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The following chronology has been compiled to celebrate the centenary of St. 

Joseph’s Catholic Infant School and to reflect the rich history of the school, 

and its community, over the past 100 years. The information included has 

been drawn from a wide range of sources - some dating back as far as 1879, 

including school logbooks and records, archived documents, parish and local 

authority materials, and national historical records relating to education. We 

are also grateful for the memories, contributions and insights shared by 

members of the school community, past and present, which have helped to 

bring the story of St. Joseph’s to life.  

Our sincere thanks are extended to The Birtley Heritage Group for their 

valued support in sourcing historical newspaper articles that have enriched 

this chronology. 

Reaching 100 years of age is no mean feat; it has taken great commitment, 

vision and dedication to build the community that we have today.  

Whilst there are many people to thank, we must, particularly, acknowledge 

Fr. Martin Wheaton (Parish Priest), for his gentle encouragement and support 

in the build up to the event, and to Abbot Geoffrey Scott (Abbot of Douai, 

1998-2022 and Titular Abbot of Lindisfarne, 2022-) who will be celebrating our 

Mass with us. It is both right and fitting that our school was opened by a 

Benedictine priest and its centenary will also be celebrated by a former pupil 

of St. Joseph’s, who belongs to the Benedictine community.  

Although we spend today reflecting on the past and present, we are also 

excited for our schools’ (plural!) future and the very real prospect of a new 

school build.  

With prayers and blessings for the years ahead, 

Mrs K. Swaddle 

Executive Headteacher 

St. Joseph’s Catholic Infant and Junior Schools, Birtley. 
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Date St. Joseph’s Catholic Infant School, Birtley 

1879 

November 7th  

‘This Infant School commenced as a separate department on Monday last the 3rd of 

November. The Rev. Manager has written to the education department notifying the 

change. As these are not the premises intended for the Infant School, temporary furniture 

only is provided until April or May when the new Infant School will be ready. During the 

week, the attendance has been fairly good as there has been favourable weather.’ 

 
1879 

November 21st  

The department was informed of the appointment of the undersigned as teacher of this 

school. Duties commencing on Monday last the 17th November. 

Margaret Gates 

1880 

January 23rd  

On account of the very cold weather, the children have been unable to have their 

recreation outside during this week. The children are highly delighted with a new method of 

learning the alphabet i.e. by means of signs. Several children have been drafted from the 

alphabet class to the preparatory and some to Standard I. 

1880 

March 19th  

Holiday on Wednesday the 17th, in honour of Saint Patrick's Day. 

Visited by the attendance officer of the Gateshead district, visitor heard the infants sing 

their new song ‘The Bells of London’ and the two hymns they have learned in honour of 

Saint Joseph and Our Lady.’ 
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1880 

June 14th  

School reopened today. The children delighted with their new school. 

In the removal, the timetable has been mislaid - a temporary one is provided. 

1880  

June 26th  

Received the approved timetable from Her Majesty's Inspector A. E. Bernays (Arthur E 

Bernays) Esq. 

The rolls are marked as closed at 1:45 that the children may have their usual time for 

recreation.  

1880 

July 30th 

The girls are to have knitting all day to try and finish their exam: knitting. 

1881 

January 14th  

School reopened on Monday 10th. Received the report of Her Majesty's Inspection today. 

This new school is in good order and has been satisfactorily taught, except as regards 

arithmetic, which is a very weak point. I am pretty well satisfied with the needlework but 

the younger girls should be more advanced in this respect and should make a greater 

number of garments. The admission register should be indexed and should contain the 

parents’ addresses. Additional hat pegs, another set of books for first standard and some 

object pictures are required. The offices need partitioning. My Lords will expect a more 

favourable report on the arithmetic of the Infant School next year.  

J. F. Gates is recognised as qualified to serve under Article 32 (c) 3. 

1881 

July 15th  

Lady Ravensworth with visited the school on Monday and Friday the children pleased so 

much by their singing and exercises. Standard I read for her ladyship, and she promised 

prizes for attention and improvement in that subject.  

Each Friday afternoon she promises to visit the school - hoping this will improve the 

attendance on that day.  

Charles O'Neill 

1881 

November 25th  

On Wednesday, the Countess of Ravensworth visited the school and was much pleased 

with the singing and exercises of the infants. She expressed her pleasure on listening to the 

recapitulation of a lesson on bees. Three of the children received books from her ladyship. 

Lizzie Carey, for her writing, Esther Jones, for attention and improvement in reading, and 

Bridget McAvery, for answering distinctly. This last is a ‘special prize’ to be aimed at on 

account of the generally indistinct manner of speaking in the district.  

1882 

April 14th 

Yesterday by way of a treat, the children were allowed to stand round the school door to 

watch the performance of a Dancing Bear. The opportunity was taken for an object lesson 

on the bear. Received in post a notice of the religious examination which is to be on 27th. 

1882 

October 13th  

The measles and scarlatina still keep many children away. The children were disappointed 

today that it is wet, and they will not have their visitor, Lady Ravensworth. 

1882 

November 10th  

The new priest visited the school twice this week and promised to speak about the poor 

attendance in public, on Sunday. 
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1882 

November 24th 

The Rev. Fr. O'Hare gave the children an examination in reading, writing and arithmetic 

with satisfactory results. One boy failed in arithmetic. Miss Anderson called in the afternoon 
of the same day to hear the children sing their songs and was especially pleased with the 

tables with exercises. Lady Ravensworth came on Wednesday and brought the promised 

prizes, which were distributed by her to the best and most punctual attendees in each of 

the classes. Her Ladyship gave dictation to Standard 1, heard preparatory class read and the 

babies sing. 

 

Songs November 1882  

#1 Tables with exercises  

#2 The child's good thanks  

#3 Playing at soldiers  

#4 Get up little sister. 

 

English the standard I “We are seven.”   

November 29th 1882  

School inspected  

Arthur E. Bernays 

1883 

February 2nd  

School visited on Thursday by the Countess of Ravensworth who heard the children sing 

and repeat poetry and “tablet”. 

Likewise distributed picture books for regular attendance and attention at Catechism. 

