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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: 
 

DESCRIPTOR 
Outstanding 
Very Good 

Good 
Satisfactory 
Inadequate 

Unsatisfactory 
 
 
 

 



STATISTICAL INFORMATION (SPECIAL SCHOOLS) 
 
 

1.1 i. School:  Castle Tower School iii. Date of Inspection:  W/B 01/02/10 
                  Ballymena 
 
 ii. School Reference Number:  331-6676 iv. Nature of Inspection:  Focused 
 
1.2 

 
School Year 

 
2007/08 

 
2008/09 

 
2009/10 

 
Total Enrolment 

 
268 

 
265 

 
257 

 
 

 The enrolment for the current year is the figure on the day of notification of inspection.  For previous 
 years it is the figure in the annual return to the Department of Education. 
 
1.3 Number of Pupils in Outreach Programme: 23 
 
1.4 Average Attendance for the Previous School Year: 90.8% 
 
1.5 i. Number of Teachers in School:  36  on Outreach Programme: 3 
  (including the Principal and p/t teachers) 
  (f/t equivalent = 25 teaching hours) 
 
 ii. PTR (pupil/teacher ratio): 7.8 
 
 iii. Average Class Size: 9 
 
 iv. Number of Classroom Assistants: 53  
 
 v. Ancillary Support: 
  Number of Hours per week: 
 
 Clerical Support: 86  
   
 vii. Percentage of children in receipt of free 
  school meals: 31.13% 

 



 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Castle Tower School is situated in Ballymena, County Antrim.  The school was 
established in September 2007 as the result of the amalgamation of the three special 
schools in Ballymena:  Dunfane, Beechgrove and Loughan.  The school remains on three 
separate campuses while awaiting a new school building.  Castle Tower School provides 
education for 257 pupils; it also provides outreach support for approximately 23 pupils as 
part of the North-Eastern Education and Library Board’s (NEELB's) programme of support 
for special educational needs in mainstream schools.  
 
1.2 The Dunfane Campus provides facilities for key stage (KS) 1 to KS4 and post-16 
pupils with moderate and complex learning difficulties.  It shares a site with the Beechgrove 
Campus.  The Beechgrove Campus accommodates 18 pupils aged from four to eleven 
years of age, who have physical disabilities.  The Loughan Campus, which is situated 
approximately two miles from the other campuses, provides education for 73 pupils with 
severe learning difficulties, including eleven pupils who have profound and multiple learning 
difficulties and eight pupils who present with persistent challenging behaviours. 
 
1.3 The outreach service provides support for 23 pupils aged between three and eleven 
years of age who have moderate learning difficulties and require additional support with 
language and communication.  The current service model is focused mainly on supporting 
individual pupils in their own school; this support is enabling the schools to build up their 
internal expertise and capacity to deal effectively with pupils who experience learning 
difficulties. 
 
1.4 The arrangements for the inspection of pastoral care and child protection included 
the opportunity for the parents and the teaching and support staff to complete confidential 
questionnaires prior to the inspection.  Meetings were also held with representatives from 
the Board of Governors (governors) and groups of primary pupils and pupils from year 8 and 
year 12. 
 
1.5 One hundred and thirty-three questionnaires were issued to the parents, 20% were 
returned to the Inspection Services Branch including 20 that contained additional written 
comments.  The responses from the parental questionnaires showed that the majority of 
parents appreciate the care and support provided for the pupils by a dedicated and 
committed staff team.  A small number of parents expressed concerns about the poor quality 
of the accommodation and about the limited availability of speech therapy. 
 
1.6 The governors expressed their appreciation of the hard work and commitment of the 
Principal and staff in meeting the many challenges in the establishment of the new school 
and in coping with the deficiencies of the poor accommodation.  They expressed their 
disappointment in the lack of progress in providing the new school building. 
 
1.7 The pupils talked enthusiastically about the staff and their enjoyment of their classes.  
From the discussions, there is evidence that they are aware of what to do if they have any 
worries about their safety and well-being. 
 
