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Proposal 

 

To admit girls to Inchmarlo Preparatory Department, commencing August 2028, or earlier. 
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Sec?on 1: Background and Proposal  

 

Governance, origins and loca?on 

1.1 Inchmarlo Preparatory Department is governed by the  
     Board of Governors of The Royal Belfast Academical Ins?tu?on      
     (RBAI), which provides strategic oversight.  The Head Teacher  
     provides leadership, ac?ng in a similar way to a Principal in a  
    grant-aided primary school.  

 
1.2 RBAI is a Voluntary B Grammar school for boys, situated in the City Centre.  

Inchmarlo is the preparatory department of the main school.  It was founded in 1917 
at 106 Marlborough Park North, Belfast.  The first headmaster was John Seymour, 
who presided over its move, in 1935, to the current site in Cranmore Park.  The 
preparatory department kept the name Inchmarlo.  
 
Vision and Values 
 

1.3 Inchmarlo inspires boys through academic excellence, outdoor learning, crea?vity 
and strong values, in suppor?ng surroundings.  The core values are excellence, 
respect, par?cipa?on; these values are woven into every aspect of school life, from 
the classroom to the sports field, the music room to the playground.   
 
Curriculum and Cross-Curricular Skills 
 

1.4 The prep follows the NI Curriculum and notes the major strategic review of the NI 
educa?onal curriculum published in June 2025.  En?tled “A Founda?on for the 
Future: Developing Capabili?es Through a Knowledge-Rich Curriculum in NI”.  It was 
led by renowned educa?onalist Lucy Crehan.  This was the first such review in almost 
20 years and outlined a number of areas for reform, which will form the basis of a 
new curriculum going forward.  It also noted a new aim and objec?ves. 

 

Aim To support young people to develop their capabili7es by equipping them 
with appropriate knowledge, skills and experiences, enabling them to have 
real choices and empowering them to make informed and responsible 
decisions throughout their lives.  
 

Objec7ves To support each young person to develop as:  
• An individual  
• A contributor to society 
• A contributor to the economy and the environment  
• A lifelong learner 

 
 
All schools will have to adjust to the new curriculum.  This places more pressure on 
smaller schools with less ?me and resources to apply it.  
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Literacy, Numeracy and ICT are integral to the learning from pre prep to P7, 
embedded in World Around Us, Forest Schools, Big Wri?ng and prepara?on for 
transfer (SEAG). 
 

1.5 Staffing and Class Configura?on 

Staffing levels at Inchmarlo Preparatory Department have remained stable over the last 
decade and continue to reflect the school's commitment to providing a high-quality 
educational experience for all pupils. 

• The department currently employs	eight full-time teaching staff from	Pre-Prep 
through to Year 7. 

• The	Head of Preparatory Department	fulfils a	full-time teaching role, teaching five 
days per week. 

• A	part-time Music Teacher, who teaches	two days per week	across the school. 
• Staffing structures have remained largely unchanged over the period. 
• The current staffing model ensures that pupils benefit from specialist expertise, 

consistent pastoral care and high-quality teaching across all year groups. 
• In addition to 8.4 FTE teachers, there are 2 general classroom assistants and 7 SEN 

classroom assistants. 

 
Summary of Inchmarlo Preparatory Department Staffing 2017/18 to 2026/27	 
 
Staff	 17/18	 18/19	 19/20	 20/21	 21/22	 22/23	 23/24	 24/25	 25/26	 26/27	 
FT teachers	 8	 8	 8	 8	 8	 8	 8	 8	 8	 8	 
PT teacher: 
Music (2 
days)	 

1	 1	 1	 1	 1	 1	 1	 1	 1	 1	 

Total Staff	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 
Total FTE	 8.4	 8.4	 8.4	 8.4	 8.4	 8.4	 8.4	 8.4	 8.4	 8.4	 
Head of 
Prep	 
(also 5-day 
week 
teacher)	 

✓	 ✓	 ✓	 ✓	 ✓	 ✓	 ✓	 ✓	 ✓	 ✓	 

Enrolment	 
(Pre-Prep	to 
P7)	 

150	 152	 152	 152	 128	 116	 110	 116	 120	 106 

 
• Notes:	Staffing has	remained	consistent over the period: eight full-time teachers 

(Pre-Prep teacher included), supported by one part-time Music Teacher for two days 
per week. The Head of Preparatory Department is included within the full-time 
teaching staff and fulfils a five-day teaching role. Total FTE assumes the two-day 
Music role is equivalent to 0.4 FTE.	 
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1.6 SEN Provision 
 
In 2025/26, Inchmarlo has 7 children with Special Education Needs (SEN) statements. 
 