1883 

April 13th  

This week, several children were absent on account of whooping cough. 

1883 

April 20th  

On Wednesday, Miss Marianne examined the infants in their religious knowledge.  

1883 

October 12th 

Many children are absent on account of the Typhoid fever which has broken out in the 

village. 

1884 

January 11th 

School was reopened on Monday 7th. The Reverend A.R. O'Hare paid his last visit to the 

school in his capacity of manager this week. 

1884 

January 26th  

The Reverend Father Philipson Visited the school today. The little ones are quite pleased 

with his kindly interaction in their manner of saluting. The boys are to make soldiers, brave, 

and the girls are to try and make peaceful curtseys. 

1884 

February 1st 

Teaching Staff: 

M. Gates 

Mary Fallon 

Kate Burnett  

W. W. Phillipson 

1884 

April 15th 

The school reopened today Tuesday after two days holiday for Easter. 

1884 

June 19th  

School closed for mid-summer holidays. 

1884 

July 21st 

School reopened after the holidays. The attendance is very good. 

1884 

July 28th  

Several children were today sent home for their school fees. 

1886 

December 4th 

On Monday, boys and girls were drafted to the mixed school as they will now be a first 

standard here, this year, one of the pupil teachers and M. Fallon has now been transferred 

to the mixed school. 

1886 

December 8th  

As Miss O'Neill, the mistress of this school, is absent today through sickness, registers have 

been marked by me, and the Infant School consisting of 30 children left in charge of K 

Bennett, 3rd year P.T.  

G. Walsh Mistress of Girls’ School 
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1887 

January 29th 

State of the roads on Wednesday rendered it impossible to have school. Throughout the 

week, the attendance has been at the lowest possible ebb and will materially lower the 
average for the year. 

1887 

February 5th  

There is very little improvement in the attendance. There is an outbreak of smallpox in the 

village and the Literary Institute which is opposite to this school has been converted into 

temporary hospital. This has affected the attendance in some small measure for several 

cases...’ 

1887 

June 17th  

Many children who were sent home for school field fees on Tuesday 1:45 have not yet 

returned to school.  

1890 

 

Object Lesson: 

Animal Kingdom: Horse, cow, sheep, dog, cat, pig, camel, elephant, hen, fish, bee. 

Vegetable Kingdom: Tea, sugar, coffee, potato, bread, apple, grapes, paper, would, straw, 

grass, wheat. 

Mineral Kingdon: Gold, silver, copper, lead, iron, coal, slate, stone, bricks, salt. 

Familiar Objects: Ladder, house, church, school, railway station, bridge, rivers, shop, post 

office, soap and water, knife and fork, pen and quill, town and village, pit will stop 

1900 

April 15th  

Isabella Slowey, Trained Certificated Teacher, took charge of this school today. 

1901 

March 8th  

This morning, the Reverend Manager Father Scannell came to school about 9:30 to say 

goodbye to the children before going to South Africa as Army Chaplain. Every child 

received a present from him, and the children were dismissed for the rest of the day.  

[Boer War] 

 
1901  

October 

The infant department was without a head teacher for four months and immediately after 

her arrival, was closed for some weeks on account of epidemic sickness. It is now 

recovering from these drawbacks and, with steady work, should reach a more satisfactory 

standard during the coming year. 

Inspection is continued under Article 68 of the code. 

 

Staff: 

Isabella Slowey Certif: 

Mary Lennon Art: 68 

Annie Dane P.T. 2nd Yr 

Mary Moralee  P.T. 1st 
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1902 

April 15th  

School visited this afternoon by the manager and His Lordship, the Bishop, the Right 

Reverend, Dr. Preston. 

1902 

April 17th  

Holiday given this afternoon to allow children to go to an afternoon performance at the 

circus. 

1902 

June 2nd 

War being ended in South Africa, children were given holiday this afternoon. 

1905 

June 27th  

A little entertainment for the babies in the form of a tea party - sweets and cakes kindly 

provided by one of the parents. 

School will be closed tomorrow (Race Wednesday). 

1906 

August 31st  

School visited during the week by the Reverend Father Harley.  

1907 

June 7th  

School visited during the week by the Reverend Father Campbell. 

1908 

July 2nd  

School closes tomorrow Friday - for the Royal Agricultural Show - Newcastle. 

1910 

June 22nd 

Today, Race Wednesday, school open all day - 7 children present in the morning and none 

in the afternoon. This is accounted for by the fact that all the schools (5) in district are 

closed, also the works, - pits, factories, shops it's been a special holiday in this part. The 

council would not grant the holiday to this school on this occasion because the seven extra 

days allowed in reputations for holidays have been ahead taken. 

Attendance officer visited school an afternoon and found no children present. 
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1914 

September 30th  

Miss Drane, who is about to become married, resigns today.  

1914 

December 4th  

Reverend Father Moralee visited school during the week.  

1918 

August 

The Education Act 1918 (Fisher Act) was introduced, significantly expanding access to 

education and raising the school leaving age, shaping the development of infant and primary 

education in England. 

1919 

August 26th 

School reopened today. Mrs Hopas absent and Miss Foley takes her place as headmistress. 

1919 

September 1st 

Miss Gillespie commenced today her new duties of headmistress. 

1920 

February 18th 

Children will be late in coming to school owing to their attendance at church. (Ash 

Wednesday). 

1920 

September 15th  

His Majesty's Inspectors visited the school today and examined the building. 

1921 

June 1st 

His Majesty's Inspector visited the school today. 

1921 

July Summary 

Within recent years, there have been three changes of headships, the present mistress had 

taken charge in September 1920. Her main aims have been to prepare the children for 

transfer to the mixed department at an earlier age than has formally been the practice, and 

to give them a good knowledge of the essential subjects. With the help of a loyal and 

industrious assistant staff, she is succeeding in her efforts. The children work with a pleasing 

spirit of industry and cheerfully respond to the efforts of the teachers. The first class, 

consisting of children for who room could not be found in the mixed department, is being 

carefully taught from the same syllabus as that section who were transferred in April. The 

children are making satisfactory progress with their work. They talk freely and intelligently 

and are being trained on sound principles. The second class, composed of children whose 

average age is about 7 years, is also in good hands, and give evidence of careful training in 

reading and number and ability to write simple composition freely. They need to be trained 

by methods which encourage greater freedom and naturalness. Indeed, the whole school 

would be better if some methods could be devised to encourage more self-reliance and 

independent work, and it is hoped that this will be the aim of future development. 