1.8 Almost all the teachers and just over half of the support staff completed the online 
questionnaires.  Eighteen of the teachers and nineteen of the support staff questionnaires 
included written comments.  The responses were mostly positive and supportive of the work 
of the school.  
 
1.9 The Inspectorate has reported to the Principal and representatives of the governors 
the few issues emerging from the questionnaires and the discussions. 
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1.10 The focus of the inspection was on the standards achieved by the pupils in the 
school, the quality of the provision for learning, the leadership and management of the 
school and the arrangements for child protection and pastoral care.  The inspection also 
evaluated the quality of the teaching in the outreach provision. 
 
1.11 The report evaluates achievements and standards and quality of teaching and 
learning under the headings of Dunfane Campus, Beechgrove Campus and Loughan 
Campus and outreach provision.  The management section applies to all of the provision. 
 
1.12 The inspectors observed 78 lessons across the three campuses and the outreach 
service.  They held discussions with the Principal, the senior management team (SMT), 
co-ordinators, teachers, governors and pupils.  The inspectors scrutinised the school 
development plan (SDP), related documentation and policies, the teachers’ planning and the 
pupils’ work.  One inspector observed outreach teaching in three primary schools and held 
discussions with mainstream staff.  Another inspector visited the local college of further 
education to observe the provision there for the pupils from Castle Tower School. 
 
2. ACHIEVEMENTS AND STANDARDS 
 
2.1 The pupils’ standards of achievement were judged in relation to their prior 
educational attainment.  Throughout the inspection, the majority of pupils behaved extremely 
well and participated actively in lessons; the behaviour management strategies used by the 
staff are helping all pupils to benefit from school life. 
 
2.2 HEALTHY EATING AND PHYSICAL ACTIVITY 
 
The school gives very good attention to promoting healthy eating and physical activity, for 
example the positive lunchtime experience encourages the pupils to make healthy meal 
choices, to adopt healthy lifestyles, and promotes the development of social skills. 
 
2.3 DUNFANE CAMPUS PRIMARY DEPARTMENT  
 
In the five classes that make up the primary department on the Dunfane Campus, the pupils 
achieve well and engage positively with the school curriculum, which is appropriate to their 
needs.  The staff encourage the pupils to be as independent as possible from an early age; 
as a result, the pupils are growing in confidence and self-esteem.  They attain good 
standards of communication in line with their ability and they are learning to manage their 
behaviour positively and to interact appropriately with their peers.  The targets outlined in the 
pupils’ individual progress plans (IPPs) are appropriate; the pupils all make good progress in 
literacy and numeracy against these targets. 
 
2.4 DUNFANE CAMPUS POST-PRIMARY DEPARTMENT 
 
By the end of KS4, the standards achieved by the pupils in this department are very good.  
The majority of pupils gain accreditation in the Council for the Curriculum Examinations and 
Assessment (CCEA) entry level English, mathematics, science, art and design and 
technology and design.  Approximately 50% of pupils undertake the Occupational Studies 
course in the Northern Regional College.  The school leavers’ programme is accredited by 
the Award Scheme Development and Accreditation Network (ASDAN) and links 
appropriately with important life skills in areas including personal development, meal 
preparation and cooking, independent living and work awareness.  A small number of pupils 
study General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) art and design, and attend GCSE 
mathematics, English and science classes in neighbouring post-primary schools.  (See 
Appendix 2 for further details) 
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The inspection found that the pupils demonstrate high standards in self-esteem and personal 
development; they work well together in groups and pairs and are developing their 
independence.  Those pupils with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties are helped to 
cope with the demands of school life through the caring, sensitive and effective approach 
used by the very effective behaviour management team.  The pupils achieve the targets 
outlined in their IPPs and make good progress in literacy and numeracy.  They are achieving 
standards commensurate with their ability across the curriculum. 
 
2.5 BEECHGROVE CAMPUS 
 
Across the three primary classes that make up this campus, the pupils achieve well in a 
caring and supportive environment.  They make good progress in their learning through 
achieving the targets set in their IPPs.  The staff provides a high level of support, for 
example, through the effective use of assistive technology which enables the pupils to 
communicate and to access a broad curriculum.  As they progress from class to class, the 
pupils demonstrate an increasing ability to work independently and in groups.  Throughout 
the campus, the pupils’ achievements are highlighted and celebrated. 
 
