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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:  St Gerard’s Educational Resource iii. Date of Inspection:  W/B 10/05/10 
                  Centre, Belfast 
 
 ii. School Reference Number:  133-6548 iv. Nature of Inspection:  Focused 
 
1.2 

 
School Year 

 
2005/06 

 
2006/07 

 
2007/08 

 
2008/09 

 
2009/10 

 
Total Enrolment 

 
215 

 
205 

 
211 

 
208 

 
193 

 
 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: 372 
 
1.4 Average Attendance for the Previous School Year: 85.35% 
 
1.5 i. Number of Teachers in School:  27  on Outreach Programme: 16 
  (including the Principal and p/t teachers) 
  (f/t equivalent = 25 teaching hours) 
 
 ii. PTR (pupil/teacher ratio): 7.14 
 
 iii. Average Class Size: 10 
 
 iv. Number of Classroom Assistants: 21  
 
 v. Clerical Support: 
  Number of Hours per week: 134  
   
 vi. Percentage of children in receipt of free 
  school meals: 72.02% 



 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 St Gerard’s Educational Resource Centre is situated in West Belfast.  The school 
provides education for 193 pupils with moderate and complex learning difficulties; it also 
provides outreach support for 372 pupils in primary and post primary schools as part of the 
Belfast Education and Library Board’s (BELB) support for special educational needs in 
mainstream schools.  
 
1.2 The Primary Department has seven classes and provides education for pupils aged 
from 4 to 11.  As part of the primary provision, there are two short term classes (STCs) for a 
maximum of 20 pupils who require intensive support for their reading difficulties.  These 
pupils, who are from mainstream primary schools, may be assigned to the STCs for between 
one term and two years.  The BELB and St Gerard’s need to review the provision in the 
STCs to bring it within the Department of Education’s and guidance legislation that govern 
the provision of special educational needs. 
 
1.3 The Secondary Department consists of five year groups.  The pupils are taught a 
broad range of subjects from the Northern Ireland Curriculum, and can also choose from 
vocational courses which are taken at Belfast Metropolitan College. 
 
1.4 The Outreach Service provides support for pupils with moderate learning difficulties 
and aims to assist the pupils to maintain their places in mainstream schools and improve 
their attainment levels.  The levels of support are set within a pilot scheme for allocating 
outreach services which is currently scheduled for review by BELB in partnership with the 
schools who provide the outreach services. 
 
1.5 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 a confidential 
questionnaire prior to the inspection, as well as meetings with representatives from the 
Board of Governors (governors) and a group of pupils from key stage (KS) 2 and KS4.  One 
hundred and ninety-seven questionnaires were issued to the parents of the pupils in the 
main school; 57 were returned to the Inspection Services Branch and 23 of these contained 
additional written comments.  The majority of the responses from the parental questionnaires 
indicated that the parents support the work of the school; particular reference was made to 
the high quality of education which the pupils receive, the dedication of the Principal, the 
teachers and the support staff, and to the caring and supportive ethos.  The small number of 
concerns raised has been shared with the governors and the Principal.  
 
1.6 The governors expressed their support for the leadership of the school and the 
quality of the teaching staff.  Twenty-nine teachers and 13 support staff responded to the 
staff questionnaires.  Twelve teachers and two support staff made additional written 
comments.  Almost all of the returns expressed their support for the leadership of the school 
and the very good quality of the working relationships.  The year six and year 12 pupils 
spoke with confidence about what to do if they have any concerns about their safety and well 
being and reported that they enjoy their classes and find the teaching and support staff 
approachable and caring.  They talked eagerly and enthusiastically about their participation 
in the school council, the peer mentoring system, sporting activities and school trips.  
Throughout the inspection, the pupils behaved extremely well and participated actively in all 
lessons; they enjoy their time in school and are actively involved in the many practical and 
useful opportunities to develop independence and social and life skills.  
 
1.7 The Inspectors observed a total of 65 lessons in the school and ten on outreach.  
Interviews were also held with the Principal, members of the senior management team 
(SMT), co-ordinators, teachers, governors and pupils.  The school development plan, other 
related documentation and policies, the teachers’ planning and the pupils’ work were 
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scrutinised.  Inspectors visited outreach teaching sessions in primary and post-primary 
schools and held discussions with mainstream staff and the outreach teachers.  An 
additional inspector visited the local further education college to observe the pupils from the 
school in an occupational studies session and visited work experience placements: she also 
discussed the provision with a member of the college staff. 
 