1921 

November 3rd  

The school dentist visited the school today and examined the teeth of about 100 children. 

1921 

November 11th  

The school closes today (afternoon) for the attendance holiday. Today, being Armistice 

Day, 2 minutes silence will be observed in school at 11:00. 

1922  

January 16th  

Only 35% of the children are present today owing to the epidemic and heavy fall of snow. 

The school closes at noon, today for three weeks owing to influenza. 

1922  

February 27th 

The school will be closed tomorrow - Princess Mary's wedding day. 

1922 

March 6th 

School closes tomorrow - County Council elections. 

1922 

November 14th 

Tomorrow, being polling day for the General Election, the school will be closed. 

1922 

November 21st  

Mrs Ivers is absent with permission. She is visiting a school at Whitley Bay, which has 

adopted Individual Method of Teaching. 

1923 

April 25th  

The school will be closed tomorrow - Wedding of the Duke of York. 

1923 

7th September 

A slight alteration has been made in the timetables that Class 1 and Standard I may be 

grouped for needlework (girls) and handwork (boys). 
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1923 

September and 
October 

Report by HMI Mr A.H. Dunn. 

1. The Head Mistress has now held her post for past three years. She has loyal help of 
three assistants, 2 experienced teachers and one who came straight from her 

training a year ago. The teachers are active at work and the children are kept busily 

occupied.  

 

2. Good progress has been made on the whole in reading and composition and written 

arithmetic, even in view of the high ages of some of the children. These, however, 

must be taken into account in the assessment of the standard attained. The classes 

are very heterogeneous in this respect, even more so than the late admissions and 

difficulties of accommodation would seem altogether to justify. The classification 

should be revised without special attention may be given to the older children with a 

view to securing where they are concerned, a close the correspondence between 

age, attainment and nomenclature of class. 

 

3. In view of the fact that there is inadequate accommodation in the mixed department, 

some children, since April last, have had to be retained and begin Standard II work in 

the infants’ department. So as to secure continuity and a better mutual 

understanding as regards the standard to be aimed at, on the scope of the various 

subjects, a scheme of work for this class should be completed forthwith, in 

consultation with the head teacher of the mixed department. The advancement of 

individual children should be in some cases accelerated by allowing each to recede 

to more difficult work, as soon as reasonable facility appears to have been acquired, 

and by more definite grading of the individual apparatus used to occupy one or other 

various sections. In arithmetic the top class should have more oral work. The music 

here is distinctly good. Recitation generally needs attention. 

1924 

March 17th  

The Reverend Manager visited the school and was accompanied by the Director of 

Education. 

1925 

March 20th  

The first mention in the newspapers of a new Roman Catholic Infant School in Birtley was 

in March 1925. 

It was reported the new school would accommodate 250 infants at Birtley. 

 
SEAHAM WEEKLY NEWS 
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1925 

April 29th 

Nurse visited the school today and found the children with about 6 exceptions, clean. The 

parents of these latter will be notified about the condition of their children. 

1925 

May 25th  

The attendance is very bad owing to measles and chickenpox.  

 All of the classes are of reasonable size; two of them, classes 3 and 4 are small. Good 

progress is being made in reading and number in the upper sections of classes I and II.  

 

It is to be hoped that, when the school moves into its new premises and many of the 

difficulties due to overcrowding disappear, a determined effort will be made to place the 

classification on a sound basis. In the meantime which may be done by careful attention to 

essentials to produce “closer correspondence between age and attainment.” 

1926 

January 12th 

The school reopens after the Christmas Holiday.  

The Right Rev. Abbot of Douai, O.S.B. solemnly blessed the new infant school on 3rd 

January 1926 which has been erected in connection with St. Joseph’s, Birtley. 

This morning all children were transferred to the new building. 18 children have been 

admitted. 

1926 

September 20th  

Owing to a violent thunderstorm only slightly more than 25% of the children are present at 

school. 

1926 

December 3rd  

Religious Education Report  

November 23rd 1926 

In the splendid new Infant School the children were found to be bright and intelligent. All 

answered the catechism correctly whilst the prayers are said devoutly. All classes appear to 

receive careful instruction.   

1927 

June 22nd  

The school will be closed tomorrow, Thursday June 23rd and Friday June 24th, for the Race 

Week holiday. 

1927 

July 21st 

Report of County Council Inspector June 1927. 

This department was transferred to new premises in January 1926, where with the 

increased accommodation, it was possible to classify the school on a sound basis. This 

improved classification has resulted in the revising of the standard of work throughout the 

school. Reading as good, and number and composition show pleasing progress, though the 

style of writing should be considerably improved. 

Class II, which is the most uneven class in the school, is capably taught, but better results 

will accrue if the sectional schemes are more carefully graded. 

Dramatisation is a good feature, particularly in the Infants’ Classes, while drawing, handwork 

and music are sensibly planned and successfully taught. 

The teachers are hardworking and efficient, but their efforts are handicapped in no small 

measure by the irregular attendance of the children. 

1929 

March 1st 

Owing to the prevalence of influenza, the attendance during the last two weeks has been 

just over 50%. 

1929 

April 23rd  

Report of Mr. Smith HMI following his visit on March 20th 

Junior Mixed and Infants’ Department 

The school moved into new and commodious premises in January 1926. There are five 

classes, Standard II now being taught in this department. The improvement in the teaching 

conditions had a favourable effect on the quality of the work and there can be no doubt that 

both teachers and children are benefited by the change. 

