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ANNUAL REPORT
of the
Board of Governors


2024 – 2025
Dear Reader,
Each year, all schools are required to issue a Governors’ Report outlining the school’s activities and achievements over the previous academic year. This report covers the 2024–2025 school year.
At Holy Cross Nursery School, we hold high expectations for our children to become independent learners, and this year has been a testament to that vision. It has been a highly successful and deeply rewarding year. Our children engaged in a wide variety of exciting, enriching, and developmentally appropriate learning experiences across both indoor and outdoor environments.
Our dedicated staff foster a lifelong love of learning, encouraging children to participate in activities that promote critical thinking, independence, curiosity, problem-solving, and a readiness to learn. Planning is responsive and flexible, taking into account each child’s prior knowledge, interests, strengths, and areas for development. This approach allows children to progress at their own pace. At times, it was necessary to re-evaluate routines and classroom practices to better meet the needs of our pupils. Above all, staff worked tirelessly to ensure that every child felt happy, secure, and valued.
Despite the many successes of the year, it was also marked by profound sadness. We mourn the loss of Mrs. Terri Coogan, a cherished member of our nursery staff, who passed away peacefully following a short illness. Her passing has been deeply felt by all of us. On a personal note, I also experienced the loss of my father, which has been a deeply emotional time.
These difficult events underscored the unwavering commitment and resilience of our staff, who continued to give their best to the school community. I am also deeply grateful for the support shown by our parents and local primary schools, whose kindness and solidarity helped us navigate this challenging period.
I would like to formally acknowledge and commend the efforts of both teaching and non-teaching staff for their dedication to promoting the academic achievement, safety, and well-being of our pupils, even while coping with personal loss. I also extend my sincere appreciation to our parents for their continued support in upholding the ethos and values of our nursery.
This year, our children have demonstrated remarkable resilience, joy, and positivity. They have now transitioned to primary school as confident, enthusiastic, and independent learners, ready to embrace the next stage of their educational journey.

Mrs. Cushla Mallon
Principal





















THE BOARD OF GOVERNORS

Board of Governors
The Board of Governors holds overall responsibility for the effective governance and strategic management of the school. It comprises representatives from key stakeholder groups, including parish trustees, parents, teaching staff, the Department of Education, the Council for Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS), and the Education Authority.
A new term of office commenced during the 2024–2025 academic year and will continue for a further two years. The Board meets at least once per term and is responsible for:
· Establishing and reviewing school aims and policies relating to the curriculum, pupil admissions, behaviour and discipline, health and safety, special educational needs, and pastoral care
· The selection and appointment of staff
· Oversight of the maintenance and development of the school premises
· Management of school finances
· Fostering positive relationships between the school and the wider community
· Producing the annual Governors’ Report

The current Board of Governors is as follows: 
Chairperson 					Vice Chairperson 
Mrs Claire LeMahieu	 		Mrs Maura McNally 

Trustee Representatives			DE Representative
Mrs F. Garvey    Parish Trustee		Mrs C. LeMahieu
Ms S. Toal         Parish Trustee
Mrs D. Waide    Parent Trustee  
Mr J. McNeill    Parish Trustee 		

EA Representative				Elected Parent Representative
Mrs M. Mc Nally				Mr S. Hughes 
Mrs C. Gregory

Teacher Representative			Principal/Secretary
Mrs A. Murphy				Mrs C. Mallon

OUR MISSION STATEMENT

‘In Holy Cross Nursery School, we work in partnership with parents to create a safe, happy, inclusive and respectful learning environment where every child is encouraged to develop to their full potential as children of God’

SCHOOL AIMS

At Holy Cross Nursery School, we are committed to:
· Providing a broad, balanced, and differentiated curriculum in line with Department of Education (DE) preschool guidance. Our curriculum is designed to meet the individual needs, personalities, talents, and abilities of each child, offering appropriate challenge and progression throughout the year.
· Creating a welcoming and inclusive environment where every child is valued for their unique qualities. We promote a culture of tolerance, care, encouragement, fairness, and generosity towards all.
· Supporting children in developing a loving relationship with God within the faith community of Holy Cross Parish.
· Working in partnership with parents to enhance their knowledge, skills, and confidence, empowering them to actively support their child’s education and development.
· Establishing and nurturing links within the local and wider community, including cross-community initiatives, to benefit our children, their families, and the broader community.