1.8 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 the management of the 
service and the views of the recipient schools. 
 
2. ACHIEVEMENTS AND STANDARDS 
 
2.1 Throughout the inspection, the pupils’ standards of achievement were judged in 
relation to their special educational needs and their prior educational achievements.  The 
pupils make good overall progress in their learning and the quality of their achievements and 
standards was judged to be very good. 
 
THE PRIMARY DEPARTMENT 
 
2.2 By the end of KS2, the standards of achievement in literacy and numeracy are very 
good.  In all the classes, almost all of the pupils engage positively with the school curriculum, 
which is appropriate to their needs.  The targets in, for example, literacy and numeracy 
outlined in the pupils’ Individual Education Plans (IEPs) enable them to make good progress 
in these curriculum areas.  The school has identified the need to include in the IEPs relevant 
targets that emphasise the development of the pupils’ social skills and their positive 
behaviour.  The staff encourages the pupils to be as independent as possible.  In almost all 
the classes, the pupils work well individually or together in small groups.  By the end of KS2, 
the pupils have developed very good personal and social skills and demonstrate increasing 
confidence.  They attain good standards of communication and they are learning to manage 
their behaviour and to interact appropriately with others.  The pupils in the two STC classes 
make demonstrable progress during their time in these classes.  Detailed and thorough 
evaluation of the effectiveness of this support by the BELB education psychologist, in 
collaboration with the school, indicates significant progress, particularly in reading 
comprehension. 
 
SECONDARY DEPARTMENT 
 
2.3 By the end of KS4, the standards achieved in the Secondary Department are very 
good.  The pupils demonstrate good standards in personal development; they work very well 
in groups and have gained in confidence and self-esteem.  The pupils make steady progress 
in literacy and numeracy and across the curriculum.  The pupils are motivated by the 
well-planned opportunities to develop their literacy and numeracy skills in meaningful 
contexts and within their specialist classes. 
 
2.4 In the best practice, in the majority of classes, the setting, review and meeting of 
targets demonstrates good progress in the pupils’ learning.  The development of a pupil 
literacy assessment record allows individual teachers and the literacy co-ordinator to track 
and monitor individual pupil progress in their linguistic phonics scores, reading age and key 
words.  In the best practice, for the majority of pupils, the review of IEP targets for numeracy 
demonstrates good progression in learning; targets are being met, or revised appropriately  
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when not met. When teacher expectations are high, standards of the pupils’ presentation of 
numeracy are very good.  The school is currently reviewing and developing appropriately 
accredited numeracy courses to ensure progression opportunities for the pupils when they 
leave or go on to further education or training post-16.   
 
2.5 The school has undertaken a thorough review of its accreditation to provide more 
appropriate progression pathways both within the school, for years 11 and 12, and also for 
the year 12 pupils as they progress to further education and training.  As a result, pupils 
levels of motivation have increased, they enjoy their work and they participate 
enthusiastically in their lessons.  The staff carefully review the curriculum areas offered on a 
regular basis to suit the individual needs and interests of the pupils; for example, two pupils 
with particular ability in art and design are currently following a General Certificate of 
Secondary Education (GCSE) course.  
 
2.6 Pupils gain accreditation in the Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA) entry 
level English, mathematics, information and communication technology (ICT), Personal 
Social and Health Education and Preparation for Working Life.  In addition the pupils gain 
accreditation in a range of AQA unit awards, St John’s First aid course, OCR national skills 
profile, OCR initial text processing, ASDAN XL Prince’s Trust bronze and silver awards and 
Associate Examining Board (AEB) entry level Numeracy levels 1, 2 and 3.  The school is 
also offering essential skills examinations in literacy and numeracy this year.  The Year 12 
pupils attend the Belfast Metropolitan College for the Council for Curriculum Examinations 
and Assessment (CCEA) accredited entry level GCSE Occupational Studies; they work well 
with the college staff to achieve the realistic and achievable course targets set for them.  
 
2.7 There are effective partnerships with external organisations such as Conor Bailie 
training and the school is an active member of the West Belfast Area Learning Community.  
There are good links with other schools such as Corpus Christie College who work 
collaboratively to provide Business and Technology Education Council (BTEC) land and 
environment for year 11 pupils.  An occupation studies construction course is under 
development and pupils study drama as part of a very effective link with St Louise’s College.  
Overall the pupils can access a wide range of suitable learning pathways.  The school has 
identified, and this inspection endorses, the need for a more systematic approach towards 
the monitoring of the pupils’ achievements in accredited public examinations in order to 
inform self-evaluation. 
 
