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What is a whole-school evaluation —
management, leadership and learning?

Whole-School Evaluation — Management, Leadership and Learning reports on the quality of
teaching and learning and on the quality of management and leadership in a school. It affirms
good practice and makes recommendations, where appropriate, to aid the further development
of educational provision in the school.

How to read this report
During this inspection, the inspectors evaluated and reported under the following headings or
areas of enquiry:

1. Quality of school leadership and management
2. Quality of teaching and learning
3. Quality of support for students’ wellbeing

Inspectors describe the quality of each of these areas using the Inspectorate’s quality
continuum which is shown on the final page of this report. The quality continuum provides
examples of the language used by inspectors when evaluating and describing the quality of the
school’s provision in each area.

The board of management of the school was given an opportunity to comment in writing on the
findings and recommendations of the report, and the response of the board will be found in the
appendix of this report.



Actions of the school to safeguard children and prevent
and tackle bullying

During the inspection visit, the following checks in relation to the school’s child protection and
anti-bullying procedures were conducted:

in a secure location.

Child Protection Anti-bullying
1. The name of the DLP and the Child 1. The school has developed an anti-bullying
Safeguarding Statement are prominently policy that meets the requirements of the
displayed near the main entrance to the Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and
school. Post-Primary Schools (2013) or Bi
2. The Child Safeguarding Statement has Cinealta (2024) and this policy is reviewed
been ratified by the board and includes annually.
an annual review and a risk assessment. | 2. The school’s current anti-bullying policy is
3. All teachers visited reported that they published on its website and/or is readily
have read the Child Safeguarding accessible to board of management
Statement and that they are aware of members, teachers, parents and pupils.
their responsibilities as mandated 3. The school has appropriate initiatives in
persons. place to promote a positive and inclusive
4. The Child Safeguarding Statement school culture and environment in line
meets the requirements of the Child with their current policy.
Protection Procedures for Primary and 4. All teachers visited report that they have
Post-Primary Schools (revised 2023). read the school’s current policy on anti-
5. The records of the last three board of bullying and that they are aware of their
management meetings record a child roles and responsibilities in preventing
protection oversight report that meet the and tackling bullying.
requirements of the Child Protection
Procedures for Primary and Post-
Primary schools (revised 2023).
6. The board of management has ensured
that arrangements are in place to
provide information to all school
personnel on the Child Protection
Procedures for Primary and Post-
Primary Schools (revised 2023).
7. School planning documentation
indicates that the school is making full
provision for the relevant aspects of the
curriculum (SPHE, Stay Safe, RSE).
8. Child protection records are maintained

The school met the requirements in relation to each of the checks above.




Whole-school evaluation - management,
leadership and learning

Date of inspection 22, 24 and 25 April 2024

Meeting with Board of Management
Meetings with principal and deputy
principal

Meetings with key staff

Review of relevant documents

Student focus group

Inspection activities undertaken e Meeting with parents

Analysis of parent, student and teacher
guestionnaires

Observation of teaching and learning
Examination of students’ work

Interaction with students

Feedback to senior management team, board
of management and teachers

School context

St Mary’s Secondary School is a co-educational post-primary school which was founded in 1949
by the Sisters of Mercy. In recent years it came under the trusteeship of CEIST, Catholic
Education — An Irish School’s Trust. Enrolment is inclusive and numbers have grown rapidly in
the last few years. At the time of the evaluation enrolment stood at 721 students. The school
offers the Junior Cycle programme, an optional Transition Year (TY) programme, the Leaving
Certificate and the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP). Among the school’s
supports are two special classes for students with autism. The school has recently been approved
for the provision of additional accommodation.

Summary of main findings and recommendations:

Findings

A very inclusive and positive environment was evident within the school and very effective
student support and care structures were in place.

The board of management functioned effectively and provided very good support to the
school.

The standard of teaching was very good overall; this ranged from excellent, very good
and good in the vast majority of lessons to a small number of lessons that required
improvement to achieve a good standard.

The quality of learning was good, with scope to develop formative feedback and
assessment practices further.

The quality of leadership and management was of a very good standard.

There was evidence that teachers had begun implementing agreed school self-evaluation
(SSE) strategies during the lessons observed.

Exemplary student behaviour, the very broad curriculum, opportunities for student
leadership roles, the range of extra-curricular and co-curricular activities and the safe and
caring environment ensured that the school had very good structures for supporting
student wellbeing.

