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Finnebrogue champion the next generation of young leaders 
FINNEBROGUE, the award-winning NI 
food producer renowned for its 
commitment to sustainability, is back 
once again as a sponsor of the annual 
Blackboard Awards. 

The company produce delicious, 
nutritious and sustainable food from 
their state-of-the-art facilities in County 
Down, with innovation at the heart of 
everything they do. 

Finnebrogue will sponsor the 
Excellence in Sustainability Teaching 
Category at the Blackboard Awards. 

Sam Turner, Sustainability Executive 
at Finnebrogue, said: "As an award-
winning UK food producer and part of 
the global Sofina Foods family, 
Finnebrogue is proud to sponsor the 
Excellence in Sustainability Teaching 
category at the Blackboard Awards. 

"Education plays a vital role in 
shaping a more sustainable future, 
which is why we actively work with 
schools through our Feed Your Future 
programme to educate and inspire 
young people about career pathways 
within the food industry. 

"With the programme now expanding 
to include a dedicated sustainability 
module, we are equipping young people 
with the knowledge and skills needed to 
help create food that doesn�t cost the 
Earth. 

"As part of the Sofina Foods group, we 
are able to share best practice at scale 

and support the next generation of 
sustainability leaders who will drive 

meaningful change across our industry 
and beyond.� 

SUSTAINABILITY: Sam Turner, Sustainability Executive at Finnebrogue, with Anna-Marie McGuinness from Aisling Events
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Dalal Alshaqaqi 
St Bride’s Primary School 
www.stbridesps.org.uk 

 
Subject or primary school year: P7. 
Place of birth: Palestine. 
Where you studied: Gaza Strip. 
What was your first job? Classroom assistant.  
What did your first job teach you? My first job as a 
classroom assistant taught me two things that have stayed 
with me: the importance of clear communication and the 
value of responsibility. I learned how to communicate 
effectively with students who had different learning needs, 
adjusting my explanations and approach to make sure 
everyone understood and felt supported. At the same time, I 
realised how essential it was to be dependable � showing up 
prepared, staying organised, and being someone the teacher 
and students could rely on. Balancing communication with 
responsibility helped me develop a strong work ethic, 
patience, and the ability to stay professional and calm in a 
busy environment. These skills have shaped how I work and 
collaborate today.  
Family/Status: Married with 
two children.  
Best advice you would give 
to someone thinking of a 
teaching career: Remember 
why you started. There will 
be tough days, but if you stay 
connected to the reason you 
wanted to teach� whether 
it�s helping children, making a difference, or sharing a subject 
you love � you�ll always find motivation.  
 

Dalal Alshaqaqi is a dedicated educator who holds a 
Bachelor of Science in Information Technology 
Systems, graduating with honours from the faculty of 

Information Technology at the Islamic University of Gaza. 
Although her academic foundation is in IT, she has always 
had a strong passion for working with children and 
supporting their educational development. 
    Throughout the years, Dalal has completed several training 
courses in child care, dyslexia, autism, and ADHD. These 
programmes deepened her understanding of diverse learning 
needs and strengthened her ability to provide meaningful 
support to students. Her unique blend of technical skills and 
educational training motivated her to bridge the gap between 
technology and early childhood education. 
    Dalal began her professional journey at St Bride�s Primary 
School as a classroom assistant, where she applied her IT 
expertise to enhance the learning experience while actively 
participating in teaching. She finds great fulfilment in 
combining her love for children with her knowledge of 
technology to create engaging, supportive, and interactive 
learning environments. 
Today, Dalal is proud of the path she had chosen and grateful 
for achieving goals she once dreamed of. Yet she continues to 
strive for more. Committed to ongoing professional 
development, she consistently seeks opportunities to expand 
her impact in both technology and education.