 
1.7 Enrolment Trends 
 
Enrolment trends for Inchmarlo and the average primary school, highlight a reduction in 
pupil numbers with the most significant decline from the prep departments of the voluntary 
schools in Belfast. 
 
 

 

The positive and negative bar chart illustrates the	year-on-year change in overall enrolment 
across Belfast primary schools between 2019/20 and 2025/26. Green bars indicate years in 
which pupil numbers increased compared to the previous academic year, whilst red bars 
represent years in which enrolment declined.  

The data shows that Belfast primary school enrolment has remained relatively stable over 
the seven-year period, although there has been a slight overall decline. 

Overall enrolment decreased from	29,256 pupils in 2019/20	to	28,680 pupils in 2025/26, a 
net reduction of	576 pupils, equivalent to approximately	2.0%	over the period. Whilst 
annual fluctuations are evident, the long-term trend suggests a gradual decline in the 
primary school-aged population in Belfast. This pattern is consistent with wider 
demographic trends, including lower birth rates and changing population distribution across 
urban areas. 
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The	Percentage Change from AY19/20 to AY24/25	chart shows how enrolment has changed 
at each preparatory school over the six-year period. 

Key findings 

• Most schools experienced a decline in enrolment, indicating a broader downward 
trend across the preparatory sector. 

• Overall enrolment across all schools fell by	17%. 
• Inchmarlo’s enrolment decreased by 24%, which is a larger decline than the sector 

average. 
• The most significant reductions were: 

o MCB Downey House:	-82% 
o Ben Madigan:	-71% 
o Armagh Royal:	-32% 

• Two schools recorded growth: 
o Regent House:	+42% 
o MCB Fullerton:	+9% 

• Several schools remained relatively stable, with changes of less than 10%, 
including	VCB (-6%),	Penrhyn/Strathearn (-4%), and	Sullivan Upper (-4%). 

The data indicates that declining enrolment has been a widespread issue across Northern 
Ireland preparatory schools during this period. While Inchmarlo has experienced a notable 
reduction in pupil numbers, its decline is not unique and is considerably less severe than the 
declines seen at some other schools. The data also demonstrates that growth remains 
possible, as evidenced by Regent House and MCB Fullerton, suggesting that local factors and 
strategic decisions can influence enrolment outcomes despite wider sector pressures. 

Impact of VAT 

 
1.8 In 2024, the Autumn Budget announced the imposi?on of VAT (@20%) on private school 

fees from 1 January 2025.  In doing so, the Labour government fulfilled a publicly stated 
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commitment and expected that the net effec?ve VAT rate would be 15% (aner 
offseong).  The Office for Budgetary Responsibility (OBR) forecast the policy would 
result in around 35,000 fewer private school pupils by the end of 2029/2030.   

 
In January 2023, there were 1,750 independent (private) schools in England.  By January 
2025 this had fallen by 5.5% to 1,653 schools.  The Independent School’s Council (USC) 
polled 1,150 private schools*, which showed that there were 16,696 fewer students in 
September 2025 compared to a year earlier.  Equa?ng to a drop of 3.6% with girls’ 
schools (4.5% down) worse off than boys’ schools (2.7%).  The figures are likely to be an 
underes?mate as 81 private schools were believed to have closed between July 2024 
and September 2025.  

There are an es?mated 556,000 pupils in private schools, with slightly more boys 
(282,000) than girls (274,000).  The ISC believes the government has under-es?mated 
the impact of VAT on pupil numbers, as they note a drop of 24,929 pupils between 
September 2023 and September 2025.  

 
The English Department for Educa?on’s own research found that between January 2024 
and January 2025 independent schools were down 5.9% at age 4, and down 5% at age 
7, which was over twice the decline shown in state primary schools over the same 
period.  According to the ISC, overall prep school numbers in England fell by 4.6% 
compared to 2.9% for senior schools.   

 
Based on the experience noted in England, there could be an ini?al drop of at least 6% 
in Year 1 enrolments.  Many parents of prep-school pupils will have noted a significant 
rise in fees over the last few years due to fewer pupil enrolments, cost of living/infla?on 
rises, and VAT amongst other factors.  Any future fee increases must be considered in 
this context. 

  



 9 

The Proposal 
 
1.9 The Board of Governors, who keep the enrolment at Inchmarlo under review, met in 

November 2025 to consider the op?ons to maintain and develop the long term 
stability and sustainability of the prep department.  The Board of Governors 
considered several op?ons to be explored, with a sub group to be appointed.  The 
recommended op?ons were put forward for consulta?on with parents and staff on 
Tuesday 25 November 2025.  
 