The head mistress and her staff do not spare themselves and their efforts on behalf of the 

children who were extremely friendly and natural in their demeanour. Satisfactory progress 

is made in most directions and there is now a close correspondence between age and 
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attainment. The reading and recitation including the dramatisation of stories in Class I is 

good. The arithmetic, apart from some slowness shown in mental calculation, is good. The 
writing is good but more practice should be given in written composition into more 

frequent recourse including exercises involving an effort of memory on the part of the 

children. A varied course of handwork in more or less successfully attempted and some of 

the drawing is fairly good, though the pastel drawing in Class I is not perceptively in advance 

of that in Class II. The singing of musical games are as good as they can be in the absence of 

any effective musical accompaniment. The piano is practically useless. 

1929 

December 18th 

The children were entertained to their annual Christmas party and Christmas tree. 

1930 

March 5th  

Six children this department are being supplied with bread and butter and milk daily. 

1930 

May 27th  

Three children were hurt in the schoolyard when a motor van collided with the school wall, 

which the children were playing. First aid was rendered by the school doctor and nurse. 

1931 

February 12th 

The following report on the school and the work is being received from Mr Sutcliffe CC 

Inspector who inspected the school on January 22nd and 23rd: 

This primary school caters for the first four years of school life. It has 3 infant classes and 

two standards. 

The two upper classes are capably taught and the work here is making very satisfactory 

progress. Reading is fluent and the written composition is good. The result in the written 

test and arithmetic revealed a good knowledge of the process taught; more might be made 

of the oral work and developing use of these in tackling simple problems. 
Generally, more emphasis should be placed upon the development of all expression in each 

class. The memorisation of practical extracts is well done, the recitation of these being 

particularly good in classes II and III. 

Drawing is neatly and carefully done throughout but the range of attainment is much too 

limited. Music is a good subject. Reading in both notations is a very creditable feature and 

the songs are rendered in a very pleasing manner. 

The age range in the classes is generally wide, and should receive consideration. 

The children are taught under good conditions by an earnest and industrious staff. 

1931 

April 14th  

The school reopened after the Easter holiday. Six children were admitted making it a total 

of 234 on the registers. 

1932 

May 24th  

The following report dated April 28th has been reviewed from HM inspector: 

There are now 235 children on the books of this school compared with 176 of the last 

inspection. This increase in numbers has necessitated the formation of an additional class 

making a total of 6 classes taught by the head teacher and various assistants. The school 

continues to do well through the whole-hearted and successful efforts of which they have 

made to ensure the welfare of the children in their charge. Sound training given in social 

habits is reflected in the good behaviour and encourages manners of the scholars. 

Composition and recitation are promising subjects while dramatisation and dancing are 

successfully taught. Useful schemes for handwork and drawing are being followed and good 

results are achieved in these subjects. The quality of the singing and musical games has 

improved greatly as the result of the provision of a suitable piano. 

1932 

May 25th 

The school will be closed tomorrow – Feast of Corpus Christi. 

The following is a copy of the religious report on this school for 1932: 

There was an excellent attendance for the examination. The whole school was found to be 

very satisfactory. The Catechism tested appears to be carefully committed to memory and 

in all classes the children show a good knowledge and doctrine according to their years, 

even the smallest being able to answer simple questions on the life of Our Lord and the 

Blessed Sacrament, whilst the top classes were particularly bright and responsive in all 

branches. 
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1932 

July 1st  

 
CHESTER-LE-STREET CHRONICLE 
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Trip – 500 children of St. Joseph’s Schools, Birtley, were given a trip to South Shields on 

Wednesday. The Rev. Fathers Dawson and Mullarkey, together with the teaching staff of 

the schools were in charge. About 100 adults accompanied the children, and 17 Northern 

buses were required to convey the party. 

1934 

December 6th 

The children marched to Station Lane, to welcome HRH the Prince of Wales on the way to 

Stanley from Washington.  

1935 

May 6th 

The school will be closed on Monday May 6th Jubilee day. 

[The Silver Jubilee of George V on 6 May 1935 marked 25 years of George V as the 

King of the United Kingdom and the British Dominions, and Emperor of India.] 

1935 

November 6th   

The attendance officers visited the school. The school will be closed tomorrow - wedding 

of the Duke of Gloucester. 
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1935 

December 20th  

 
 

A feature of the Christmas party for the scholars of St. Joseph’s Infants’ and Junior Schools, 

Birtley, held on Tuesday, was a large toy-laden Christmas tree which reached from the floor 

right up through a window in the roof of the hall. 

On Tuesday afternoon the children, 220 in number, gathered round the tree, which in 

addition to being loaded with toys, was bedecked with fairy lights, and the young guests sang 

carols. They were afterwards entertained by the teachers to a very substantial tea in their 

classrooms, and contrary to the usual school procedure, the teaching staff were under the 

orders of the pupils, but they enjoyed their task of serving tea and cakes. 

On Wednesday each child received a gift of fruit, and on Thursday when the school "broke 

up," each received a present from the Christmas tree. 

 
CHESTER-LE-STREET CHRONICLE 

Image © Successor rightsholder unknown. Image created courtesy of THE BRITISH 

LIBRARY BOARD. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 

Image reproduced with kind permission of The British Newspaper Archive 

(www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk) 
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1937 

June 12th  

 
1939 

September 4th  

A war was declared yesterday morning - the school remained closed for the whole of this 

week. 

1939 

September 11th  

School will remain closed until further notice.  

1939 

October 17th  

At 2:00PM today lessons were discontinued as an air raid warning was given gas mask, drill 

story and singing with substituted for lessons marked on the timetable. The all clear was 

given at 3:20PM and children were dismissed at 3:30PM. 

1939 

October 31st 

Mr Sutcliffe CCI visited the school and informed the headteacher that the building would 

not be used as a school from Friday afternoon until the end of the war owing to its close 

proximity to the ammunition works. Mr Howell, District Clark, needed to visit the school 

to discuss the removal of essential items of furniture. 

1939 

November 3rd  

Removal of 30 desks, 64 chairs and cupboards took place today. All items are moved to the 

senior mixed department where this department commences work for one session each 

day in the afternoon and warnings on alternate weeks. 

1939 

November 6th  

The school is now transferred to the building in use by the senior mixed department. Only 

one session per day is being worked by each department and this department commands 

today at 1:00PM and finishes at 4:00PM. 
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1940 

May 14th  

On account of the national emergency, the school reopened today, Tuesday instead of 

tomorrow. 