St Bride’s Primary School 

Ciara Bowman 
St Malachy’s College 

www.stmalachyscollege.com 
 
Subject or primary school year: Mathematics. 
Place of birth: Belfast. 
Where you studied: Queen’s University, Belfast. 
What was your first job? City of Belfast School of Music 
Junior Music Centre.  
What did your first job teach you? Seeing children thrive 
and being given the same opportunities, regardless of their 
social status, background and natural talent, confirmed that I 
was going to follow a career in teaching. It taught me that 
nothing was impossible if you nurtured a child’s talent and 
believed in their ability. Also, remaining patient and 
outwardly portraying enthusiasm for music always steered 
the children to achieve their end goal. 
Family/Status: Married with three children.  
Best advice you would give to someone thinking of a 
teaching career: You are choosing a pathway/vocation that 
is a very rewarding one, but challenging. You must have a 
passion and love for your 
subject and have a desire to 
allow every student to 
achieve in your care. You will 
face daily ups and downs in 
the classroom but if you 
remain patient, resilient and 
try to create a positive 
learning environment, you 
will set yourself and your 
pupils up for success. For 
many children, school is their safe haven, therefore you must 
nurture their well being and academic success. Children do 
not respond to a shouting teacher so keeping calm and 
looking after your own positive mindset is important at all 
times. You will enjoy every minute of it and there will be lots 
of laughter. Good luck! 
 

I am a Mathematics graduate of QUB and have been 
teaching in St Malachy�s College, Belfast, for 34 years, 
gaining much experience in many aspects of college life, 

namely Assistant Examinations Officer, Assistant Head of 
Year 10, Head of Year 9 and currently Head of Mathematics 
and Curriculum Leader. I have immense enthusiasm for 
teaching Mathematics and believe that cohesive teamwork is 
the key to the promotion of good relationships and ultimately 
the raising of pupils� standards.   Following a diagnosis of 
Multiple Sclerosis in 2010, I managed to return to work and 
have sustained a full working week and continue to lead my 
department in achieving results exceeding the NI average in 
many CCEA Mathematics examinations. I spend much of my 
free time supporting students and operate an open-door 
policy in my department where students can call at any time 
for help. I am also a freelance musician and resident Musical 
Director for Fortwilliam Musical Society in North Belfast.  
    I also work for CCEA as a reviser in many of their 
Mathematics examinations. My heart is in teaching, and I 
have a genuine and profound interest in the academic 
development and welfare of all my students.  

St Malachy’s College

Bernadette Davis 
Park School and Outreach Services 

www.parkschoolbelfast.co.uk 
 
Subject or primary school year: Maths/Economics. 
Place of birth: Dungannon. 
Where you studied: University of Westminster/Queen�s 
University. 
What was your first job? SEN Science and Maths teacher.  
What did your first job teach you? My first role as an SEN 
teacher taught me that behaviour is communication and that 
progress is not always academic. I learned the importance of 
building trust, providing consistency, and creating safe 
environments where pupils feel understood and valued. That 
early experience shaped my belief that relationships are the 
foundation of effective SEN practice and that advocacy, 
teamwork, and patience are essential in enabling every pupil 
to achieve their potential. These lessons continue to 
underpin my approach to inclusive education and leadership. 
Family/Status: Married with three sons. 
Best advice you would give to someone thinking of a 
teaching career: Teaching isn�t just a job, it�s a chance to 
shape lives. If you love 
helping others grow, if you 
find joy in small 
breakthroughs, and if you�re 
willing to learn every single 
day, this career will give 
back more than you ever 
imagined. You won�t always 
get it perfect, but you will 
make a difference. And 
sometimes, that difference is the moment a child believes in 
themselves because you believed in them first. If that excites 
you, you�re already halfway there. 
 

I have dedicated 30 years to working in Special Educational 
Needs, building my career from the ground up with 
determination, humility, and heart. I began my journey in 

education as a Classroom Assistant, later qualifying as a 
teacher. I went on to serve as KS3 Head and Vice Principal, 
and have proudly led Park School as Principal for 10 years. 
My leadership is defined by compassion, high expectations, 
and an unwavering belief in the potential of every child. I 
work tirelessly to create a nurturing, ambitious, and inclusive 
environment where pupils with special educational needs are 
valued, supported, and empowered to thrive. 
    Recent achievements reflect both my dedication and the 
strength of the school community I inspire. I was honoured 
with an invitation to the Buckingham Palace Garden Party in 
recognition of my services to education in May 2025. Under 
my leadership, Park School was named Young Enterprise 
Team Company of the Year, and more recently the school 
celebrated a national INTO film award � evidence of the 
creativity, resilience, and talent I encourage in my pupils. 
    I am known for my hard work, loyalty, and genuine care 
for families, pupils, and staff. My nomination for a 
Blackboard Award is a testament to my lifelong commitment 
to giving every child the opportunities they deserve.