The Department of Educa?on (DE) Circular, 2017/09 and DGP Oct 2024 Guidance on 
the Publica?on of a Development Proposal, has been considered in the prepara?on 
of this proposal.  In this instance, the statutory planning authority is the Educa?on 
Authority (EA), the school managing authority is the Board of Governors of The Royal 
Belfast Academical Ins?tu?on and the sectoral body is the Governing Bodies 
Associa?on (GBA). 
 
Sec?on 6 of DE Circular 2024 provides guidance on the “Need for a Development 
Proposal”.  This sec?on sets out the ra?onale for bringing forward a Development 
Proposal, referring to situa?ons in which the proposed ac?on appears to represent a 
Significant Change in Character and Size of a school.  Sec?ons 8.1 and 8.4 provide 
further guidance on this mater.  The Preparatory Department of a Voluntary 
Grammar School is not a grant-aided primary school.  Sec?on 5.11 Post Primary 
Schools, includes reference, at point viii., to a proposal “to open or close a 
preparatory department atached to a grammar school”.  
 
In arriving at their decision, the Governors have considered evidence that 
demonstrates, despite concerted efforts to promote the school, a steady and 
consistent decline in enrolments.  The Governors have also considered the contextual 
framework of the provision of primary school spaces within the Greater Belfast area 
and the wider trend of falling enrolments within the broader preparatory school 
sector. 
 
The Governors are mindful of the increasing deficits at both the main school and a 
worsening financial posi?on in the preparatory department.  Independently 
prepared and reviewed forecasts clearly demonstrate that the financial posi?on of 
the preparatory department is not sustainable. The deficits experienced are expected 
to increase.  The Governors have concluded that the preparatory department is not 
financially sustainable and in the absence of significant funding being made available, 
it is prudent to consider other op?ons to the current provision. 
 
Given the fundamental risks to both educa?onal and financial viability, which 
currently exist, the Governors propose:  
 
“To maintain Inchmarlo Preparatory Department and to admit girls in August 
2028.” 
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Sec$on Two 
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Sec?on 2: Sustainability Assessment 

This chapter assesses the school’s ongoing sustainability.  

Sustainable Schools Policy - Policy background and sustainability criteria 

2.1 On 14 January 2009, the Minister for Educa?on launched “Schools for the Future – A 
Policy for Sustainable Schools” (2009 Policy).  In February 2022 DENI subsequently 
published “A Policy for Sustainable Schools-User Guide” (Sustainable Guide).  This 
was followed by EA’s “Planning for Sustainable Provision: Strategic Area Plan 2022-
2027” (2022 SAP) in June 2022.  

2.2 The 2009 Policy followed on from the Report of the Independent Strategic Review of 
Educa?on (the Bain Report) published in December 2006.  The Bain report focused 
on the quality of children’s educa?on.  It highlighted the need for schools to be viable 
in both educa?onal and financial terms and made specific recommenda?ons as 
follows: 

“The policy for sustainable schools should ensure that all schools are sustainable in 
terms of the quality of the educa?onal experience of children, enrolment trends, 
financial posi?on, school leadership and management, accessibility, and the 
strength of their links to the community.” 
 
“The sustainable schools’ policy should ensure that regardless of the financial 
posi?on of a school or the services it provides, it is not considered viable if the 
quality and breadth of the educa?on it provides is less than sa?sfactory.” 
 
(Bain Report, 2009) 

2.3 The Bain Report also noted the minimum (not op?mal) enrolment thresholds for 
primary schools.  For urban schools (“Belfast/Derry City Council areas”) the minimum 
intake for recurrent funding was 15 per year (12 in rural/other areas), with 20 per 
year (15 in rural/other areas) the minimum threshold intake for capital funder (per 
Table 4.1, p23 2009 Policy).  

2.4 The 2009 Policy also set out 6 qualita?ve and quan?ta?ve sustainability criteria.  

1. Quality of the educa?onal experience 
2. Stable enrolment trends 
3. Sound financial posi?on  
4. School leadership and management  
5. Accessibility  
6. Strength of links to the local community 

2.5 At the outset of the 2022 SDP, it reiterated the need for a broad and balanced 
curriculum, and for educa?onally and financially viable schools.  In doing so, it 
reaffirmed the sustainability criteria.  
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 Area Planning: 

 Aim 

 The aim of Area Planning is to ensure that all primary and post-primary pupils have 
access to a broad and balanced curriculum that meets their educa?onal needs in a 
school that is educa?onally and financially viable and sustainable.  

 Vision 

 All children will have access to a high-quality educa?onal experience, through a 
broad and balanced curriculum that meets their needs, in educa?onally and 
financially viable schools, within a diverse system of educa?on.  