2.6 LOUGHAN CAMPUS 
 
All of the pupils in the Loughan Campus leave school having experienced a relevant, 
personalised and practically-based curriculum in preparation for life after school in an adult 
education centre or in the local community.  The pupils who have profound and multiple 
learning difficulties respond well to the sensory curriculum; they relax to the tactile activities, 
feel secure, improve their eye contact with the staff, learn to communicate at a simple level 
and tolerate the variety of activities of the practical curriculum. 
 
A small number of the pupils with severe challenging behaviours find the school day very 
demanding and are habitually self-injuring or aggressive to staff and other pupils.  On 
occasions, when their moods allow it, they respond socially and appropriately to staff and 
engage compliantly with the learning activities, often responding well to the sensory activities 
or table top exercises. 
 
Almost all of the pupils in the severe learning difficulties classes participate actively in the 
lessons and behave well; they are keen to demonstrate their learning by engaging in 
conversation and working with increasing independence.  The pupils achieve a range of 
personal and social skills which build their self-esteem and confidence and reflect the 
progress each makes on their level of need as assessed on admission to the school. 
 
As the pupils progress across the classes, they develop literacy, numeracy and social skills 
commensurate with their ability and, by the leavers’ stage, almost all complete ASDAN 
accredited courses in horticulture, Going to College and in Citizenship. 
 
A few of the pupils are able for supported employment and, with encouragement and 
parental support, could continue their education in the local college of further education; 
where appropriate, they should be given the opportunity to do so. 
 
2.7  OUTREACH SERVICE 
 
During the outreach sessions for learning support in literacy, numeracy and play, the pupils 
work with enjoyment and respond positively to the well-structured lessons, the appropriate 
resources and to frequent encouragement and praise.  They are keen to achieve and 
progress, take pride in their work and talk enthusiastically about their learning.  The pupils 
are meeting the targets set within their IPPs and, in most of the lessons observed, they 
produce work to an appropriately high standard.  The schools report positively about the 
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outreach support, in particular, about the improvements over time for individual children, 
including an increase in their self-esteem and confidence and in their literacy and/or 
numeracy skills.  In addition, the mainstream teachers report that most of the children have 
developed strategies which enable them to succeed better in their lessons.  In home-based 
support, there is clear evidence of children progressing in a range of communication and 
personal skills and benefiting greatly from early intervention. 
 
2.8 The inspection findings identified the following strengths in the achievements of the 
pupils in both the school and the outreach service: 
 

 the very good standards achieved by the pupils in achieving their IPP targets;  
 

 the  pupils’ developing  self-confidence, independence and social and life skills 
which enable them to co-operate with their peers and to treat one another with 
respect;  
 

 the achievements of the pupils in a broad range of appropriate accreditation;  
 

 the pupils’ overall health and well-being, which is promoted well throughout the 
school;  
 

 the pupils’ very good responses to the teaching sessions provided by the 
outreach teachers; and 
 

 the very good quality of some of the school’s programme for transition and 
leavers.  

 
3. QUALITY OF PROVISION FOR LEARNING 
 
3.1 The overall provision for learning in Castle Tower School is very good.  The 
outstanding quality of the pastoral care provision is complemented by the caring and 
supportive ethos within the classrooms and the quality of the teaching, which engages all of 
the pupils by building upon their specific interests and abilities.  The staff share high 
expectations for the behaviour and achievements of all learners. 
 
3.2 The school has very good comprehensive arrangements in place for safeguarding 
the pupils.  These arrangements reflect the guidance issued by the Department of 
Education. 
 
3.3 Due to the complexity of many of the personal, social and emotional issues which 
impact on the capacity of a small number of pupils to engage effectively in the learning 
process, the SMT has appointed a part-time school counsellor.  The quality of this support is 
very good. 
 