ADMINISTRATION

Attendance Rate for 2024-25:    93% (average)

Free school Meals for 2024-25:   81%

Enrolment for 2024-25:               52 pupils

STAFFING 2024 - 2025

Current staffing: 

· Principal/teacher:              Mrs Cushla Mallon
· Teacher:                            Mrs Arlene Murphy 

· F/T Nursery Assistants:    Ms Joleen Braniff
Mrs Noreen Lehane  & Miss Christina Harmon                         (Job Share)

· P/T Nursery Assistants: 	Miss Andrea Doran
Mrs Terri Coogan RIP (September – December)
Miss Orlagh Kearns     (January – June)

· SEN Assistants:               Miss Leanna Bradley
Miss Danielle Fisher
Miss Nicole McLaverty

· Clerical Officer:		Mrs Philomena Campbell 

· Building Supervisor  	Ms Joleen Braniff	

· Cleaner			Mrs Ilona Zaworska

· Dining Attendant: 		Mrs Anne Marie Jones


This year we had several substitute staff supporting long-term sickness and grief absence. In both roles, substitute staff were professional and adapted well into Holy Cross Nursery, and we thank them for their support. 
Miss Roisin Voyle, a dedicated substitute teacher to Holy Cross Nursery supported the principal and SENCO release for Mrs Mallon.  She is an exceptional teacher and a great asset to the school.




SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS

At the end of the academic year, three pupils were identified at Stage 3 of the Code of Practice and had formal Statement of Special Educational Needs. Each child was allocated 22.5 hours of weekly learning support, delivered by experienced SEN classroom assistants. These pupils benefited from access to a quieter, nurturing sensory room environment, while also successfully integrating into the main classroom and participating in selected whole-class activities. Their development was further supported by external agencies including AAIS (Autism Advisory and Intervention Service), Speech and Language Therapy (S&L), and SENEYIS (Special Educational Needs Early Years Intervention Service).
In addition, 16 pupils were identified at Stage 1 of the Code of Practice. Each of these children had an individual Personal Learning Plan (PLP), and reasonable adjustments were made to support their learning. Staff utilised SEN provision mapping to implement targeted strategies and activities tailored to each pupil’s needs.

External support was also accessed for these pupils. RISE (Regional Integrated Support in Education) provided weekly sessions over a six-week period for selected children. The “Let’s Expand Communication” programme supported pupils with expressive and receptive language delays. 

The school community came together to celebrate Autism Awareness through a themed ‘Superhero’ dress-up day. Parents contributed generously to fundraising efforts, demonstrating their continued support and commitment to inclusive education.


THE PREVENTATIVE CURRICULUM

At Holy Cross Nursery School, we recognise the vital role we play in safeguarding our pupils by fostering an environment where children feel safe, supported, and empowered. Our preventative curriculum is designed to provide children with strong lines of communication with trusted adults, supportive friendships, and a school ethos rooted in protection and care.
As a school community, we are committed to:
· Establishing and maintaining an ethos where children feel secure, are encouraged to speak openly, and are actively listened to.
· Ensuring that every child knows there is a trusted adult in school they can approach if they are worried or in difficulty.
· Embedding opportunities for Personal and Social Development within the curriculum, equipping children with the skills they need to stay safe and to know where to seek help when needed.

Some of the strategies we use include:
· The “Stop, I don’t like that” approach
· Use of puppets to explore feelings and scenarios
· Stories, posters, and other age-appropriate materials to promote safety and wellbeing

We are proactive in identifying local issues that may affect our pupils and strive to build their confidence, self-esteem, and resilience. This helps children develop coping strategies and make positive choices in a variety of situations.