Park School & Outreach Services 
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Diane Lee 
Seaview Primary School 
www.seaviewps.org.uk 

 
Subject or primary school year: Y1. 
Place of birth: Belfast. 
Where you studied: Stranmillis. 
What was your first job? As a 15 year old my first job was working 
in dog and cat kennels.  
What did your first job teach you? Dedication and compassion. 
That comes before the education of the children. Being a listening 
ear and being aware of home backgrounds, worries and concerns 
but also being invested in the interests of the children. Finding 
ways to connect with the children and their families. Teaching isn�t 
a job it is a vocation. Being a teacher is being part of a community. 
Part of a team. 
Family/Status: Single. 
Best advice you would give to 
someone thinking of a 
teaching career: Teaching is 
hard, be flexible. Teaching 
demands dedication to work 
and many waking hours of your 
week. Teaching is rewarding and 
a privilege, you get to be part of 
a child�s journey., you become 
part of their family. In some 
cases you are the most reliable adult they have in their lives. Your 
presence can influence their future because you care. You care 
and help to shape their wee minds and sometimes this goes 
unnoticed, but you still keep going because it is needed. 
 

I left college after training to be a teacher. It was the only job I 
ever wanted to do. I ended up in Seaview PS in North Belfast as 
a newly qualified teacher, far from my home in Ballyholme by the 

sea. I started in a KS2 class, which I loved. I was supported by a 
very nurturing Principal, Mrs Florrie Greer, who I still have contact 
with. Over the years I have worked with many different and 
fabulous staff who have taught me so much. I was a qualified PE 
teacher, so soon became involved in after-school sport and many 
years coaching the football team and winning many competitions, 
to the surprise of many schools. I have led school residential trips. 
    I have coordinated badminton, table tennis, hockey, athletics 
and swimming, to name a few. I then also took on the 
responsibility of first aid. I am trained in epilepsy and diabetic 
support in the school.  One of my passions is art. I paint the 
scenery for every school play and have also painted scenery for a 
local amateur drama club. I am teacher tutor to NQT, offering 
support and my 35 years experience. I am part of the SMT and 
have served for many years on the BOG. As a keen baker the staff 
are often treated to fresh scones or baking experiments! I also 
head a very active staff social committee. 
    My only teaching experience is Seaview PS. I feel I am part of a 
fantastic community and have never felt any need to move or 
further my professional career. I have experienced many highs and 
lows in my professional career but would not change a thing. The 
enjoyment, being with the children and helping them grow, is a 
passion, a calling, not a career. 

Seaview Primary School 

Jill Black 
Black Mountain PS 

www.blackmountainps.co.uk 
 
Subject or primary school year: Principal. 
Place of birth: Belfast. 
Where you studied: Stranmillis University College Belfast. 
What was your first job? Teaching P7 in Black Mountain 
PS Belfast.  
What did your first job teach you? How teaching is far 
more that academia. I quickly learned that teaching goes 
far beyond the classroom � it’s about understanding the 
whole child and the circumstances shaping their lives/ 
Family/Status: Married with two grown-up children. 
Best advice you would give to someone thinking of a 
teaching career: Teaching is more than a job � it�s a 
calling. Be prepared to invest in every child, not just 
academically but personally, because you�ll often be the 
difference between their success and struggle. Build 
strong relationships, stay patient, and never 
underestimate the power of encouragement. Keep 
learning, stay adaptable, and remember that collaboration 
with colleagues and the community is key to making a 
lasting impact.  
 