3.4 The quality of teaching is very good.  Almost 95% of the lessons observed were 
judged to be of good to outstanding quality.  These lessons were characterised by good 
planning, which reflected the needs of the pupils, appropriate individual outcomes and very 
effective assessment. 
 

 4



 

3.5 DUNFANE CAMPUS PRIMARY DEPARTMENT 
 
The teaching in the primary department ranged from good to outstanding.  There is a warm, 
secure and inclusive environment in which the pupils are encouraged to achieve.  Their work 
and records of their experiences are celebrated in the bright displays in the classrooms and 
in the corridors.  The teachers’ planning, assessment and evaluation of the learning and 
teaching is of a high standard.  The curriculum is broad, balanced, coherent and promotes 
progression in the pupils’ learning.  The collaborative practice between teachers and 
classroom assistants is very good, with support staff contributing skilfully to the pupils’ 
well-being and learning experiences.  The staff in the department meet regularly to discuss 
planning for learning; the school has recognised the need for this very good practice to be 
disseminated across all the campuses.  Information and communication technology (ICT) is 
used effectively in all classes to engage and stimulate the pupils’ learning and to enrich their 
educational experiences.  
 
3.6 DUNFANE CAMPUS POST-PRIMARY DEPARTMENT 
 
In the post-primary department, the teaching ranged from good to outstanding.  The 
teachers plan thoroughly for the lessons and set the pupils’ learning in interesting and 
practical contexts.  The classroom assistants and teachers work well together and support 
the pupils’ learning well.  There is often a sense of partnership in class between staff and 
pupils and a sense of fun, exploration and enjoyment in classes.  The teachers are very 
effective in their skilful use of questioning to promote thinking about the topic and plenary 
sessions are used well to consolidate learning.  
 
The staff have identified the need to continue to review the current IPP format and to ensure 
more focused targets in order to raise further the standards achieved by the pupils.  The 
inspection findings concur with this action. 
 
The school has insufficient ICT resources to enhance learning in all classes, although good 
use is made of existing resources such as the interactive whiteboard.  The teachers used 
interesting and stimulating contexts to motivate the pupils using the interactive whiteboards.  
The ICT suite was closed for part of the inspection due to a leaking roof and the subsequent 
rain damage.  The school has recognised the need to develop whole school ICT 
accreditation courses and is planning to introduce appropriate courses.  The inspectors 
endorse this as an important way of promoting the use of ICT and also gaining recognition 
for the children’s achievements. 
 
Castle Tower School has formed and maintained effective partnerships and external links 
with a wide range of organisations, all of which enhance the educational and social 
experiences of the pupils.  Its involvement in the Ballymena Learning Together Community is 
building the school’s capacity to co-operate with local mainstream schools to support pupils 
as they participate in appropriate curricular pathways; both the pupils from Castle Tower 
School and the pupils from the mainstream schools are benefitting from the collaborative 
working arrangements. 
 
The NEELB Curriculum Advisory and Support Service (CASS) have been proactive in 
supporting the science and technology departments in Castle Tower School. 
 
3.7 BEECHGROVE CAMPUS  
 
The quality of the teaching in the Beechgrove Campus is consistently good or very good.  A 
friendly and welcoming climate permeates the campus.  The teachers are hard-working and 
committed to developing the pupils’ confidence, independence and self-esteem.  They are 
conscientious in their planning and IPPs are comprehensive.  The therapists in the campus 
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work closely with the class teams; this good practice enables the therapists to share 
effective therapy techniques with the teachers and classroom assistants and improve further 
the progress made by the pupils.  Assistive technology is used well to enable curriculum 
access for all the pupils. 
 
3.8 LOUGHAN CAMPUS 
 
In the Loughan campus, the quality of teaching is mostly good.  In most lessons, the work is 
well planned, differentiated and sufficiently challenging and practical.  The pupils are aware 
of the learning intentions and how to achieve these; as a consequence, progress in personal 
development, thinking skills, literacy and numeracy is developed at an appropriate pace.  
There is a need for the school to address the lack of appropriate differentiation, challenge 
and lesson pace in a very small number of classes. 
 