 Mission 

 Focus on improving the quality of educa?onal provision for all pupils.  To do this Area 
Planning will:  

• Address school provision which is not educa?onally and/or financially 
sustainable; 

• Explore realis?c, innova?ve, shared and collabora?ve solu?ons with a view to 
ensuring there is a viable and sustainable level of quality educa?onal provision; 

• Aim to find solu?ons which deliver sustainable educa?on provision in rural areas;  
• Address issues and challenges specific to local areas, by ensuring there are 

sufficient places which may result in increasing places in some areas while 
reducing places in others.   

Providing a network of viable and sustainable schools that are of the right type, the 
right size, located in the right place at the right ?me with a focus on raising 
standards.   
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Sustainability Criteria Indicators  

2.6 Each sustainability criterion was given a series of indicators, with primary school 
indicators below:  

 

Sustainability  
Criteria 

Sustainability Indicators  

Quality of Educa?onal 
Experience  

a)  Atainment levels of pupils  
b) No more than 2 composite year groups in a single 

classroom at primary level.  
c) There are 4 teachers at a primary school.  
d) The ability of a school to cater for children with Special 

Educa?onal Needs. 
e) The standards and the quality of teaching and learning 

at the school.  
f) The range of curricular and extra-curricular ac?vi?es 

available for children.  
g) The quality of the physical environment for learning 

and teaching.  
h) The quality of, and arrangements for pastoral care.  

 
Stable Enrolment 
Trends  

a) The enrolment trends in the school in the past 3 years 
and projected demand in the area. 

b) Ideally a primary school should have at least 7 
classrooms (one for each year group).  The minimum 
(not op?mal) enrolment for an urban school should be 
140 pupils.  

  
Sound Financial 
Posi?on  

a) The school’s annual finances indicate that it can live 
within its budget.  

b) The school’s financial trends indicate that it will 
con?nue to be able to live within its annual budget.  

c) The school’s 3-year financial plans, based upon realis?c 
assump?ons indicate that where there is a deficit this 
can be reduced or recovered. 
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Sustainability  
Criteria 

Sustainability Indicators  

Strong leadership and 
Management by the 
Board of Governors 
and the Principal  

a) Governors’ views on the school based on quan?ta?ve 
and qualita?ve. 

b) Composi?on of the Board of Governors-skills and 
experience of Board members and the number of 
vacancies.  

c) Management of staff atendance and absenteeism. 
d) Levels and nature of staff turnover and unfilled 

vacancies 
e) Teacher morale.  
f) Management of curricular and organisa?onal demands 

on the Principal and staff.  
g) Ensuring that the resource is available so that the 

Principal has at least one day per week to atend to 
leadership and management du?es. 

h) There is a school development plan in place and 
progress is being made to achieve the plan’s aims and 
objec?ves. 

i) Pupil behaviour, expulsions, suspensions, and non-
atendance as well as posi?ve behaviours such as 
involvement in school management (e.g., buddying 
and mentoring. 

Sustainability  
Criteria 

Sustainability Indicators  

Accessibility  a) Home to school travel ?mes of less than 30 minutes. 
b) Distance to another suitable primary school.  
c) Capacity in nearest schools.  
  

Strong Links with the 
Community   

a) Degree and quality of parental involvement.  
b) Number of children in the vicinity atending (and not 

atending). 
c) Contribu?on of the school to the community.  
d) Presence of other features of provision, eg, nursery or 

specialist unit.  
e) Mul?-func?onal use of buildings outside formal 

educa?on, for example sport, voluntary and 
community use. 

 

 

 

 

2.7 Quality of Education Experience 
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• Strong attainment levels	with pupils achieving high standards across the curriculum 
and successfully transitioning to the next stage of education. 

• Single form entry structure, ensuring no composite classes and allowing for 
personalised support and strong pupil-teacher relationships. 

• Well-established SEN provision, enabling the school to identify and support pupils 
with additional needs through targeted interventions and inclusive practice. 

• High-quality teaching and learning, characterised by high expectations, effective 
differentiation and engaging learning experiences. 

• Extensive range of curricular and extra-curricular opportunities, including sport, 
music, drama, STEM, leadership programmes, educational visits and residential 
experiences. 

• High-quality physical environment	with well-resourced classrooms, specialist 
facilities, outdoor learning spaces and excellent sporting provision. 

• Outstanding pastoral care arrangements, underpinned by a nurturing ethos, strong 
home-school partnerships and a commitment to pupil wellbeing. 

• Experienced and highly qualified staff team, providing continuity, expertise and 
consistency in teaching and learning across the school. 

2.8 Sound Financial Posi?on 

 The standalone nature of Inchmarlo, as a prep department, means it cannot benefit 
from school cost savings with the main school.   In addi?on, the VAT and rising tui?on 
fees are prohibi?ve or challenging for current and poten?al families.  The costs are 
exacerbated by low level of government financial support.  NI average expenditure 
per pupil is £3,411 as compared to £9,361 at Inchmarlo.  NI average teaching cost per 
pupil is £2,588 as compared to £5,213 at Inchmarlo. 