1940 

June 4th  

The head teacher left the school at 2:00PM - with the permission of the manager - to attend 

the meeting of the social committee for recurring refugees after air raids. 

1940 

July 3rd 

On hearing an air raid warning at 2:10PM, the children were taken to the area shelters 

where they remained until Signal was heard. Three children were sent home by 2 after all 

clear was given and their present marks were corrected.  

1940 

September 2nd 

Owing to an air raid during the night, the percentages of attendance this morning was 30.9% 

these attendances have been cancelled. 

1940 

September 3rd  

Owing to an air raid, the percentage of attendance is 32% this morning. The attendances 

have been cancelled. 

1941 

February 17th 

The chief air raid warden, gave a gas test for all children, and the air raid shelters, this 

afternoon. 

1941 

February 19th 

The school has been closed all day, so no scholars have turned up for instruction on 

account of a very severe snowstorm. 

1942 

October 26th  

An air raid alert sounded at 11:35AM and was followed by the all clear at 11:48AM; the 

children were in the air raid shelters. 

 

 
1945 

May 8th 

The school will be closed after school dinner is finished today and tomorrow May 9th for 

Victory In Europe. 

1945 

June 27th 

The school will be closed tomorrow June 28th and Friday June 29th for race week holiday. 

1945 

October 29th 

School reopened after the autumn and VJ holidays. [Victory in Japan] 

1946  

September 11th  

In spite of the long delayed start of the examination (10:30am) these 7 ½ year olds gave the 

utmost satisfaction in answering all the catechism questions asked of them. The confidence 

with which they replied to the questions on confession and Holy Communion proved that 

they had fully grasp the instructions according to their age. All the required prayers recited 

devoutly and altogether and individually they did ample justice to the valuable tuition they 

must have received on their religion. 

L.L. Mustry (O.S.B.) 

1949 

December 20th 

Miss Wilkinson was today presented with a Westminster Chiming Clock by teachers, 

children and friends, when she retired after 30 years’ service. 
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1949 

October  
Standard 2 
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1954 

March 16th  

A new radio with extension to work in six classrooms and provision for gramophone 

records was installed today. 

1958 

May 8th  

The following has been received from HMI. School examined February 13th, 14th and 15th. 

This school has 165 pupils and is well accommodated in building of 6 classrooms and a hall. 

Ample playground space is provided. Some of the fencing around the playground needs 

replacing. Washing towel rails are too high to be convenient; there is no hot water. The 

corridor floor is seriously worn down in places and may constitute a danger. The outside 
laboratories are very dark. A small garden is alongside the school. The headteacher came to 

this school in 1919 after four years of previous teaching experience. She has given long and 

devoted service to the school and has well earned the respect of both pupils and staff. The 

earnestness of her endeavours in the past is reflected in many aspects of the school. Few of 

the staff - of 6 assistant mistresses - only one has been appointed in the last two years, the 

others have been in their present posts varying from 8 to 30 years. The classrooms are 

adequately equipped with cupboard space and have useful window ledges.  

 

165 pupils are divided among six classes 3 infant and three junior classes; in none are there 

more than 31 pupils. 

1958 

September 8th  

School reopened today after the Midsummer holiday. Miss Eleanor O'Connor commenced 

duties as the newly appointed headteacher appointment dating from September 1st 1958. 

23 new children admitted. School reorganised. Standard I now being the top class and 

Standard II has been incorporated into the senior mixed department. 

1958 

September 

25th 

Photographs of children taken between 1:00PM and 1:25PM. 

1958 

September 

29th  

Workmen arrived to start the resurfacing of the school playground. 

1959 

October 5th  

Clerk of works came to see the new coal bunker. 

1960 

March 3rd  

School reopened today. Standard 1 visited Theatre Royal Newcastle to see production 

Peter Pan. 

1960 

July 20th 

Staff visited senior mix school and relays during afternoon for open day. 

1960 

October 6th  

Two representatives from the firm of Block & Anderson Limited visited the school to 

demonstrate the Banda duplicator to the staff. 

1961 

February 27th  

Telephone installed. 

Reverend Manager visited the school. 

1961 

August 1st  

The parish land on Birtley Lane was purchased by the Benedictines.   

 

A Conveyance of the land in this title and other land dated 1 August 1961 made between 

(1) The National Coal Board and (2) The Douai Trustee Company Limited and The Right 

Reverend Ignatius Mooney contains restrictive covenants. 

1964 

November 19th  

Reverend Manager Father Gibbons visited the school to inform the staff that Miss Blythe 

had died that morning. 

1965 

January 8th  

Workman fitted new gate and fence leading to private road. This will be the new entrance 

into school for the children, as lane previously used, now carries too much traffic for safety. 

1965 

March 26th  

New roof to school completed. 
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1965/1966 

Prize Giving 
and 

First Holy 

Communions 

 
 

 
 

1967 

September 21st 

Reverend Manager Fr. Gibbons visited school on his last official visit, as he is leaving the 

parish to take over that of Cowpen, in Northumberland. Fr. Sinnott also left for Ormskirk. 

1967 

September 26th  

Our new managers Fr. Vincent Norbert Bill, and Fr. Daniel Clement Herlihy visited the 

school to meet the staff and children. 
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1967 

November 23rd  

Negotiations taking place once more between managers and bus company regarding school 

bus for Ouston and Pelton children. 

1968 

June 17th  

Police visited school relating to break in on previous Saturday evening by young boys. Good 

deal of damage done in Reception class; Teacher’s table totally destroyed. 

1970  

July 7th  

Prize Giving 

 
1970 

On the yard 

 
Nancy Loughlin, Nora Magnay and Ellen Scott, Annie Callum and Mrs Beveridge 

 included in the photo 

1971 
May 7th  

New gas boiler working very satisfactorily this week, as it is the first week for gas central 
heating, there have been many tests. 
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1971 

July 13th  

School sports held during afternoon session Fathers Norbert Bill and Thomas Hayes 

attended. Mr B Thompson, headmaster of Junior School also attended. 

