situated in south Belfast and provides education for pupils aged 
3-12 with moderate and severe learning difficulties.  The provision has been extended this 
academic year to include Year 8 pupils with moderate learning difficulties.  The school 
operates a dual-day nursery unit and  also provides outreach literacy and behaviour support 
to primary schools in the Belfast area for approximately 600 children.  The school enrolment 
has increased over recent years and the profile of the pupils’ needs has changed gradually 
with an increase in the number with complex learning difficulties.  Pupils may transfer from 
the school to other special, or mainstream schools following educational psychologist 
assessment.  The school partners with Taughmonagh Primary School in a shared education 
project. 
 
Four of the teaching unions which make up the Northern Ireland Teachers’ Council (NITC) 
have declared industrial action primarily in relation to a pay dispute.  This includes 
non-co-operation with the Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI).  Prior to the inspection, 
the school informed the ETI that the majority of the teachers would not be co-operating with 
the inspectors.  The ETI have a statutory duty to monitor, inspect and report on the quality of 
education under Article 102 of the Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) Order 1986.  
Therefore, the inspection proceeded and the following evaluations are based on the 
evidence as made available at the time of the inspection. 
 
2. Views of parents and staff 
 
Just over 8% of parents (18) and most of the staff (32) responded to the confidential 
questionnaires.  Almost all of the responses to the parental questionnaire indicated high 
levels of satisfaction with the life and work of the school.  In particular, the parents 
highlighted the dedication and hard work of the leadership and staff, the excellent 
communication between home and school, and the progress made by their children who are 
happy in the caring, positive learning environment.  Almost all of the staff responses were 
wholly affirmative, highlighting the effective leadership and management, the positive 
working relationships in the school, and the shared commitment to the children’s progress 
and well-being.  The ETI has reported to the principal and representatives of the board of 
governors, the very few concerns and main findings emerging from the parents and staff 
questionnaires. 
 
3. Focus of the inspection 
 
The inspection focused on: 
 

• the outcomes for pupils; in particular, how the school is addressing individual 
needs; 
 

• the quality of provision in the school; and 
 

• the quality of leadership and management. 
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4. Overall findings of the inspection 
 

Overall effectiveness Unable to assure the quality of education 

Outcomes for learners No performance level available 

Quality of provision   No performance level available 

Leadership and management No performance level available 
 
5. Outcomes for learners 

 
• All the pupils are developing very well their social skills, self-confidence and 

independence.  Preparation for the pupils’ transition is highly effective, with a 
range of learning experiences, including the use of software to support literacy 
skills, and planned visits with staff to their new schools, where appropriate.  
Whilst this is the first year that the school has had Year 8 provision, the school is 
able to demonstrate through internal monitoring that the pupils are making very 
good progress in their Key Stage 3 range of subjects. 

 
• Almost all of the pupils make steady and secure progress through their individual 

education plan (IEP) targets.  Evidence from the school’s innovative pupil 
progress tracking charts demonstrates that the pupils develop very well an 
appropriate range of functional skills. In addition they attain excellent levels of 
competency in information and communication technology (ICT) skills.  The 
pupils are happy and secure, and learn to manage very effectively their emotions 
and behaviour as they work through the well-planned individual programmes 
designed to nurture them and meet their complex educational needs. 

 
• The pupils are polite, helpful and respectful to each other, staff and visitors.  

They work purposefully in small and larger groups and individually, developing 
very good communication skills, and positive dispositions for learning.  The 
pupils enjoy, and engage enthusiastically, in the wide range of learning activities 
provided.  The pupils have very good social skills and are confident in engaging 
with one another, and adults.  They develop skills to enable them to assume 
leadership roles and responsibilities, such as membership of the school council, 
and the eco-council.   

 
The ETI was unable to evaluate fully the: 
 

• outcomes attained by the pupils. 
 

6. Quality of provision  
 
• The pupils follow a broad and balanced curriculum and benefit from the creative 

and embedded use of ICT, a range of extra-curricular activities and the use of 
assistive technologies to support them in their learning.  The Year 8 pupils are 
introduced to new subject areas, such as science and technology through 
effective collaboration with a local special school.  There is a consistent focus on 
the development of functional literacy, numeracy and social skills through the 
use of multi-sensory approaches and rotational learning opportunities which 
provide varied learning experiences for all of the pupils and promote the 
development of their talking and listening skills.  A stimulating range of play 
activities and resources provides very good opportunities for the younger pupils 
to develop a wide range of skills.   
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• The highly effective collaboration with the allied health professionals provides 
excellent support for the pupils in addressing barriers to their learning.  The 
school engages purposefully with relevant outside agencies to plan effectively for 
the transition of pupils to mainstream schools, or other special schools where 
appropriate. Pupils with additional emotional needs benefit from very effective 
drawing and talking sessions. 

 
• Approximately one half of the teachers were observed, and the quality of the 

lessons was good or better, with the majority being outstanding.  In the very 
effective lessons, the pupils were actively involved and engaged in their learning 
through highly organised, differentiated and practical learning experiences.  The 
teachers and classroom assistants have detailed knowledge of the pupils’ needs 
and through highly effective teamwork, along with the consistent use of very 
effective classroom management strategies they support the pupils very 
appropriately in developing their independence and social skills.  The planning 
for learning provides well-considered opportunities for connected learning 
experiences and assessments are used effectively to plan differentiated teaching 
strategies and ensure progression across the school. 