 Inchmarlo had actual deficits of £70,509 in 2024/25 and £138,638 in 2025/26. 

 Inchmarlo forecasts a deficit of £261,817 in 2026/27.  This figure may increase with 
any further pupil transfers out of the school.  

 Inchmarlo forecasts indicate over the 4 year period between 2025/26 to 2028/29 the 
cumula?ve deficit will be over £1 M. 

 These deficits are aner a rise in tui?on fees. 

 The financial forecasts are outlined in Appendix 3. 

 

2.9 Strong leadership and management by Board of Governors and the Principal 

• The Board of Governors is supported in its leadership of the Preparatory 
Department by the Inchmarlo Management Commited (IMC).  There are 31 
members of the Board of Governors and 7 Governors on the IMC.  

• The Board of Governors appointed a new Headteacher, Mr Moreland, who has 
been in post since August 2025.  There is a very high level of governor, staff and 
parental confidence in the new Headteacher.   
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• A robust and rigorous evalua?on of the 2022-2025 School Development Plan was 
undertaken in the 2025/26 academic year, to inform the Ac?on Plan for 2026/27, 
and 3-Year School Improvement Plan, 2027-2030.  

2.10 Accessibility  

Inchmarlo atracts boys from a wide spread of postcodes across Belfast and beyond, 
with a number of families travelling significant distances to enrol their children.  
Families benefit with VCB Prep juxtaposi?oned to Inchmarlo, making drop offs and 
pick ups more manageable.  Postcodes for 2025/26 were: 

BT9 BT17 BT8 BT27 BT5/6/41 
25% 15% 10% 8% 5% 

  

In addi?on, pupils are admited from Banbridge, Dromore, Ballyclare, Annalong and 
Holywood. 

2.11 Strong links with the Community 

• Active participation in the	Peace Proms programme. 
• The department is a member of the	74th Scout Group. 
• Regular collaboration with	other local schools	through musical performances and 

shared events, including performances at	Parliament Buildings, Stormont. 
• Participation in a range of	local primary school sports leagues and competitions, 

fostering healthy competition and positive relationships with neighbouring schools. 
• School facilities and grounds made available to support community activities, 

including Instonians hockey and summer schemes such as the	Smile Club. 
• Annual involvement in	community Christmas events, including singing performances 

that strengthen links with local residents and organisations. 
• Strong partnership with the	Inchmarlo Parents’ Association, which provides 

invaluable support for school events, fundraising and community-building initiatives. 
• Close working relationships with local charities, community groups and educational 

organisations to enhance learning opportunities for pupils. 
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Sec$on Three 
 

 
 

 
 
Area Planning Impact 
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Sec?on 3: Area Planning Impact  

 

Area planning context for Inchmarlo 

Inchmarlo Preparatory Department is situated within South Belfast and should be 
considered within the wider Belfast and Northern Ireland area-planning context. The key 
point for Inchmarlo is that wider demographic indicators point to a reducing primary-age 
popula?on, while local provision con?nues to include schools with strong demand, 
established reputa?on and/or larger scale. 

Indicator Source figure Impact for Inchmarlo 

NI primary enrolment 
projec1on 

168,036 pupils in 2023/24, 
projected to 153,878 by 2035 

Declining overall demand 
increases the need for 
Inchmarlo to maintain a clear 
dis1nc1ve offer. 

Belfast LGD births 
4,982 births in 2011/12 to 
3,827 in 2021/22, a 23% fall 

A smaller intake pool is likely to 
intensify compe11on for Prep 
1 places. 

Urban preparatory threshold 
140 pupils under the 
Sustainable Schools Policy 

Inchmarlo’s June 2025 forecast 
of 106 pupils places it below 
the expected urban threshold. 

NI average school size Average of 214 pupils 

Inchmarlo is substan1ally 
smaller than the NI average, so 
sustainability evidence must be 
explicit. 

Belfast primary capacity 
30,131 enrolments against 
35,084 approved enrolments 
in 2023/24 

Surplus capacity in the wider 
Belfast system adds 
compe11ve pressure for 
parental choice. 

SEN provision in Belfast 
29 of 93 Belfast primary 
schools have specialist SEN 
provision across 70 classes 

Inclusion and targeted SEN 
support are important parts of 
Inchmarlo’s quality narra1ve, 
par1cularly where provision is 
valued by parents. 

Demographic pressure and projected demand 

The wider Northern Ireland data shows an overall projected reduc?on in primary enrolments 
from 168,036 pupils in 2023/24 to 153,878 by 2035. This maters for Inchmarlo because a 
smaller demographic base reduces the overall pool of poten?al pupils and makes parental 
recruitment, reten?on and transi?on planning more strategically important. 
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Figure 1: NI primary enrolment trend and projec7on.  