Safeguarding and Child Protection
We promote a strong culture of ‘keeping safe’ throughout the school. All staff are trained in safeguarding procedures and are aware of the protocols around disclosures and the prevention of bullying.
To ensure transparency and awareness, our Child Protection and Safeguarding procedures are clearly communicated to parents and guardians through:
· Permanent child protection notices displayed throughout the school, identifying the Designated and Deputy Designated Teachers and providing guidance.
· A flowchart outlining how parents can raise a concern or make a complaint.
· An annual summary of our Safeguarding and Child Protection Policy, sent home to all families.
· A full copy of the Safeguarding/Child Protection Policy provided to all new parents at the beginning of the school year.








CURRICULUM
2024 – 2025 was the first year of a 3 year School Development Plan.
Action plans for the year focused on:
· Curriculum for All – The Adult Role: Engaging with Children
During Term 1, several staff meetings were held to provide opportunities for open discussion around individual strengths and areas for development in communicating and engaging with children. These sessions encouraged reflective practice and led to valuable conversations about effective strategies, expectations, and how best to scaffold learning across the team.
To support professional development, non-teaching staff were given time to watch a recording of the Purposeful Provision course. They also engaged with webinars focused on the adult role in early years education. In parallel, teachers discreetly observed non-teaching staff in practice and shared examples of effective engagement and interaction, helping to reinforce good practice.
Staff absences and the introduction of new team members presented some challenges, making this action plan particularly beneficial for onboarding and supporting both new staff and students. Recent feedback from across the team has been overwhelmingly positive. Many staff members reported feeling more confident and knowledgeable about their roles, especially in relation to supporting the increasingly diverse needs of the children.

· Planning, Teaching and Learning for Successful Learning – The Observation Process in the Classroom
At the beginning of Term 1, Mrs. Murphy and I initiated the creation of an Early Years Developmental Journal for each child. These journals were developed on a monthly basis, guided by the termly learning outcomes across all curriculum areas. Each month, staff collaboratively reviewed and highlighted the outcomes achieved by each child, ensuring a consistent and reflective approach to tracking progress.
Throughout the year, we encountered various challenges that required us to revise and adapt the monthly targets. It was essential that these targets remained realistic and balanced, incorporating both structured and unstructured learning opportunities. By Term 3, the journals provided a comprehensive overview of each child’s developmental progress and abilities.
In addition to these individual records, staff also maintained a class observation book, and scribed notes for spontaneous observations, which compiled a general weekly overview for each child. This included notes on attendance, behaviour, and health and well-being, offering a holistic view of each child’s experience and development.
· Staff Professional Development – SEND: Speech & Language – Gestalt Language Processing 

In August 2024, all staff participated in a comprehensive training session focused on Gestalt principles and strategies for supporting children with Gestalt processing disorder. This training enhanced staff understanding and equipped them with practical tools to implement reasonable adjustments where necessary. While most pupils did not present with Gestalt-related needs—aside from those with a formal statement of needs—the strategies learned were valuable and will be important to revisit in the upcoming school term to ensure continued awareness and preparedness.

Additionally, the staff collectively reflected on the role of music in the nursery setting. We agreed on a set of new songs and rhymes to reinforce daily routines and classroom rules. This initiative has proven highly effective, contributing to improved attention and listening (A&L) among pupils.

To further support inclusive communication, Ms. Braniff conducted a refresher workshop on the use of Makaton in the classroom. This session was especially beneficial for new staff members, helping to ensure consistency and confidence in using Makaton across the team.