OUTREACH SERVICE 
 
2.8  Pupils receiving outreach support from the school demonstrate good evidence of 
increased confidence and fluency in reading, particularly at primary level.  The teachers 
maintain good working relationships with the pupils and operate positive reward systems.  
The one-to-one sessions ensure that the pupils are becoming more secure in their learning 
and are developing the confidence to apply their learning more generally in class.  In the 
best practice, the teaching strategies employed by the outreach teachers are shared with the 
receiving schools; this good practice should be developed in a more systematic way in order 
to further build capacity more consistently in the mainstream schools.  Advice is also 
provided to parents. 
 
2.9 The inspection findings identified the following characteristics in the achievements of 
the pupils: 
 

 the very good progress made by all the pupils in achieving the targets set in their 
IEPs;  

 
 the good quality outcomes evident in the specialist classes for practical subjects; 
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 the very good behaviour of the pupils demonstrated across the school and on 

outreach; 
 
 the  pupils’ developing  self-confidence, independence and social and life skills; 

and 
 
 the accreditation gained by the pupils’ and their successful transition to further 

education and training courses.  
 
3. QUALITY OF PROVISION FOR LEARNING 
 
PRIMARY DEPARTMENT 
 
3.1 The quality of the provision in the primary department is very good.  Of the 25 
primary lessons observed during the inspection, more than 80% were good or better; over a 
quarter of the lessons were of outstanding quality.  The teachers work together as a team 
and are committed to developing the pupils’ confidence, independence, self-esteem and in 
achieving good standards in their work.  They meet on a weekly basis to evaluate the 
learning and teaching and to plan for the next week.  The collaboration between teachers 
and classroom assistants is very good, with support staff contributing skilfully to the pupils’ 
well-being and learning experiences.  The teachers make very good use of a wide range of 
assessment for learning strategies to involve all the pupils in their learning.  In the best 
practice, in the majority of lessons, the teachers plan very well and ensure that the work is 
suitably differentiated, sufficiently challenging and of a practical nature.  These teachers also 
provide excellent learning experiences, set appropriately high expectations for the pupils’ 
social interaction and achievements and place a strong emphasis on the effective evaluation 
of the learning of individual pupils.  As a consequence, progress in personal development, 
thinking skills, and in literacy and numeracy is developed at an appropriate pace.  The 
school recognises the need for the further dissemination of this good practice and to develop 
further self evaluation. 
 
SECONDARY DEPARTMENT 
 
3.2 The quality of the provision in the secondary department   is very good.  Of the 40 
post primary lessons observed during the inspection more than 80% were good or better.  
The secondary department teachers work and plan well as a team and work hard to ensure 
relevant and interesting experiences for the pupils.  The drama workshop, for example, 
extended the pupils’ learning beyond the classroom through involvement in theatrical 
productions produced by the school and facilitated by external theatre companies.  There 
are shared schemes of work for each year group which provide curricular breadth and a 
thematic approach to ensure connections across areas of learning.  The teachers share the 
learning intentions with the pupils at the start of the lessons, and as a result, the pupils’ 
understanding is enhanced and they are making good progress in developing their literacy 
and numeracy skills.  There is a good balance in the literacy and numeracy programmes 
between the acquisition of specific skills and their application.  In the best practice, the 
pupils’ learning is set in interesting and meaningful real-life contexts, and the pupil’s literacy 
and numeracy skills for life are promoted effectively.  There are clear links with, and effective 
use made of, the pupils’ IEP targets for literacy and numeracy; and the teachers’ skilful 
questioning ensures that all pupils participated fully in their learning.  In the majority of 
lessons, teachers set individual targets appropriate to the needs of the pupils.  There is a 
need to develop the long-term planning for numeracy to ensure appropriate progression.  
The school has identified appropriately the need to develop the effective use of ICT to 
support the teaching and learning of numeracy.   
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OUTREACH SERVICE 
 
3.3 The quality of provision in the outreach service was very good.  Of the ten sessions 
observed 80% were evaluated as good or better.  In the majority of lessons observed the 
quality of the outreach teaching is characterised by very clear and well planned lessons 
designed to raise each pupil’s literacy standards and enable them to engage more fully in 
their class work.  Particular strengths are the teachers’ detailed planning, target setting and 
the one-to-one approach developed to cater for the needs of each pupil.  There is an 
appropriate focus on the learning gaps in the pupils’ levels of performance in literacy skills.  
In a small minority of less effective work the outreach teachers’ work was discrete and 
separate with little evidence of links with the rest of the pupils’ programme.  In the best 
practice good quality teaching was supplemented by advice, support and capacity building in 
collaboration with the receiving school. 
 