At Belfast City Council level, the same direc?onal pressure is evident. The source document 
records actual births falling from 4,982 in 2011/12 to 3,827 in 2021/22, which is iden?fied as 
a 23% fall. This is par?cularly relevant for Inchmarlo because birth cohorts feed directly into 
future Prep 1 demand. 

 

Belfast Births Relevant to Future Primary Intake 

 

Figure 2: Belfast births by academic birth year.  

Sustainability benchmark: Inchmarlo posi?on 

Under the Department of Educa?on Sustainable Schools Policy, an urban preparatory school 
should ideally have at least 140 pupils. The supplied document states that Inchmarlo’s June 
2025 forecast is 106 pupils. This places Inchmarlo below the benchmark and therefore 
highlights an area-planning risk that should be addressed through clear evidence of 
educa?onal quality, efficient staffing and sustained parental demand. 
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Figure 3: Inchmarlo’s current forecast compared with the urban preparatory threshold and NI 
average school size. 

Belfast capacity and compe??ve context 
The Belfast primary profile in the source document records 30,131 enrolments against 
35,084 approved enrolments in 2023/24, alongside 4,029 actual admissions against 5,261 
approved admissions. The remaining available Year 1 places indicate that Belfast has spare 
capacity in the primary sector. For Inchmarlo, this means the impact of area planning is 
experienced through parental choice, compe??on for first-preference applica?ons and the 
need to communicate a clearly differen?ated preparatory offer. 

The source document also notes that nearby schools con?nue to atract strong first-
preference applica?ons and that some compe?tor schools demonstrate stable or growing 
demand. The relevance for Inchmarlo is that it must evidence why its single-form 
preparatory model, pastoral culture, transi?on pathways, curriculum experience and 
individualised support provide value within a compe??ve South Belfast market. 
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Implica?ons for Inchmarlo 

Area-planning issue Implica?on for Inchmarlo 

Falling demographic base 
Maintain a proac?ve admissions strategy 
and con?nue to evidence the value of 
Inchmarlo’s preparatory pathway. 

Below urban prep threshold 
Address sustainability directly through 
enrolment planning, efficient staffing, and a 
clear statement of educa?onal quality. 

Surplus Belfast capacity 

Sharpen the school’s dis?nc?ve iden?ty so 
parents can see why Inchmarlo offers a 
meaningful alterna?ve to larger local 
provision. 

Compe??on from high-demand schools 

Promote strengths that are difficult for 
larger seongs to replicate, including 
rela?onships, individual aten?on, pupil 
voice, leadership opportuni?es and pastoral 
care. 

SEN and inclusion expecta?ons 

Ensure the area-planning case describes the 
quality of SEN iden?fica?on, support, 
differen?a?on and partnership with 
families. 

Small-school organisa?on 

Use single-form entry and composite 
flexibility as strengths, while demonstra?ng 
that staffing, curriculum breadth and 
safeguarding capacity remain sustainable. 

Table 2: Planning implica7ons framed solely for Inchmarlo. 

Area planning impact statement 
On the basis of the supplied informa?on, the area-planning impact for Inchmarlo is best 
understood as a sustainability and demand challenge within a declining demographic 
environment. Inchmarlo’s projected enrolment of 106 pupils is below the urban preparatory 
threshold of 140 pupils and below the NI average school size of 214 pupils. This does not, in 
itself, determine educa?onal quality, but it does mean that any area-planning assessment 
should require Inchmarlo to evidence the strength of its provision, its contribu?on to 
parental choice and its plans for maintaining viable enrolment. 
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The Belfast data indicates spare capacity within the primary sector, with actual enrolment 
and admissions below approved capacity. This creates a compe??ve admissions 
environment in which Inchmarlo must ensure that its offer is clearly communicated and 
strategically posi?oned.  

In conclusion, the planning impact for Inchmarlo is significant but manageable. Inchmarlo’s 
proposal aligns enrolment planning, with high-quality teaching and learning, strong 
community and parental confidence, robust SEN and pastoral provision, and efficient staffing 
and resource deployment. 
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Sec$on Four 
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Sec?on 4: Educa?onal Impact 

4.1 Introduc?on  

The con?nuing decline in pupil numbers at Inchmarlo is beginning to undermine the 
quality and breadth of educa?onal provision.  