Jill Black, named a Civic Ambassador for Queen�s 
University Belfast in 
2025, has 

dedicated over 32 years 
to education on the 
Shankill Road, including 
13 years as a primary 
school principal. A 
passionate advocate for 
improving educational 
outcomes in 
disadvantaged 
communities, Jill currently serves as Chairperson of the 
Shankill Primary Area Learning Community, a pioneering 
network of seven schools working collaboratively to raise 
standards and share best practice. 
    Jill has been instrumental in forging strong 
partnerships with Queen�s University Belfast, particularly 
through the Shankill Principals� Group established in 
response to the Fair Start report. This collaboration has 
delivered vital initiatives such as leadership development 
for Vice Principals, professional coaching for school 
leaders, and conferences that unite educators to share 
good practice and strengthen morale. 
     Beyond school leadership, Jill has served on the Greater 
Shankill Partnership and the Sure Start Committee for eight 
years, contributing to early years development and wider 
community engagement. Known for strategic vision and deep 
local knowledge, Jill works tirelessly to improve life chances 
for the most vulnerable children. This year Jill was recognised 
as a Civic Ambassador for Queen�s, which underscores her 
commitment to collaboration, innovation, and driving positive 
change in education across Northern Ireland. 

Black Mountain PS

Nathan Hicks 
St John the Baptist Primary School 

www.stjohnthebaptistps.co.uk 
 
Subject or primary school year: Primary 7. 
Place of birth: Belfast. 
Where you studied: University of Cumbria. 
What was your first job? Retail assistant.  
What did your first job teach you? My first job in retail 
taught me invaluable skills that I carry into my teaching 
every day. Working in a fast-paced environment required 
strong communication, patience, and the ability to adapt 
quickly to different situations � skills that are essential in 
the classroom. I learned how to listen actively to customers� 
needs, which translates into understanding and responding 
to students� individual learning styles. Retail also taught 
me the importance of teamwork and building positive 
relationships, which helps create a supportive classroom 
culture. Most importantly, I developed resilience and 
problem-solving skills, enabling me to handle challenges 
calmly and find solutions that work for everyone. 
Family/Status: Girlfriend.  
Best advice you would give 
to someone thinking of a 
teaching career: 
The best advice I can give 
someone entering teaching 
is to make the mistakes and 
listen to those willing to 
help. Every day will bring 
new challenges, but 
approach them with 
patience and a willingness to learn. Build strong 
relationships because students learn best when they feel 
valued and understood. Celebrate small wins, because 
those moments matter. And most importantly, remember 
that teaching is about progress, not perfection � both for 
you and your students.  
 

My name is Nathan Hicks, and I have been teaching 
at St John the Baptist for the past five years. 
However, this school has been a part of my life for 

as long as I can remember. Growing up in its shadow, it 
holds countless memories for me and my family. Some of 
my closest friends today were strangers on my very first day 
in Primary 1. The morals and values I live by were shaped in 
Primary 6 and 7 under the guidance of Mrs. Heatley � a 
teacher I was privileged to work alongside many years later. 

    

St John the Baptist has played a defining role in my life, 
shaping who I am both personally and professionally. I am 
incredibly proud to now serve as a teacher in this amazing 
community, creating the same opportunities that my 
teachers once created for me. When I look around my 
classroom today, I see echoes of the past � friends I grew up 
with and others I haven�t spoken to in years but still wish 
well. This school is more than a workplace; it is a special 
place that has given me so much. My hope is to leave a 
lasting mark and continue its tradition of excellence.

St John the Baptist
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St Mary’s University backs the Blackboard Awards
AS we gear up to recognise our teaching 
heroes at the 14th annual Blackboard 
Awards, West Belfast education 
institution St Mary�s University College 
is delighted to be involved once again. 

Based on the Falls Road, the college is 
marking the 125th year of a remarkable 
journey that began in 1900. 

The origins of the college can be traced 
back to 1900 when the Dominican Sisters 
opened St Mary�s Training College on the 
present campus with an enrolment of 100 
female students. After an amalgamation 
with St Joseph�s Training College, the 
new university college came formally 
into existence in September 1985. 

Today, St Mary�s purpose is to make a 
distinctive contribution of service and 
excellence, in the Catholic tradition, to 
higher education in the North.  

Peter Finn is Principal at St Mary�s 
University College and he is delighted to 
be involved in the Blackboard Awards. 

"As St Mary’s University College 
Belfast marks its 125th anniversary, we 
are pleased to support the Blackboard 
Awards as part of our long-standing 
commitment to education, service and 
community development," he said. 

"The awards recognise the invaluable 
contribution of teachers and support 
staff whose dedication shapes young 
lives every day and we certainly support 

such recognition. 
"School education is the foundation of 

all cultural, economic and social progress 

across the world, and at this milestone in 
the College’s history, it is especially 
important that we acknowledge and 

celebrate those who sustain and 
strengthen that foundation in our 
schools." 