1971 

September 27th  

Programme from Radio Durham in which some of our children take part, began today. It 

will run for four weeks. 

1971 

November 30th  

Fr. Pyle from catechetical centre in Newcastle, visited school to discuss syllabus with staff. 

1972 

September 27th  

Meeting of advisory committee regarding St Benet’s School, Ouston. Visit to Whickham for 

new open plan school.  

1972 

November 21st  

Return to school after one day’s extra holiday for the 25th Wedding Anniversary of Her 

Majesty, The Queen. 

1974 

January 22nd  

Very successful visit of Fr. Cunningham from Diocesan Catechetical Centre. 

1974 

November 21st  

Mr Peter Clarke, architect, visited the school regarding indoor toilets to be installed by 

March 1975. 

1975 

March 18th  

Mr. Johnson, newly appointed headteacher of St. Benet’s new school, Ouston, called with 

letters the parents of Ouston children, attending this school. Delay in opening St Benet’s. 

1975 

June 6th  

Work started today for indoor toilets 

 
1977 

February 21st 

The Reverend Manager informed us that The Benedictines were vacating the parish on 

March 13th. Our new manager will be Canon Olsen. 

1977 

February28th 

Mrs Patricia McAdam began supply work today in replacement of Mrs E Thompson. 

1977 

March 10th 

New manager, Fr. Potts visited school for the first time after taking up his appointment as 

assistant priest in the parish. 

1977 

March 24th 

New manager, Fr. Olsen, visited the school after taking up his appointment as parish priest. 

1977 

 July 14th 

Presentation to headteacher, Miss O'Connor, on her retirement. 
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1977 

 July 15th 

All school taken to A1 road to see Her Majesty, The Queen. 

1977 

September 5th 

School reopened today after the summer break. Mrs M Ross took up her appointment as 

headteacher. 

1977 

October 19th  

Holy Mass was held in the school hall today at 2:40PM said by the Reverend Fr. Potts. 

Parents attended too. 

1977 

November 11th  

A new heated trolley arrived today for keeping lunch warm when it arrives from Lord 

Lawson kitchen. 

1977 

December 13th  

All children and staff went to St. Robert Newminster, Washington to see a pantomime. 

1979 

May 21st 

Miss M. Thompson, at present deputy headteacher at St. John Bosco, Sunderland, has been 

appointed headteacher as from 1st September 1979. 

1979 

September 6th 

Mr Arthur Burke, headteacher of St. Joseph's Junior School, visited the school. 

1979 

October 11th 

A harvest festival was held today. The children brought fruit and vegetables artwork was 

displayed and each custom made their contribution to a harvest Thanksgiving service. In the 

afternoon, with the help of three ancillary dinner supervisors, the children were taken out 

to distribute gifts of fruit and vegetables to old people living near the school. 

1980 

May 8th  
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Birtley St. Joseph’s RC Junior and Infants’ Schools have produced some now famous 

sporting names during their history. 
On the past registers of the two schools are footballers Ronnie Fryer of Crook Town and 

John Robson of Derby County. 

And on the non-sporting front, they also had a pupil there by the name of Joe Hattam, who 

Birtley residents will remember as a past councillor. 

Head of St. Joseph’s Junior School is Mr Arthur Burke. His school has always had a good 

sporting record over the years. 

The peak of this fine record came during 1978, the year of former head Mr Vin Thompson’s 

retirement and the subsequent arrival of Mr Burke. The school collected virtually every 

sporting accolade available. 

St. Joseph’s Junior School is a small, rather archaic building, with a friendly atmosphere, 

normally associated with such buildings. The staff and children of the 82-year-old school are 

the source of this friendliness. 

The infant school of St. Joseph’s is on a separate site, parted from the juniors by a main 

road and several terraces. 

During the past two years the number of children there has dwindled from about 120 to 69. 

Headmistress Miss Rita Thompson says the Infants School is a major part of the community. 

"There is a great relationship between parents and teachers here." he said. 

"At Harvest Festival and when we put on our Nativity Play, we either invite elderly people 

to the school or visit them and present then with small gifts." 

It also is an old school. The present building was constructed in 1926, though there is a 

mention of the School in records from 1879. 
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1980  

May 17th 

26 children received First Holy Communion. 

1980 

July 8th 

School sports were held in the afternoon on the Welfare Park Field. Many parents attended. 

1980 

September 1st 

School reopened after the Midsummer holiday. 13 children were admitted, and 26 children 

were transferred to the Junior School. The school roof space was insulated in the summer 

holidays and the hot water tap was installed in the caretaker's cupboard. 24 windows were 

broken by vandals during the holiday. The police were informed. 

1980 

September 3rd  

Fr. Brian Murphy, who has replaced Fr. James Potts at St Joseph’s parish, visited the school 

for the first time. 

Miss Thompson visited the Junior School. 

1980 

September 15th 

Canon Olsen visited the school. Mr. Thompson, for the CMS, presented the school with a 

plaque celebrating the connection of St. Joseph's parish with the Benedictines the 250 years. 
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Miss Thompson attended an early childhood group meeting. After school, the AGM of the 

PTA was held in the parish hall at 7:30 PM, preceded by Mass, in St. Joseph’s church. 

1980 October 

17th  

Mobile play unit visited school in the morning. Children played on a large inflatable. School 

closed for October holiday. 

1980 

November 6th 

Fr. Murphy said Mass in school. Many parents attended. John Price, a Deacon working in St. 

Joseph’s parish, visited the school. 

1981 

April 27th  

School opened after the Easter holiday during the holiday lino tiles were laid in the five 

classrooms and the office. Pin board was moved from spare classroom for corridor. 

1982  

February 18th 

Children's paintings were taken to Shipley Art Gallery for LEA exhibition. The Little Sisters 

of the Poor called and were given £25 collected in school. 

1982  

April 27th 

Mothers and toddlers group met for the first time this afternoon. 11 children attended with 

their mothers. 

1983 

September 5th 

Miss Agnes Foley, Headmistress 1920 to 1958, died on the 26th August 1983. RIP. 