4.2 Impact of Falling Enrolment Numbers  

In a school with low enrolment, it can be challenging to ensure a high-quality 
educa?onal experience, for example to learn from and value other people’s ideas, 
generate possible solu?ons and communicate with a sense of audience and purpose.  
Curriculum guidance from CCEA highlights that self-management (or self-regula?on) 
is important so that pupils can manage their learning in new situa?ons and in the 
longer term.  To do this, they need to experience the different demands of working 
with peers and children of other age groups, working with friends, and working with 
other people they might not know and to recognise the different ways they need to 
adapt to new groupings and their own feelings and achievements in the variety of 
contexts.   

In very small class sizes, it is challenging to ensure that pupils can access these 
opportuni?es and even then, they will be limited to a small number of children to 
work with.  Working in larger and different groups during primary school years 
provides an important founda?on for children as they progress to larger post-primary 
seongs.  The Sustainable Schools Policy outlines that smaller numbers of children in 
each year group limits the opportuni?es for children to work alongside their peers 
and further opportuni?es for extra-curricular provision.  Ul?mately, these restrict 
opportuni?es for pupil collabora?on, group learning, and social development – 
elements that are vital to the development of key skills as outlined in the NI 
Curriculum.  

Moreover, extra-curricular provision can be affected, due to the small pool of 
par?cipants.  These programmes are central to the all-round development of 
children and contribute significantly to school iden?ty, pupil mo?va?on, and well-
being.  

Staffing models may also come under strain as they seek to deliver a fully enriched 
curriculum.   

All of these impact on the quality of the educa?on offered, which will come under 
further pressure as enrolments fall to 106 in Inchmarlo.  
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4.3 The Proposal  

The proposal will provide the opportunity for pupils to benefit from a more 
sustainable prep and one which is beter able to provide, and sustain, the wider 
range of curricular and co-curricular experiences, with greater resources to meet the 
holis?c needs of all pupils.  
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Sec$on Five 
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Sec?on 5: Resource Implica?ons 

5.1 There are no an?cipated staffing changes for teaching and support staff.  Access to 
classroom assistants is approved by the Educa?on Authority. 

5.2 There will be minimum resource requirements in terms of accommoda?on to admit 
girls, including toilet and changing room facili?es.  

5.3 Inchmarlo facili?es include 16 classrooms, a modern C2K computer suite, a well-
stocked library, an outdoor classroom, a dedicated forest school area and an astro-
turf for sports.  

5.4 The Inchmarlo Parents Associa?on are currently planning to develop a STEAM Lab, 
using one of the spare classrooms; this will be a superb facility.  
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Sec$on Six 
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SECTION 6: OPTION APPRAISAL 

6.1 The Board of Governors of Inchmarlo and Victoria College Belfast have 
independently considered the educa?on and financial sustainability of 
preparatory educa?on at their respec?ve schools.  
 

6.2 On 18th November 2025, at VCB and RBAI, there were separate mee?ngs of 
the Boards of Governors to discuss the challenges facing the preparatory 
departments.  The outcome for RBAI was to take forward a strategic plan to 
explore all op?ons for Inchmarlo, including maintaining the status quo, and 
collabora?ng with VCB, to iden?fy viable and sustainable alterna?ve 
outcomes.  

 
6.3 Parents and staff atended a subsequent mee?ng on 25 November 2025, to 

be appraised of the facts.  
 
6.4 The Board of Governors considered the following op?ons: 
 

a) No change to the current posi?on 
In recent years, there has been a proac?ve and significant PR and 
marke?ng campaign to increase enrolment; this included re-opening the 
pre-prep and appoin?ng a new Head Teacher.  These have not led to 
increased enrolment.  Alongside declining demographics and the 
introduc?on of VAT on fees from January 2025, the indica?ons are of 
further falling enrolment numbers.  
 
Due to the decline in enrolment numbers, it is increasingly challenging for 
Inchmarlo to meet the criteria from the DE Sustainable Schools Policy.    
 
It is not a viable op?on to maintain the status quo.  
 

b) Increase fees 
Based on current projec?ons and to achieve financial sustainability, the 
average annual fee for parents would have to be increased to £10,709.  
The VAT at 20% is detrimental to the prep’s viability. 
 

c) Change management type 
RBAI is a voluntary B school and it is not a viable op?on to pursue a 
change of management type, which would require a development 
proposal to close Inchmarlo. 
 
In order to comply with the requirements of The Educa?on and Libraries 
(Northern Ireland) Order 1986, this op?on would require current 
provision to be discon?nued.  Following closure of the school, another 
managing authority would be required to publish a Development 
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Proposal, and such a proposal would need to be approved by the Minister 
of Educa?on.  It is not within the power of the Board of Governors of RBAI 
to consider or implement such a change.  
 

d) Inchmarlo to admit girls 
Inchmarlo retained as the Preparatory Department of RBAI and governed 
by RBAI and the Inchmarlo Management Commitee.   
 