3.4 The accommodation is outdated and not purpose built to suit the increasingly 
complex needs of the pupils.  The inspectors find the quality of provision unacceptable.  
Despite the poor accommodation staffs make every effort to overcome the difficulties 
presented by the old building and work hard to make it a pleasant and stimulating 
environment where success is celebrated throughout the school.  The school interior is very 
well cleaned and presented by committed and hardworking caretaking and ancillary staff. 
 
3.5 The ethos within the school and in the outreach service is very good. Teachers have 
created displays of pupils’ work, posters and other printed materials in the classrooms and in 
the corridors to encourage and support the pupils and celebrate their success; the pupils’ 
work in literacy and art and design, for example, is displayed throughout the school in a lively 
and creative way. Their achievements are recorded well in, for example, books, folders, 
scrapbooks and photograph albums. The pupils are motivated and show enjoyment in their 
learning.  
 
3.6 The school has very good comprehensive arrangements in place for safeguarding 
the pupils.  These arrangements reflect the guidance issued by the Department of 
Education. 
 
3.7 The quality of the pastoral care across the school and outreach service is 
outstanding. A warm, secure and inclusive environment, in which the pupils are encouraged 
to achieve, permeates the lessons. The pupils’ independence and personal confidence are 
developed consistently by staff in a learning ethos which promotes mutual respect.  In 
addition, the good range of sporting and cultural activities within the school, and the local 
community also bolster the pupils’ self-esteem.  The work of the School Council, involving 
pupils from year 7 to year 14, contributes to the development of the pupils’ decision-making 
capabilities in relation to school life and increases their awareness of local and national 
issues.  The pupils’ learning and social development are enhanced through regular visits to 
places of educational interest, and by visitors to the school.  Their pupils’ learning 
experiences are further enriched through their participation in a wide range of extra-
curricular activities through the Extended Schools Programme.  The ‘prefect system’ and the 
playground ‘mentoring system’ ensure the pupils make a valuable input to the life and work 
of the school.  A counsellor, employed by Barnardo’s, and sourced through the Full Service 
Community Network Counselling Project (FSCN), offers support to pupils experiencing 
emotional difficulties.  
 
3.8  The school maintains very good links with the parents through homework books and 
news items, and the staff are committed to ensuring that the parents are kept fully informed 
of their child’s progress and achievements.  Several innovative links with parents have been 
established and evaluations show the parents appreciation of this and the value placed on  
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the staffs’ creative ways of informing and educating them about their child’s’ education.  
Pupils and parents, for example, come together in cookery classes and parents are guided 
in how to provide support to children with dyslexia. 
 
3.9 The school gives outstanding attention to promoting healthy eating and physical 
activity; free fruit is provided for all children at break time and healthy living days are 
organised to encourage the children to adopt healthy lifestyles. 
 
3.10 The key characteristics of the quality of teaching and learning are: 
 

 the overall high quality of teaching observed in the school and outreach, a 
majority of which was very good or outstanding; 
 

 the broad and appropriate curriculum experienced by the pupils; 
 

 the teachers’ skills and experience in teaching pupils with special educational 
needs, and the good outcomes achieved by the pupils; 
 

 the welcoming and friendly ethos which permeates the school; 
 

 the high level of the pupils’ engagement in healthy eating and  opportunities for 
physical education; and 
 

 the outstanding pastoral care provided for the pupils. 
 
4. LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT 
 
4.1 The principal, supported effectively by the governors, has provided outstanding 
leadership through a period of significant change in the life of the school:  she sets a very 
positive tone and shows great commitment, energy and determination to the raising of 
standards and the promotion of best practice for all the pupils.  Since her appointment she 
restructured the senior management team and developed a climate which has empowered 
the staff and created a strong culture of learning for pupils and staff. 
 