1983  

September 15th 

Class 3 had an outing to Tynemouth accompanied by Mrs. Miller and Mrs McKenna 

travelling by service bus and Metro. 

1984  

May 9th  

School closed for one day owing to industrial action by the National Union of Teachers. 

1984 

November15th 

Mrs C Emerson and Mrs M Owen attended the school and accompanied Mrs Carter with 

Class 3 to a performance of the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra in the City Hall, Newcastle. 

1985  

June 24th 

Mr Frank Johnson, Headteacher from St Benet’s, Ouston, visited the school. 

1985 

July 8th  

Mrs Doreen Cantwell began supply teaching. 

1987 

July 17th 

Mrs Anne Downie was appointed deputy head teacher. 

1987  

July 23rd  

Mrs Carter and Miss Thompson attended Thanksgiving mass at the Junior School for the 

retirement of Mrs Mary Staveley, deputy head. 

1987  

September 7th  

School open for staff training day. Mrs Anne Welsh took up appointment as headteacher, 

and Mrs Anne Downie is deputy headteacher. Miss Margaret McLeman was appointed. Mrs 

Anne-Marie Gibson completes the staffing. Canon Olsen visited school this morning. 

1987  

November 6th 

There was a fire drill this afternoon. The building was clear in 1 minute 20 seconds. 

1987  

December 11th 

Mr Frank Johnson performed a magic show for the children. 

1988  

March 2nd 

A visit from two members of the RSPB who gave a talk and slideshow took Classes 2 and 3. 

An informal visit from Fr. Lee in the morning. 

1988  

May 19th 

Mrs Kathleen Haigh teaching in Class I this morning to release Mrs Downie for curriculum 

development. 

1988  

July 7th 

A Mass and presentation was held in school this morning to mark the retirement of Canon 

Olsen from the parish of St. Joseph's and Chairman of Governors to the school.  

1988  
July 12th 

It was decided that the mother and toddlers will meet in the parish centre hall in September 
and not in the school hall. 

July  

September 9th 

Father Anthony Duffy, newly appointed parish priest to Saint Joseph's, visited school in the 

morning. 

1989  

February 21st 

Requiem Mass for John Lee, school governor, who died suddenly on 16th February. Rest In 

Peace. 

1989 

June 7th  

Mrs Hattam was appointed school secretary by the governors. 
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1989 

September 5th 

The national curriculum was implemented in Year 1 today the programmes of study in 

attainment targets of the three core subjects English, mathematics and science are being 
introduced to all 5-year-olds in school. 

The school clerk’s hours have been increased to three hours each day. 

1989  

October 19th 

A harvest festival Mass was celebrated in school today. The celebrant was Fr. Brown. 

1989 

Autumn 

Learning to look after a baby in Year 1 with Miss McClemen.   

 
 

1990  

January 12th 

Today is the 1300 anniversary of the death of St. Benet. To celebrate this day, Mrs Welsh 

and two children from year two joined St. Benet’s, Ouston, at their mass celebration. 

1990 

February 16th 

Toy fair in aid of Cafod raised £165. School closed for mid-term holiday. 

1990 

March 19th 

Today, we celebrated the feast of Saint Joseph with Mass in the parish centre with the 

Junior School. Afterwards, Mr Frank Johnson entertained the children with a magic show. 

1990 

June 5th  

The children, staff and 10 parents went to Gateshead Garden festival. 

1990 

June 

Corpus Christi 

 
 

1990 Father Peter Kelly visited children and teachers in their classrooms this morning. 
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November 22nd 

1990 

November 29th  

 
 

A Foxy Tale 

By Christine Doyle 

Age 7  

St. Joseph’s Infant School, Birtley  
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1991  

June 7th  

Nancy Loughlin retired as a lunchtime supervisor.  

http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/
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Nancy Loughlin, Christine Scott and Dorothy Hattam 

1991 

June 19th 

The technology awareness evening for parents from Infant and Junior School was held in the 

infant hall. Teaching staff from both schools attended. 
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1991 

September 12th  

Computer bus housing 10 computers will visit school each Thursday after this term. 

1992 

January 23rd  
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Youngsters at Birtley St Joseph’s Infant School are among the busiest in the borough. In 

addition to their efforts in the classroom they have also proved themselves in the charity 

stakes. 

Last year the pupils at the school answered an SOS from orphans in Romania raising funds 

to buy a cot. 

And they are planning to help the Holy Childhood Mission a charity which helps youngsters 

worldwide. 

Head Teacher, Anne Welsh, said: "The pupils do like to get involved and it gives the school 

a chance to play a role in the community." 

Christmas was a particularly busy time as youngsters prepared to tread the boards. Their 

festive offering 'The Best Gift of All' was a winner with staff, parents and governors. 

Anne said: "The pupils were involved from the very beginning. We do place a lot of 

emphasis on the creative side of things." 

St Joseph’s, which was built in 1923, has 70 pupils and three members of staff. It caters for 

youngsters aged between four and seven. 

1992 

April 30th 

Mrs Welsh and Mrs Hattam attended a computer training morning on the schools’ 

information management system (SIMS). 

1992 

May 8th  

Staff Inservice, on the RE Programme ‘Here I am’. 

1992  

May 10th 

Two Year 2 children with Mrs. Taylor attended the Good Shepherd celebration at Saint 

Mary's Cathedral, to present the Bishop with a cheque for £500. 

1993  

June 9th 

The Stockwell Puppet Theatre gave a performance to all the children. 

Father Duffy, Father Roxborough, Mr Slowey, junior headteacher, and Mr Cunningham, St. 

Benet’s, headteacher, met at the Infant School to discuss the forthcoming celebrations for 

the 150th anniversary of the church. 

1993  

July 14th 

Infant School celebrated Thanksgiving mass for the 150th anniversary of the church with the 

Junior School and St Benet’s primary. After Mass, children and staff went to the beach in 

South Shields. 

1993  

July 22nd 

Children and staff came to school in Victorian dress and entertained parents with songs 

from the past. 

1993 
September 7th  

All national curriculum subjects implemented in each year group. 

1996  

February 16th 

Requiem Mass of Canon Olsen, former parish priest, attended by Mrs Welsh. 