SUPPORT: Peter Finn, Principal, St Mary’s University College Belfast, with Anna-Marie McGuinness from Aisling Events

Celebrating 125 Years of Teacher Education
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Jamie Crilly 
St Louise�s College 

www.stlouises.org.uk 
 
Subject or primary school year: Religion and Drama. 
Place of birth: Belfast. 
Where you studied: Stranmillis University College. 
What was your first job? Sales Assistant in Debenhams.  
What did your first job teach you? How much I love working 
with people. It showed me the power of a smile and positivity, 
and how these small things can completely change 
someone�s day as well as teaching me resilience and 
teamwork. 
Family/Status: I have the best mummy and daddy, three 
wonderful younger sisters 
Rhiannon, Cadhla and Reise, 
and I�m in a relationship with 
Pearse.  
Best advice you would give 
to someone thinking of a 
teaching career: Do it! There 
is something so magical 
about the relationships you 
build with the children you 
teach, and the positive 
impact they have on your life every day. Every child deserves 
someone in their corner who sees their sparkle and potential, 
and encourages them to shine brighter every single day. That 
someone could be you. 
 

I am a proud past pupil of St Joseph�s Primary School Slate 
Street, and St Louise�s College. I grew up in West Belfast 
and from a young age my dream was always to become a 

teacher, inspired by the brilliant teachers who shaped my 
own school experience. That dream became a reality when I 
graduated from Stranmillis and after this was so lucky to 
return to St Louise�s, but this time as part of the teaching 
staff. I�ve been there since. My form tutor, Mr Woods, was one 
of my biggest teaching inspirations. If I can be even half the 
teacher he was, I will know I�m doing something right. 
    Growing up, I was an Irish dancer, which helped me build 
resilience, confidence and a love for performing.  
I am so blessed with three wonderful younger sisters who 
keep me on my toes and the best mummy, daddy and partner 
who are my biggest cheerleaders. At the weekends you will 
usually find me getting my steps in with a wee coffee and 
during the school holidays I am usually off on an adventure, 
passport in hand! 

St Louise�s College

Michelle Hull 
Action Deaf Youth 

www.actiondeafyouth.org 
 
Subject or primary school year: British Sign Language. 
Place of birth: Belfast. 
Where you studied: I completed my PGCE studies 
approximately 10 years ago at Ulster University. 
What was your first job? My first job was as a typist in an 
office environment.  
What did your first job teach you? It taught me how to 
work effectively in hearing environments and has 
strengthened my ability to build positive relationships with 
parents of deaf children.  
Family/Status: I am happily single.  
Best advice you would give to someone thinking of a 
teaching career: My best advice is that teaching is more 
than just a job � it becomes a passion.  
 

I have been teaching British Sign Language (BSL) for 
approximately 25 years 
across a vast range of 

sectors � children and young 
people, adults, private 
businesses, and the statutory 
and voluntary sectors. I have 
been working solely with 
Action Deaf Youth, a regional 
charity for deaf children and 
young people, for the past 13 
years delivering BSL classes 
to deaf children and young people, parents of deaf children 
and professionals who work with deaf children. My work 
has contributed to several significant achievements, 
including the 2025 Aisling Award for Excellence in 
Education. In 2023, I was personally honoured as 
Inspirational Teacher of the Year at the Women of the Year 
Awards. 
    My teaching has increasingly focused on supporting 
parents of deaf children, helping families to build strong 
communication, deepen their understanding of deaf 
culture, and develop nurturing relationships through the 
use of BSL. I place great emphasis on helping parents use 
language in the correct context so their deaf children can 
confidently grow their language skills.  
    I am deeply grateful to ADY for supporting my 
professional growth. I am immensely proud of the 
achievements of the children and families I work with and 
continue to be inspired by their success stories as they gain 
accreditation in BSL right up to Level 6.