· Collaborative Networks – Shared Education: Review of Practice
The implementation of this year’s action plan was highly successful. In Term 1, the principals and teachers from both schools met to agree on key targets for review. The principals focused their evaluation on four strategic areas: Learner-Centred Approaches, High-Quality Learning and Teaching, Effective Leadership, and Community Connections.
Teachers reviewed and refined the Playday Planners, ensuring that each playday had a clear focus aligned with the developmental needs of all children. While parent participation was lower in our school—largely due to a higher proportion of working parents—the final playday, which doubled as a celebration and end-of-year fun day, was a great success.
Staff evaluations from both schools were overwhelmingly positive, particularly highlighting the usefulness of the new planners. Children also contributed through mind-mapping evaluations after each playday, offering valuable insights into their experiences and preferences.

ASSESSMENT AND REPORTING TO PARENTS
Observation and assessment is on-going. Staff meet weekly to discuss previous learning and plan together moving forward.  Weekly planning will have several learning outcomes within each curricular area, and from this 1-2 outcomes will be recorded each week. Every Friday staff will reflect and record on each child, focusing not only on their learning but their well-being and interaction with peers and staff. Staff have found doing this weekly, gives an overall picture of each child and highlights any strengths or areas for development. 

Holy Cross Nursery advocate parents as a child’s first educator, therefore the relationship between home and school is of the utmost importance.  Building that rapport with parents from early in the school year is very important and parents are encouraged to engage with teachers whenever they need to.  The school encourages an ‘open door‘ policy, therefore teachers will always be available to speak to parents. 

Parents met with their child’s teacher in October for a ‘Settling In’ meeting, and again in February for a ‘Mid-Term’ report. Parents can also request a meeting at any time.  A school ‘Transistion’ report is given to parents at the end of the school year, and should anyone wish a meeting to discuss the report, this is accommodated. The school effectively use the parent app ‘Seesaw’ to send regular messages, notices and photographs of things that are happening in school.  The school aims to send home pictures of children 2-3 a week noting the teaching and learning taking place in school. 






PARENTS AND THE COMMUNITY
At Holy Cross Nursery School, our aim is to serve the children and families in our care, to actively involve parents in the life of the school, and to play a meaningful role within the parish and wider community.
Parents are welcomed into the school daily, fostering a warm and inclusive environment. Special events throughout the year—such as Grandparents’ Day, Stay & Play sessions, the Christmas Nativity, Easter Hat Parade, and Sports Day—were well attended and celebrated by families. The children also enjoyed several school trips, with many parents accompanying and supporting staff. In June, our End of Year Celebration was held at the local Parish Centre, offering a joyful reflection of the children’s experiences and development throughout the year.
As part of the Getting Ready to Learn initiative, we hosted several workshops for parents. These included sessions on the importance of reading at home, ideas for promoting physical health and happiness in children, and an introduction to basic Makaton to support families of children with ASD and speech and language delays.
One of the highlights of the year was the Santa Trail, held over two evenings in December. This wonderful event brought together families and community groups. Local vendors participated by selling handmade items such as hair accessories, candles, jewellery, and baked goods, creating a festive and supportive atmosphere.
At the end of the school year, parents were invited to complete a questionnaire. The feedback was overwhelmingly positive and will be collated into a graph to help inform future priorities in our School Development Plan (SDP).
Throughout the year, we received generous support from local businesses and community groups. Shops donated vouchers for gifts during festive periods, and organisations such as The People’s Kitchen, local Youth Clubs and Football Teams and provided food and gift donations. 
Our families also contributed generously to charitable causes. A Macmillan Coffee Morning was held to raise funds for cancer support, and our annual Easter Ballot raised money for Children’s Marie Curie. Additionally, donations were collected for Trócaire and passed on to Fr. Frank at Holy Cross Church.
We also welcomed visits from Holy Cross Boys and Holy Cross Pre-School, who regularly joined us in using the playground—an invitation that is always warmly received.
TRIPS AND VISITORS
At Holy Cross Nursery School, we believe it is essential for children to engage in real-life experiences. School trips and visits from external guests offer unique opportunities for kinesthetic learning, helping children to explore the world around them in meaningful and memorable ways.
In Term 1, the children took part in a sponsored Autumn Walk at Cavehill Country Park. They also visited the local library and enjoyed a festive performance of Cinderella by Mr Hullaballoo’s Christmas Panto.  During the topic of People Who Help Us, we had visits from the local lollipop lady and firefighters from the local fire station.  Term 2 included a joint trip to W5 with our Shared Education partner school, Edenderry NS, as well as a visit to Streamvale Farm. In Term 3, the children had a wonderful day at Crawfordsburn Beach. These enriching experiences were made possible thanks to the support of parents who kindly volunteered to accompany and assist staff.
Throughout the year, we welcomed a variety of visitors who delivered fun and interactive activities for the children. These included Gathering Drums, Wee Folk, Sonal Sportz, and Music Therapy sessions. A particular highlight was the visit from Wee Bugs and Beasties, who brought along a fascinating selection of cuddly animals and reptiles—much to the delight of the children.
To mark the end of the school year, each class held an End of Year Celebration at the local parish hall, Houben Centre. Parents and grandparents were invited to join us in celebrating the children’s achievements and progress.
All of the trips and visits this year were both enjoyable and highly beneficial, contributing to the children’s learning and development in a rich and engaging way.