1996  

July 17th 

Bishop Ambrose visited staff and children. 

1996 

September 3rd  

School received notice from Ofsted that it will be inspected for a week, during 4th 

November 1996. 

1997 

January 23rd  
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1997 

April 8th  

Mrs P. Baggaley was appointed to commence September 1st, 1997, as deputy headteacher. 

1999 

May 18th  

Mrs P. Baggaley will become acting HT in September, due to retirement of Mrs Welsh. 

2000 

January 6th  

No ‘Millennium bug’ hiccups. 

School reopened 81 children on roll. 

2000 

March 10th  

World Book Day - everyone came in fancy dresses favourite book character. 

2000 

June 23rd  

Junior school have given us a fax machine. 

2001 

September 21st 

Bishop Ambrose visited school. 

2002 

May 31st  

50th anniversary of Coronation. Children staff dressing up in red, white and blue. 

2004 

December17th 

Mrs Baggaley has retired. 

2005  

January 

The infant school was selected to be a part of the Comenius Project through the British 

Council. This project involved staff visiting the schools within the project, and exchanging 

children's work and art and crafts. The first meeting was in Lisbon, in January 2005.  

2005 

September  

Acting Headteacher appointed – Mrs Valerie Gibson, who subsequently became permanent 

headteacher. 

2005 

September 26th 

Ofsted Inspection 

 

2005 

October 7th 

Peter Lavery – newly appointed Deacon in Diocese – conducted a Family Fast Assembly.  

2006 

March 1st 

Deacon Peter Lavery came into school to distribute Ashes to the children and staff. 

2006 

March 28th  

School closed due to strike action by unions. 

2007 

January 30th 

An architect firm came to school to look at possible repair requirements for the building 

including roof, windows, fire doors and canopy. He took away plans of the school and will 

raise some estimates. 

2007 

March 30th 

We celebrated a Palm Sunday assembly this morning and, in the afternoon, we held our 

spring fayre in school and raised £440. 

We broke up for the Easter holidays. 

2007 

November 

A donation of £200 was gratefully received from members of the Catholic Club, following 

the sale of domino cards.  

2008  

March 

Nissan UK donated six PCs. Each of classrooms now have two PCs for the children to use 

throughout the day. 

2009 

May 6th  

Mrs Taylor and two Year 2 children attended ‘The Good Shepherd Mass’. A cheque for 

£617.70 was presented to St Cuthbert’s Care, raised by the school’s annual sponsored 

walk. 

2009 

June 9th  

The whole school visited St Benet’s for a ‘Teddy Bear Picnic’. 

2009 

December 8th  

The Parent Group organised a Christmas Fun Day – a total of £358.00 was raised.  

2010  

September 

Sr. Veronica reads Bible stories and supports with Gospel preparation with Years 1 and 2, 

weekly. 
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2010 

September 

Weekly Spanish lessons were introduced to the curriculum for Years 1 and 2, delivered by 

teachers from Cardinal Hume School. 

2010  

October 7th  

All classes visited the library for a session with author Tim Hopgood on National Poetry 

Day. 

2010 

November 

Family learning projects take place in school and the ‘Silk Painting’ workshop was well 

attended by parents and carers. The parents and carers created beautiful silk banners, which 

Fr. Joseph took back to his school in Uganda. 

2010 

December 

Deputy headteacher, Mrs A. Gibson, retired after 26 years of service at St Joseph’s Infant 

School. 

2011 

January  

Mrs L. Price appointed as Assistant headteacher. 

 

2012 

June 

The infant school celebrated The Queen’s Diamond Jubilee. 

2018 

August 31st  

Mrs M. Taylor retired. 

2019 

September 1st 

Mrs L. Flaherty became Acting headteacher. 

2019 

September 1st  

The two schools federated to become part of the same strategic organisation, which served 

the same community of families. One Governing Body then served the two schools. 

2020 

March 23rd   

COVID-19 Pandemic – The key worker children of both schools were educated at the 

junior school during a period of the pandemic in ‘bubbles’.  

2020 
November 5th  

The nation went into lockdown for a second time and schools closed temporarily, with 
many children being educated online. The infant school opened to key worker children. 

2021 

November 11th  

St. Joseph’s Roman Catholic Infant School, Birtley and St. Joseph’s Roman Catholic Junior 

School, Birtley became part of the Bishop Wilkinson Catholic Education Trust (multi-

academy trust) and changed names to St. Joseph’s Catholic Infant School, Birtley and St. 

Joseph’s Catholic Junior School, Birtley.  

2022 

September 1st  

Mrs K. Swaddle became Executive headteacher of the St. Joseph’s Catholic Infant and Junior 

Schools, Birtley. 

Mrs R. Nutton became Deputy headteacher of both St Joseph’s Catholic Infant and Junior 

Schools, Birtley. 

2022 

July 12th  

December 

2022 

The two schools were agreed to be part of the Department for Education’s School Rebuild 

Programme. The junior school was first agreed in July 2022, and the infant school, was later 

agreed in December 2022.  
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2024  

January 

Mrs E. McConnell was appointed as Deputy headteacher. 

2024  

June  

Catholic School Inspection praises the school’s Catholic life, sense of family, and lived 

Gospel values. 

2024  

October 

Ofsted inspection confirms the school continues to serve pupils well, with calm behaviour 

and a well-structured curriculum. 

2025 

December 

 

The schools as part of the Department for Education School Rebuild Programme 

successfully met the DfE’s feasibility criteria. The DfE agreed to appoint a contractor via 

their procurement process to deliver the build.  

2026  

January 12th 

St. Joseph’s Catholic Infant School, Birtley celebrated its centenary.  

Mass was celebrated by Abbot Geoffrey Scott (Abbot of Douai, 1998-2022 and Titular Abbot 

of Lindisfarne, 2022-) – a former pupil of St. Joseph’s, Birtley. The liturgy was sung and pupils 

performed ‘A Clare Benediction’ by John Rutter.  

St. Joseph’s Catholic Infant School displayed memorabilia in the school hall and teas and 

coffees were served.   
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