Recommendations

Effective use of written formative feedback and learning intentions, broadening the range
of assessment practices and providing more variety in active learning methodologies were
areas for further development in teaching and learning.

While some subject department planning practices were good, this was an area for
improvement.

The strategies developed during the SSE process should be more closely aligned to
implementing and embedding positive changes in teaching and learning practices.




Detailed findings and recommendations

1. The quality of teaching and learning

Learner outcomes and experiences

The quality of learning was good overall. Students generally enjoyed their lessons and were
motivated to achieve and progress. Student behaviour was exemplary during the evaluation and
student-teacher interactions were very positive. The classrooms generally had a variety of layouts
that supported collaborative learning and had subject-specific materials on the walls which
included student work being displayed as exemplars of good practice. There were some very
good examples of where the displays were used to support and reinforce learning.

Checking on prior learning at the beginning of the class or a topic was observed in the majority of
lessons. Learning intentions were shared with the students in most lessons, however this is an
area that requires further development. In some instances what was shared with students was
the activities that were to occur in lessons rather than the intended learning. Most teachers
checked periodically during the lessons to see if the intended learning was taking place. In many
instances lessons finished early or insufficient time was spent at the end of lessons recapitulating
or gauging the level of student understanding of the main learning points. Teachers should be
supported with familiarising themselves with best practice in the use of learning intentions.
Students should then be encouraged to use learning intentions as a study aid to reflect and take
ownership of their learning.

Student engagement in learning was generally good or very good. Students excelled in the
lessons where expectations for their ability and prior knowledge were suitably high and where
their responses and suggestions were incorporated purposefully into the lesson. Active learning
was a feature of the majority of lessons. In a small number of instances, the lessons were more
teacher-centred or used the practice of note-taking which led to extended periods of student
passivity. Where experiences and outcomes were best, students had opportunities to discuss,
figure out together, and explain the reasons and methods behind their work.

In some cases, teachers needed to introduce more variety into the type of active learning
methodologies used as in these instances the same activity was repeated multiple times or took
up too much time in the lesson. The school should consider including skill development, critical
thinking and problem solving as part of active learning methodologies on a more consistent basis.
Digital technology was used effectively in the majority of lessons. The school should aim to
expand the use of digital technology to further support active learning practices and reduce the
time spent in lessons on the practice of note-taking.

As active learning was a feature of the majority of lessons, it enabled teachers to support learners.
Effective differentiation practices were very evident in these lessons, though in some cases there
was a need for the incorporation of extension activities to further challenge and cater for the more
able students. Students with autism and students with special educational needs (SEN) were
included effectively in mainstream lessons and were supported in tasks and activities when
required.

Teachers’ individual and collective practice

The quality of teachers’ individual practice was very good overall. The vast majority of lessons
observed were good, very good or excellent. A small number of lessons required improvement to
achieve a good standard. Teachers demonstrated competence, proficiency and enthusiasm in
the skills and knowledge of their subject areas. Classroom management skills were very good,
and teachers often affirmed students for their efforts in lessons.

While the preparation for lessons was good overall, pace and timing were areas for improvement
in some cases due to activities taking more time than planned or lessons that finished early.
Teachers should address this through careful planning of activities, including varying the activities
used in lessons, and use the time at the end of lessons more effectively to recapitulate or
summarise learning.

Questioning was the main form of assessment in lessons, and it was generally of a very high
standard. The very good practices of distributed questioning, the use of follow-up higher order



guestioning, inclusive and differentiated questioning and providing adequate time for students to
formulate a response were observed in the vast majority of lessons. Global questioning and
insufficient time for response were a feature in some cases and these practices should be
avoided. Other good examples of formative assessment strategies were evident such as Show-
Me boards, exit ticket strategies and the use of digital technology platform to gauge learning.
Assessment for learning such as these techniques and others, should be used more widely across
subject departments.

The safe and supportive environment that was created within the school and in classrooms meant
that students felt confident in asking questions and providing answers when prompted. In the very
good lessons, the sharing of success criteria and getting students to reflect on their own learning
led to very high-quality discussions and meaningful learning. It was observed during lessons that
a minority of students provided inaudible or muffled responses to questions. The school should
look to support these students by projecting their voices so that their useful answers can be used
as further learning for their peers.