EXTENDED SCHOOL PROGRAMME

We received £5257 Extended Schools funding which was used to employ Miss McLaverty.  Miss McLaverty supported children in the classroom under the direction of the teacher; She supports teaching staff in delivering a home/school learning programme, supporting the needs of children with SEN.  She also organises the school Lending Library and Busy Bee Activity Club.  Children and parents welcomed these fortnightly learning bags.  

Miss McLaverty also took early morning drop off (8:30am-8:50am) and late pick up (1:30pm – 2pm).  Both these services were hugely popular, especially with working parents in the morning.  The afternoon late pick up was particularly favourable for parents who had a primary school pick up at 2pm. 

Extended Schools Cluster funding of £1576 was used to pay for a Speech & Language therapist support in the nursery for 19 hours during the year.


SHARED EDUCATION PROGRAMME

As in previous years, Holy Cross Nursery School continued its close and valued partnership with Edenderry Nursery School through the Shared Education programme. The year began with a joint trip to W5, where children from both schools had the opportunity to explore and learn together.
Parents from both nurseries came together for an introductory workshop facilitated by CRIS (Community Relations in Schools), which helped set the tone for collaborative engagement. Following this, pupils participated in eight “Playdays,” taking turns visiting each other’s schools. These sessions were a highlight of the year, with many children sharing that meeting their buddy and enjoying the playdays was one of their favourite experiences.
Staff and children fully embraced the Buddy Up initiative, fostering friendships and building confidence through shared play and learning.
CRIS continued to support both schools throughout the year, encouraging parental involvement during the playdays. While parental turnout was lower than in previous years, we remain hopeful that engagement will increase moving forward.


GETTING READY TO LEARN

In addition to extended schools, we received funding of £500 from the ‘Getting Ready to Learn’ initiative.  This funding was used to buy new resources and books to replenish Busy Bee Activity Bags and Library books
In November we had a Big Bedtime Read evening.  The children came to school in pyjamas and after a bedtime stories read by their teacher, they had a cookie and hot chocolate for supper.  While the children had this, the parents attended a workshop on the benefits of reading to their child.  


FINANCE REPORT

L.M.S. Budget 2024-2025               £285,476  
Surplus 2023-2024                         £     6639
TOTAL				          £292,115


ADDITIONAL FUNDING

SEND IMPLEMENTATION            £   3750
Shared Education                           £   4136 				
EXTENDED SCHOOLS – core	     £   5257
EXTENDED SCHOOLS – cluster    £    1576
GRtL					    £      900
Outdoor Learning Project              £    3500  
Schools Hardship Programme        £       845
Pre-School Inclusion Fund	    £    3750
TOTAL				    £   23714
                       

LMS EXPENDITURE

The school LMS budget is based on the financial period from April 2024 – March 2025.