Action Deaf Youth

Fiona Leckey 
Belfast Model School for Girls 

www.belfastgms.org 
 
Subject or primary school year: KS4 Year Leader and 
teacher of KS4 LLW. 
Place of birth: Belfast. 
Where you studied: University of Ulster; PGCE at Queen�s. 
What was your first job? Sales advisor. 
What did your first job teach you? That good relationships 
are the foundation of success, whether that is the 
educational success of a student or year group or  your own 
professional success. 
Family/Status: Married, two children (girls aged 7 and 10).  
Best advice you would give 
to someone thinking of a 
teaching career: Know your 
why. Teaching is a vocation 
and it is important that you 
know why you want to teach: 
e.g. to make a difference or 
to inspire others. This will 
help keep you motivated 
when faced with a tough day.   
 

My name is Fiona Leckey, and I grew up on the Glen 
Road in West Belfast. From an early age, I knew I 
wanted to become a teacher and shaped my life 

around achieving that goal. Initially, I aspired to be a primary 
school teacher, but my journey took a different path when I 
discovered a love for Sociology during my degree studies. 
This passion led me to complete a PGCE at Queen�s 
University, where I found my true calling in secondary 
education. 
    I have been teaching at Belfast Model School for Girls for 
18 years and have embraced numerous roles and 
opportunities throughout my career. These include 
involvement in cross-community projects, serving as Student 
Value and Ethos Coordinator, Head of Department, and now 
Pastoral Lead for Key Stage 4. Beyond the classroom, I have 
contributed to the wider community as a former committee 
member for Streetbeat Charity and currently as a member of 
the Board of Governors at St Teresa�s Nursery School.  
    Additionally, I enjoy giving back to the community and 
young people by coaching a local 2018 football team. 

Belfast Model School
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Brónach Nic Aoghagain 
Colaiste Feirste 

www.colaistefeirste.org 
 
Subject or primary school year: Behavioral Support. 
Place of birth: Belfast.  
Where you studied: University of Ulster. 
What was your first job? In Step.  
What did your first job teach you? My first job taught me 
how to interact with different people and the importance of 
timekeeping. I learned that not everyone has the same 
budget, so I helped customers find something affordable for 
them. It also showed me that no job is too small. 
Family/Status: Married with 
children.  
Best advice you would give 
to someone thinking of a 
teaching career: There is no 
such thing as a bad child, 
only a child who needs 
guidance, understanding, and 
support. Every behaviour is a 
message. Let�s listen, guide, 
and help them grow.  
 

Working in Behaviour Support is challenging but 
incredibly rewarding. Sometimes you need to set 
aside your own ego to truly understand a child�s 

perspective. In my role in Behaviour Support, I focus on 
meeting the needs of pupils with behavioural difficulties and 
work closely with staff to provide tailored strategies and 
interventions. I also support pupils who struggle with 
emotional and anxiety-based school avoidance, helping them 
reintegrate into the school environment and gradually return 
to full days in the classroom. I believe every child deserves an 
education.  
    The most fulfilling part of my job is witnessing progress, 
seeing children return to full timetables or simply flourish with 
a little nurturing and support. Sometimes they just need a safe 
space to vent without judgment or an informal chat to ask how 
they�re doing. We never truly know a child�s circumstances, but 
we can always listen and support. With patience, consistency, 
and the right sequence of steps, they come good in the end. If 
you can make a difference in one person�s life, you have 
already succeeded.

Órla Nic Biorna 
Gaelscoil na Móna 

www.gaelscoilnamona.com 
 
Subject or primary school year: Rang 6/7. 
Place of birth: Belfast. 
Where you studied: St Mary�s University College. 
What was your first job? Sales assistant.  
What did your first job teach you?: How to communicate well, 
support others and to ask for help when needed. 
Family/Status: Single. 
Best advice you would give to someone thinking of a 
teaching career: Remember that teaching is as much about 
building relationships as it is about delivering lessons. Take 
time to understand your students, be patient with their 
progress, and celebrate the small achievements. Those 
connections are what make the job meaningful. Children will 
always remember how you made them feel.  
 