3.9 OUTREACH SERVICE 
 
In the outreach provision, the quality of teaching is consistently good or very good. Strengths 
include the teachers’ detailed planning and target setting.  The teachers maintain good 
working relationships with the pupils and operate positive reward systems.  During outreach 
visits, a small number of classroom assistants observed the support sessions, and strategies 
used in these sessions were later shared by the outreach staff with the class teachers.  In 
recent times, teachers from Castle Tower School have been leading staff development 
sessions and have been assisting in the induction of new pupils who will transfer from 
mainstream schools.  The Capacity Building Programme was formally launched in 
September 2009 and this very good practice will be extended as soon as resourcing 
becomes available. 
 
3.10 The main strengths of the quality of provision for learning are:  
 

 the positive climate for learning and achievement, created by the very high 
expectations all staff have of the pupils’ participation and involvement in lessons; 

 
 the good or very good quality of almost all of the teaching;  

 
 the effective team-work between teachers and classroom assistants, across the 

whole school, who provide invaluable support to the pupils’ learning;  
 

 the wide range of teaching methods well-matched to the needs of the pupils and 
the strong emphasis on practical activities in the lessons;  
 

 the skilful use by the teachers who have access to interactive whiteboards to 
interest, motivate and stimulate the pupils’ learning; and 
 

 the effective inter-disciplinary, collaborative working, evident in the planning and 
sharing of information.  

 
4. LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT 
 
4.1 The quality of the leadership and management is good.  The Principal is managing a 
very complex amalgamation which includes a number of key challenges.  At the time of the 
inspection, the school was operating on three separate campuses:  each of the campuses is 
providing education for pupils who have very different levels of need.  In its short history,  

 6



 

however, the school has come a long way in developing a single identity.  The Principal has 
established a number of important developments in, for example, the creation of curriculum 
teams, and the work done to date in the planning for and the assessment of learning.  Good 
efforts are made to keep the parents fully informed about their children’s progress. 
 
4.2 The SDP is very good.  It gives very good attention to and meets fully the 
requirements of the School Development Plans Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2005.  It is 
timely that the school plans to develop further the opportunities for the staff to discuss and 
share practice across the three campuses.  It is also timely that, as identified in the SDP, the 
school develops a more formalised and agreed system to monitor and evaluate the quality of 
the teaching and learning across the whole school. 
 
4.3 The Principal and the SMT have begun to establish a culture of self-evaluation; this 
should be developed further to raise the standard of learning and teaching through, for 
example, discussion and dissemination of the examples of very good quality and innovative 
practice across the three campuses. 
 
4.4 The main strengths of the leadership and management of the school are: 
 

 the work to date in establishing a single identity for Castle Tower School; 
 

 the commitment of the Principal, the SMT and the staff to promoting the highest 
standards of ethos, care, teaching and learning;  
 

 the strong involvement and commitment of the governors to the work of the 
school;  
 

 the orderly, systematic, well-managed and established school routines; and 
 

 the effective establishment and development of links throughout the local 
community that broadens and enriches the pupils’ educational experiences. 

 
5. OVERALL EFFECTIVENESS  
 
5.1 The inspection has identified the following strengths: 
 

 the very good work of the Principal, supported by the SMT, in leading the school 
through a complex and challenging amalgamation process; 

 
 the outstanding quality of the pastoral care, reflected in the good working 

relationships and the high quality collaborative support between staff and pupils; 
 

 the high standard of teaching, 95% of which was good to outstanding; 
 

 the good standards achieved by the pupils and their levels of motivation and 
strong work ethic; 

 
 the strong focus by the school on accreditation; and 

 
 the good quality of the outreach provision and the external links and effective 

partnerships. 
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5.2 The areas for improvement include the need: 
 

 to improve the very poor standard of accommodation which is inhibiting the 
quality of the work and the educational provision across all three campuses, of 
the school; and 
 

 for the Principal and the SMT to consider and improve the arrangements to 
enable all staff to discuss regularly the curriculum and disseminate the good 
practice across all classes and continue to develop the culture of self-evaluation 
to raise the standard of learning and teaching. 