4.2 Strategic leadership across the senior management and leadership teams is 
developing well.  The senior management team works effectively and leads by example 
throughout the school and the outreach service; the team provides enthusiastic and 
innovative leadership across the school and outreach service and work well with the staff 
teams, who appreciate the direction and support they are given.  A high priority has been 
given to staff development and the creation of opportunities for staff to take responsibility for 
addressing key curriculum areas.  The Principal has empowered the staff with delegated 
responsibility and the school demonstrates a clear commitment to providing professional 
development opportunities for all staff.  The Literacy Co-ordinator and her literacy team for 
example have recently implemented an effective whole school literacy policy and strategy 
including the introduction of a pupil literacy assessment record which allows the longitudinal 
tracking and monitoring of pupils’ progress.  In numeracy the school has identified 
appropriately the need to develop further the use of assessment data to inform IEP targets 
and track longitudinally pupil progress.  The Inspection findings confirm that this effective 
delegation of management responsibility is an important strength in promoting improvement 
and identifying areas for development. 
 
4.3 The Head of the Outreach Service has worked hard since taking up her post and has 
built up a good sense of teamwork, supporting staff and developing good resources, facilities 
and accommodation.  The outreach action plans provide clear and appropriate priorities to 
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the team in, for example, identifying the importance of continuing professional development 
opportunities to assist with capacity building in mainstream schools.  There are very good 
systems for monitoring and evaluating outreach provision and an increasing commitment to 
sharing and reflecting on good practice across the outreach service.  It will be important for 
senior management to ensure that future development of good practice includes 
opportunities for teachers in the main school and outreach to experience both settings when 
appropriate.  In this context it is timely for the BELB, in collaboration with the school and 
other outreach services, to complete its review of current pilot arrangements for outreach 
support so that the Head of Outreach can plan effectively for future demands on the service. 
 
4.4 The improvement process is carefully linked to a well-constructed school 
development plan (SDP) which was developed through meaningful and effective 
consultation.  There is an appropriate whole-school policy on monitoring and evaluating 
which supports effectively and informs development work.  The school gives very good 
attention and meets fully the requirements of the School Development Plans Regulations 
(Northern Ireland) 2005. 
 
4.5 The inspection findings indicate the following strengths in the leadership and 
management: 
 

 the outstanding strategic leadership provided by the Principal; 
 
 the enthusiastic and innovative leadership and day-to-day management of the 

Senior Management Team including the Vice-Principals and the Head of 
Outreach and their strong promotion of standards in their respective areas of 
responsibility; 

 
 the good quality staff, including the classroom assistants, and their effective 

deployment;  
 

 the progress made in extending the curriculum and mapping transition to post-
school placement; and 

 
 the positive support provided by the governors. 

 
5. OVERALL EFFECTIVENESS 
 
5.1 The overall effectiveness of the school shows strengths in all aspects of the areas 
inspected. 
 
5.2 The inspection has identified the following strengths: 
 

 the outstanding leadership provided by the Principal through a period of 
significant change in the life of the school, including her strategic direction, 
commitment to school improvement and establishing an effective culture to 
embrace change; 

 
 the  high quality of teaching in the school and on outreach, which was very good 

or outstanding in a majority of the lessons observed during the inspection; 
  

 the very effective support provided by the classroom assistants; 
 

 the very good standards achieved by the pupils; 
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 the outstanding quality of the pastoral care of the pupils and the very positive 
ethos which pervades the life of the school; 

 
 the overall standards achieved and progress made by the pupils; and 
 
 the outstanding attention paid to healthy eating  

 
6. CONCLUSION 
 
In the areas inspected, the quality of education provided by this school is very good.  The 
school is meeting very effectively the educational and pastoral needs of the pupils and has 
demonstrated its capacity for sustained self-improvement. 
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APPENDIX 

 

EXTERNAL EXAMS 
 
2008/2009 
 
Entry Level 
Qualification 
(AQA) Level 1 Level 2 Level3 

Numeracy - 21 - 

Literacy - 9 10 

ICT - - 21 

PSHE 18 - - 

PWL 24     

    
AEB - Adult 
Numeracy Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 

 12 3 3 

    
ASDAN - Princes 
Trust  Bronze Silver  

 26 36  

    

OCR  
Initial 
Text   

 5   
 

 9



 

 10

 
EXTERNAL EXAMS 
 
2009/2010 
 
Entry Level 
Qualification 
(AQA) Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 

Numeracy - 17 - 

ICT - - 21 

PSHE 20 -   

PWL 21 - - 

    
AEB - Adult 
Numeracy Level 1 Level 2  

 21 13  

    

OCR  
Initial 
Text   

 7   

    

B-Tech 5   

    
Occupational 
Studies 

Single 
Award   

 3   
    
ASDAN Bronze Silver  
 23 24  
    
CEA Essential 
Skills  Level 1   
Literacy 29   
    
CEA Essential 
Skills  Level 1   
Numeracy 29   
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