The cost/benefits could include:  

Inchmarlo based Co-educa?on school op?on considera?on 
Pros Cons 
1. This may improve the financial outurn 

of Inchmarlo in the event of a significant 
number of girls transferring to 
Inchmarlo. 

2. Would be familiar and convenient for 
some parents who have girls, with a son 
at Inchmarlo. 

3. Atrac?ve to parents with boys and girls. 

1.  Inchmarlo could change to co-
educa?on and not atract girls so no 
improvement in its financial viability 
(and risk decline in intake of boys). 

2. Possibly a need for a substan?al 
rebranding exercise for Inchmarlo.  

3. All capital costs would be incurred by 
Inchmarlo.  

4. Development proposal required.  
 

This op?on is considered viable by the Board of Governors.   
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Sec$on Seven 
 

 
 

 
 
Ra$onale for Proposal 
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SECTION 7: RATIONALE FOR PROPOSAL 

The trend of declining enrolments at Inchmarlo, the declining birth rate in Greater Belfast 
and beyond, increase in deficits, introduc?on of VAT and the resul?ng instability at the prep, 
demonstrate there is a clear ra?onale for the proposal.   

The proposal to admit girls to Inchmarlo, star?ng August 2028, at the latest, is iden?fied, by 
the Board of Governors, as the most viable op?on to be consulted on regarding the future of 
provision for the following reasons:  

• The increase in fees that would be required to achieve financial stability is considered to 
be unaffordable to the majority of parents. 

• It is not possible to conclude that with higher fees the school would recruit sufficient 
pupils to achieve educa?onal sustainability.  

• Con?nua?on of the current provision – curricular and co-curricular, at Inchmarlo, is 
neither educa?onally nor financially viable.  

• The proposal aligns with the objec?ve of area planning which is a process through which 
a network of viable and sustainable schools will be maintained and developed.  
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Sec$on Eight 
 

 
 

 
 
Equality Screening 
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SECTION 8: EQUALITY SCREENING  

Sec?on 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998: A Guide for Public Authori?es advises:  The first 
duty is the Equality of Opportunity duty, which requires public authori?es in carrying out 
their func?ons rela?ng to Northern Ireland to have due regard to the need to promote 
equality of opportunity between the 9 equality categories of persons of different religious 
belief, poli?cal opinion, racial group, age, marital status or sexual orienta?on; men and 
women generally; persons with a disability and persons without; and persons with 
dependants and persons without.  

The Governors are conduc?ng an equality screening exercise in order to iden?fy whether or 
not their proposal has any major impact on the protected groups within Sec?on 75 of the 
Northern Ireland Act 1998.  

The final screening document will be available on request from RBAI when the proposals 
reach the public objec?on period stage.  
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Sec$on Nine 
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SECTION 9: IMPLEMENTATION PLAN  

Any change in a school/prep department’s provision must be presented through the 
medium of a Development Proposal, as set out in DE’s Development Proposal Guidance 
2024. RBAI recognises that entering into the formal Development Plan process will create a 
period of uncertainty and upheaval for pupils, parents and staff alike; and are keen to reach 
the most appropriate agreed future direct outcome.  RBAI will seek formal approval from 
their Board to commence with the transparent prepara?on of a Development Plan for 
Inchmarlo, if and when appropriate.  

EANI has indicated that the ?meline for a Development Proposal would be circa 18 months 
and would involve the following: 

Stage Timeline 
Pre-publica?on consulta?on including age-
appropriate consulta?on with pupils 

September 2026 

Closing date for pre-publica?on consulta?on 
responses from parents and teachers 

8 weeks 

Considera?on of consulta?on responses by 
Governors 

November/December 2026 

Approval/rejec?on of Proposal following 
considera?on of outcome of consulta?on and all 
relevant factors   

December 2026 

EANI consulta?on with affected schools 4-week consulta?on 
EANI no?ng of Development Proposal Following EA consulta?on with 

affected schools 
Development Proposal – 2-month Objec?on 
Period/Public Consulta?on 

 

Ministerial Considera?on and Decision  Post objec?on period/public 
consulta?on – allow for process to 
complete in 18 months  

Transi?on Planning – Design and implement 
transi?on plans for pupils and staff 

Concurrent 

Final Implementa?on – enact agreed changes  By August 2028 
NB:  An Ac?on Plan will also be developed and monitored in line with DE guidance and 
include ongoing communica?ons with all affected stakeholders to ensure transparency, 
con?nuity of learning and staff redeployment support where needed. 

This document may be read in conjunc?on with the VCB document.  

PRE-PUBLICATION CONSULTATION 

This will be conducted through staff and parent mee?ngs, at Inchmarlo on 15 September 
2026 at 6.00 pm.  Parents and staff are asked to respond using Google forms; the deadline is 
10 November 2026. 
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Appendices 
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