 
• Based on the evidence available at the time of the inspection, the school’s 

approach to the care and welfare of the pupils impacts positively on learning, 
teaching and outcomes.  The school is participating in the Rights Respecting 
Schools programme, has gained an eco-school award, and recently received an 
award for excellence in ICT which involves promoting inclusion. 

 
The ETI was unable to evaluate fully the: 
 

• quality of the curriculum; 
 
• effectiveness of guidance and support in bringing about high quality individual 

learning experiences; and  
 
• effectiveness and impact of planning, engagement/ teaching/training and 

assessment in promoting successful learning.  
 

7. Leadership and management  
 

• The strategic leadership of the school very effectively focuses on improving 
further the learning experiences for all of the children through thorough reflection 
of school practice and well-conceived school-based research, including trialling 
of innovative approaches for learning and teaching.  Very high standards and 
expectations are set by the school leaders and the established distributed 
leadership and collegial approach to school improvement promotes very 
effectively the positive ethos of the child-centred school community.  

 
• The curriculum co-ordinators lead their areas of responsibility with enthusiasm 

and skill, and use highly effective systems for monitoring aspects of the provision 
through regular classroom observations, pupil progress walks, scrutiny of 
planning and learning evaluations, and careful analysis of data.  The school has 
developed excellent links with a wide range of external organisations and 
support agencies, for example the shared education project with Taughmonagh 
Primary School and the Comenius link with Parkview School and schools in 
Poland and Sweden; together with the purposeful and high quality partnership 
with parents, these links enhance further the pupil’s learning experiences.  
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• The school development plan is based on widespread consultation with all 

stakeholders and the key priorities concentrate appropriately on pupil progress in 
learning and on the standards and achievements that they attain.  The school 
has developed a very effective system for tracking the pupils’ holistic progress 
which informs well the pupil’s progression through the school and their future 
school placements. 

 
• During the inspection the ETI met with representatives of the board of governors.  

The governors are fully informed about the work and life of the school and they 
play a pro-active role in the school improvement process.  They demonstrate a 
strong commitment to the school and exercise their challenge function, as 
necessary, to ensure that the children’s holistic development is paramount.  The 
governors maintain a strong and positive presence in the school, for example 
through the planned visits to classrooms. 

 
• Based on the evidence available at the time of the inspection, the arrangements 

for safeguarding young people reflect the guidance issued by the Department of 
Education.  The young people report that they feel safe in the school and that 
they are aware what to do if they have any concerns about their safety or 
welfare. 

 
The ETI was unable to evaluate fully the: 
 

• effectiveness and impact of the middle leadership. 
 

8. Overall effectiveness 
 
Owing to the impact of the action short of strike being taken by the teachers, the ETI is 
unable to assure parents/carers, the wider school community and stakeholders of the quality 
of education being provided for the pupils.  This will be reflected in future inspection activity. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
Statistical data 
 
Harberton Special school 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 
Enrolment school 231 227 226 256 
Enrolment outreach 542 565 583 598 
% Attendance 94.2 94.0 93.9 91.4 
% FSME 1 63.6 65.2 61.9 58.5 
 
Source:  data as held by the school. 
* fewer than 5 
 
  

                                                 
1 The term ‘FSME Percentage’ refers to the percentage of pupils entitled to free school meals. 
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APPENDIX B 
 
Inspection method and evidence base 
 
The ETI’s Inspection and Self-Evaluation Framework which guides inspection and 
self-evaluation within special schools is available on the ETI website The Inspection and 
Self-Evaluation Framework (ISEF): Special Education | Education Training Inspectorate 
 
Inspectors observed teaching and learning, scrutinised documentation and the pupil’s written 
work and held formal and informal discussions with pupils, teachers and staff with specific 
responsibilities. 
 
The arrangements for this inspection included: 
 

• a meeting with representatives from the governors; 
 

• meetings with groups of pupils; and 
 

• the opportunity for the parents, teaching and support staff to complete a 
confidential questionnaire. 

 
  

https://www.etini.gov.uk/publications/inspection-and-self-evaluation-framework-isef-effective-practice-and-self-evaluation-2
https://www.etini.gov.uk/publications/inspection-and-self-evaluation-framework-isef-effective-practice-and-self-evaluation-2


7 
 

APPENDIX C 
 
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% 

 
Performance levels 
 
The Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) use the following performance levels when 
reporting on Outcomes for learners, on the Quality of provision and on Leadership and 
management: 
 

Outstanding 
Very Good 

Good 
Important area(s) for 

improvement 
Requires significant 

improvement 
Requires urgent improvement 

 
Inspection Outcome 
 
The ETI use one of the following inspection outcomes when indicating what will happen after 
the inspection: 
 

The organisation has a high level of capacity for sustained improvement in the 
interest of all the learners. ETI will continue to monitor how the organisation 
sustains improvement. 

The organisation demonstrates the capacity to identify and bring about 
improvement in the interest of all the learners. ETI will continue to monitor how 
the organisation sustains improvement  

The organisation needs to address (an) important area(s) for improvement in the 
interest of all the learners. ETI will monitor and report on the organisation’s 
progress in addressing the area(s) for improvement which include the need to... 
There will be a formal follow-up inspection in...  
 

The organisation needs to address urgently the significant areas for 
improvement identified in the interest of all the learners. It requires external 
support to do so. The ETI will monitor and report on the organisation’s progress 
in addressing the need to... There will be a formal follow-up inspection in... 
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