Órla�s passion for Irish-medium education began in her 
own school days, where the language and culture 
became central to who she is. Growing up surrounded 

by Irish enriched her confidence, shaped her worldview, and 
inspired a desire to pass that gift on to the next generation. 
This path naturally led her to St Mary�s, where she deepened 
both her academic understanding and her commitment to 
becoming an educator. 
    Working as a classroom 
assistant in a Gaelscoil 
strengthened her belief she 
found the right environment for 
her future career. It was there 
she discovered how meaningful 
it is to support children as they 
grow, learn, and find their 
voices. As a mother, Órla brings 
a gentle awareness and 
sensitivity to her role, recognising how important patience, 
reassurance, and consistency are in a child�s day. That 
perspective helps her create a classroom atmosphere where 
children feel secure, respected, and encouraged to do their 
best. Órla feels proud to contribute to the Irish-medium sector 
and to be part of a school community that values kindness, 
connection, and cultural identity. Being able to guide children 
on their learning journey, while continuing to grow as an 
educator herself, is something she considers a true privilege.

Kieran Carson 
Cranmore Integrated Primary School 

www.cranmoreips.co.uk 
 
Subject or primary school year: Primary 2. 
Place of birth: Belfast. 
Where you studied: St Mary’s University College 
Belfast/Liverpool Hope University. 
What was your first job? Subway.  
What did your first job teach you? The importance of 
good teamwork and having fun at your job. 
Family/Status: Married with four children. 
Best advice you would give to someone thinking of a 
teaching career: Try to make things as fun as possible, 
even on the days that are hectic and stressful. As part of 
our roles there is a lot of unseen work that happens in 
the background, don’t be afraid to ask for help and 
support and remember to keep the children as your 
focus. From my experience a happy child will always 
want to engage and take part with enthusiasm. Small 
things matter. I find wearing a pair of silly socks each 
day works wonders!  
 

I completed an undergraduate degree at St Mary’s 
University College 
Belfast before spending 

time as a classroom 
assistant at Aquinas 
Grammar School and 
Cranmore IPS. These 
experiences prepared me 
for my PGCE at Liverpool 
Hope University. I was 
lucky enough to return to 
Cranmore as the P2 
teacher in September 2013.  

    

I have been very fortunate to work alongside and 
learn from some amazing teachers and classroom 
assistants who have helped me to develop as a teacher 
and a person. It’s been an amazing 12 years teaching, 
with the personal highlight being teaching each of my 
four children (I’m not sure they would say the same). 
Outside of work my biggest passion is playing and 
coaching for PÆdraig SÆrsØil CLG, Belfast.

Colaiste Feirste 

Gaelscoil na Móna 
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McCracken Foundation sponsors the Blackboard Awards
FOR the second consecutive year, the Mary Ann 
McCracken Foundation is sponsoring a special 
recognition award � the Mary Ann McCracken 
Leadership Award � at the prestigious annual 
Blackboard Awards. 

Mary Ann McCracken is one of the most influential 
figures in Belfast�s history. A natural leader from a 
young age, she dedicated her life to championing those 
disadvantaged by poverty. Her passion and leadership 
saw her spearhead the education programme at the 
Poor House, now Clifton House, with a particular focus 
on women and children. She took a keen interest in the 
progress of pupils and was ever watchful in identifying 
future leaders and teachers from within the classroom. 

The Mary Ann McCracken Foundation was 
established in 2021 by the Belfast Charitable Society to 
celebrate and recognise Mary Ann�s life and legacy. 
Through its work the Foundation seeks to raise 
awareness of her achievements and to support 
initiatives that would have been close to her heart if she 
were alive today, including tackling educational 
disadvantage. 

Norma Sinte, Chair of the Mary Ann McCracken 
Foundation, explained: �The Mary Ann McCracken 
Foundation is delighted to support, for the second time, 
this special award category, which recognises 
Principals, Teachers, Classroom Assistants, and 
Support Staff who are making a real difference through 
leadership in north Belfast primary and secondary 
schools. 

"These awards are extremely fitting and reflective of 
the legacy Mary Ann leaves behind.� 

Last year, the inaugural joint winners of this award 
were Mary Montgomery, Principal of Belfast Boys� 

Model School, and Paul McBride, then Principal of St 
Malachy�s College, in recognition of their relentless 
dedication to supporting young people across North 
Belfast. 

Both educators were acknowledged for their tireless 

commitment to caring for the whole child, as Mary Ann 
herself would have done, ensuring that pupils are 
supported not only academically but also through 
health initiatives and encouragement to pursue 
interests, sports and hobbies. 

SPONSOR: Paula Reynolds and Caroline McCoubrey from Belfast Charitable Society with Conor McParland from Belfast Media 




