 
6. CONCLUSION 
 
In the areas inspected, the quality of education and pastoral care provided by this school is 
good.  The school has important strengths in most of its educational 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 organisation’s 
progress on the areas for improvement. 
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APPENDIX 1 
 
HEALTH AND SAFETY ISSUES 
 
 The roof on the Dunfane Campus building is in a poor state of repair.  There are 

numerous leaks, which resulted in the ICT suite being closed temporarily during the 
inspection. 

 
 There are problems with the roof leaking in the home economics room and in the 

technology and design suite.  Machines and equipment have become damaged due to 
water damage from the leaking roof. 

 
 There are problems with the roof in various other parts of the building, including 

corridors.  During the inspection, buckets were used to collect the drips from the leaking 
corridor roofs. 

 
 Those pupils who are wheelchair users cannot participate fully in lessons in the science, 

technology and home economics departments as the existing benches, sinks and 
worktops are unsuitable for their use. 

 
 There are difficulties gaining access to some of the mobile classrooms for wheelchair 

users as ramps have not been provided.  
 
 On the Dunfane Campus, the mobile classrooms and some of the main school external 

doors are in a poor state of repair.  
 
 Vehicular access to the Dunfane and Beechgrove campuses is very restricted.  The car 

parks are inadequate for the number of cars, resulting in the children’s playground being 
used as a car park for staff cars.  

 
 The Beechgrove Campus building is in a poor state of repair with single-glazed, 

metal-framed windows, some of which were broken during the time of the inspection.  
 
 The heating in one of the classrooms on this campus is inefficient and, at times, 

inadequate.  
 
 The play area cannot be used due to the poor state of the equipment that has become 

rusted and broken.  
 
 Approximately 50% of the Loughan Campus teaching areas are in mobile classrooms 

that are in a poor state of repair with a consequent detrimental effect on the quality of 
learning and teaching.  

 
 The covered walkways on this site are not watertight. 
 
 The play area in the Loughan Campus cannot be used by the pupils because of 

problems with the soft play surface; the safe play surface is in a poor state of repair. 
 
 The therapy treatment rooms are of inadequate size and often the therapists have to use 

the classrooms to work with the pupils. 
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APPENDIX 2 
 
EXTERNAL EXAMINATIONS - 2008 
 
Entry Level Qualification (CCEA) 
 
Subject Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Total 
English 1 9 6 16 
Mathematics for Life  2 14 16 
Science 1 4 11 16 
Technology and Design   7 7 
Art and Design   7 7 

  
Subject Single Award Double Award Total 
Occupational Studies 1 9 10 

 
GCSE (CCEA) 
 
Subject Grade A Grade B Total 
Art and Design 1 1 2 

 
EXTERNAL EXAMINATIONS - 2009 
 
Entry Level Qualification (CCEA) 
 
Subject U Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Total 
English 0 9 13 1 23 
Mathematics for Life 0 2 8 13 23 
Science 0 2 9 11 22 
Technology &  Design 0 0 4 8 12 
Art and Design 0 0 3 7 10 
History-1st yr of exam 6 15 2 0 23 

  
Subject Single Award Double Award Total 
Occupational Studies 1 21 22 

 
GCSE (CCEA) 
 
Subject Grade A Grade B Total 
Art and Design 1  1 

 
ASDAN RESULTS – 2009 
 
TOWARDS INDEPENDENCE  - Gold Cert  
Using Transport 25 
Independent Living 24 
Money 29 
Horse Riding/Stable Management 1 
Work Awareness 16 
Meal Preparation and Cooking 1 
Out in the Community 6 
Workright - (work experience based) 6 
Horticulture 7 
Knowing About Myself 9 
Getting Ready to go Out 9 

 
Transition Challenge  6 
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LOUGHAN/DUNFANE ASDAN ACCREDITATION 2008  
 
Towards Independence 
 

Using Transport Work Right Environment Meal 
Preparation and 

Cooking 

Business and 
Enterprise 

5 7 9 13 6 
 

Out in the 
Community 

 

Myself and 
Others 

Horticulture 

8 8 4 
 
Transition Challenge  4 
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