Staff Costs		            	     	£297,887
Premises, Fixed Plant & Goods	      	£   12,699
Operating Costs                        		£   18,681
Non Capital Purchases                      	£       292
Re-allocation 			       	£.     1790

TOTAL:				     	£ 329,621


SCHOOL FUND BALANCE:		£ 6920,35  (12/06/25)   

Managing the school budget has become increasingly challenging. This year, it was necessary to transfer funds raised through fundraising efforts into the main LMS budget to help cover essential school costs. 
Each week, parents contribute £5.00, which supports a variety of provisions for the children. This includes a daily snack—such as fruit, pancakes, sandwiches, crackers and cheese, yoghurts—and occasional baking activities. The contribution also helps cover costs associated with school outings, educational visitors, birthday celebrations, children’s gifts, fun days, and other small but important resources needed throughout the year.
We are incredibly grateful for the support received from local organisations. The People’s Kitchen kindly donated bread and fruit, while Community Groups provided generous contributions during the Christmas season, including selection boxes and food hampers.  

FUNDRAISING

Autumn Walk (The Waterworks):      	£1618 
Santa Trail:		                		£1183
Early Drop Off/Late Pick Up:		£ 287.50 

TOTAL:					£3088.50

We wish to extend our heartfelt thanks to all parents and families who contributed to fundraising efforts throughout the year. Their generosity and ongoing support were, as always, outstanding and deeply appreciated.
Funds raised this year were used to support school activities and trips, including the Christmas pantomime performance of Cinderella. A portion of the fundraising was also allocated to the school’s LMS budget to help cover essential costs.
In keeping with our Catholic ethos, we encourage children to care for those less fortunate. This year, parents and children raised the following amounts for charity

Macmillan Coffee Morning						£124
Save the Children (Christmas jumper Day)   				£  62
The Peoples Kitchen & NB Community   				£218
food bank & Ardoyne Youth Enterprise (Christmas Ballot) 
Children’s Marie Curie (Easter Ballot) 					£266
Autism NI (Superhero Week)        					£ 112 
 
TOTAL:									£782    
        
STAFF DEVELOPMENT 2024 – 2025

Non Class Contact Day

22nd August       		Term 1 – Classroom preparation and planning
23rd August        	Gestalt Language Processing
28th October  		The Adult Role in facilitating Purposeful Play 
25th November    		Shared Education – connections with Edenderry NS
6th January          		Term 2 Planning and Classroom Preparation    

Staff Development Days        
  
10th February   		SDP: Revise/update action plans
				Policies: revise & update
18th March  			Staff Well-Being 
16th May   			School Development Plan workshops / SEND workshop	
17th May   			SDP 2024-2025 Evaluation
                         		SDP 2025-2026 – Planning 
28th May			ETI Empowering Improvement: Self Evaluation
	

Throughout the year, staff participated in a variety of professional development workshops. Many of these were linked to the school’s action plans and focused on supporting learning and addressing the diverse needs within our classrooms. While the list of courses attended is not exhaustive, these opportunities played a key role in enhancing staff knowledge and practice, ultimately benefiting the children’s learning experiences. 

· Safe & Active use of Surface Pro’s
· Early Education NI Conference – Wellbeing for All
· Whole School Safeguarding & Child Protection Refresher Course
· Graduated Response Framework
· Calm Plan Training
· Planning, Observation & Assessment Webinar (My School - Learning Support)The Adult Role Webinar (My School - Learning Support)  
· ETI Empowering Improvement – reflecting on the 5 core questions
· SEND Transformation Update
· AAIS Tier 1 – AUTISM: The Basics for Early Years Pre-School
· AAIS Sensory Processing and Autism Spectrum Disorder for Early Years 
· Developing Early Attention and Listening Skills
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