Homework was assigned frequently and corrected regularly. As part of the SSE process, the
school had identified that students did not often record their homework in their journal. The
teachers had engaged with this strategy to seek improvement and while it is commendable that
strategies have been acted upon, it had little impact on making improvement to teaching and
learning practices. It is recommended that this strategy be expanded upon to bring a variety to
the type of homework assigned, especially homework activities that are more closely aligned to
the skills assessed as part of the classroom-based assessments (CBAS).

Teachers provided students with formative feedback in many instances. This was typically in the
form of oral feedback, but there was some evidence that good-quality written feedback was
provided at times. Teachers should make greater use of success criteria and ensure that oral
feedback provided is actioned by students. As a next step, subject departments should decide
what aspects of students’ work would be most suitable for providing written formative feedback
so that students can take further ownership of their learning and develop improvement plans.

The quality of teachers’ collective practice was good overall. Teachers were encouraged and
volunteered to join numerous committees that supported the successful running of the school.
Teachers reported very good levels of collaboration and communication among the staff of the
school. Teachers shared resources online through a shared server. Teachers shared practices
through meetings, department planning and in recent years, through the practices of peer learning
and team teaching.

While some subject department planning practices were good, this was an area in need of
improvement and oversight. In order to achieve greater consistency in subject department plans,
where not already the case, teachers should agree and record the duties of the subject
department co-ordinator, ensure that learning outcomes are linked to specific teaching
methodologies and a variety of assessment modes, and create a teacher-review section to further
support collaborative reflection and more efficient planning. These practices would enable the
schemes to be used as working documents.

Senior management had undertaken an analysis of state examinations at a whole-school level.
This analysis provided evidence and data that led to the formulation of whole-school improvement
strategies. Subject departments should expand upon their analysis of state examination results
beyond comparisons against national averages. They should consider the context of the year
group and from the analysis, devise strategies and targets for year-on-year improvement. Minutes
of meetings should record progress or challenges to any agreed strategies or targets set by the
subject department. Subject co-ordinators could formally report on the findings to senior
management or the board on an annual basis.

2. Quality of school leadership and management

Leading learning and teaching

The leadership of learning and teaching was very good. The senior management team has been
leading teaching and learning through the formation of committees, especially in the areas of a
teaching and learning committee, SSE and SEN. Previous inspections had recommended
improvements in areas such as active learning, formative feedback and effective questioning.



Very good progress was evident in relation to questioning and evidence of progress in the other
two areas was evident.

The SSE process was used effectively to gather data and devise strategies to support
improvement in a number of targeted areas. A plenary session strategy that supported effective
guestioning and gauging learning already had some early success and engagement. The other
strategies devised should be reviewed to seek improvements and effective changes in teaching
practices in lessons in the future.

The school offered a very broad curriculum. First years chose from a list of optional subjects prior
to enrolment and TY students enjoyed a sampling programme of senior cycle subjects on a
rotational basis. The school introduced Leaving Certificate Physical Education (PE) as a new
subject in recent years.

The organisation and structures for SEN were good. SEN hours were deployed appropriately,
and a small core team was tasked with the creation of individualised student support files which
outlined the strengths and interests of students. Targets and strategies to support the learning of
these students were noted but, in some instances, they would have benefitted from being more
specific and having time-bound action plans for review. The school should create a formal
reporting system for mainstream teachers to provide feedback on the effectiveness of in-class
strategies and supports to the SEN department throughout the year in a consistent manner.

The school had two special classes for students with autism, which provided support for up to
twelve students. Very good structures were created to include and integrate these students into
mainstream lessons. In general, where lessons observed included any students with autism or
SEN, it was noted that even when they had been following Level 2 Learning Programmes, that
they were successfully included in activities and working with their peers.

Due to the large growth in enrolment in recent years, senior management has been able to recruit
a number of new teachers. Senior management has supported these new teachers with a
mentoring programme and at times observed their teaching practices in lessons. This is highly
commendable. In recent years, the very good practices of team teaching and peer learning, where
teachers sit into colleagues’ lessons to learn from their practices, have been introduced
successfully. Protocols and procedures should be devised and agreed for peer learning and team
teaching in order to maximise the potential of these highly commendable initiatives.

Managing the organisation

The management of the organisation was excellent. The board functioned effectively. At the
conclusion of the evaluation, board members were very interested to know how they could further
support the teachers and students in the school. They have supported the school in ratifying
statutory policies, such as an anti-bullying policy, the child safeguarding statement, a health and
safety policy and an effective code of behaviour and admissions policy. The board was informed
of the SSE strategies in the school and other teaching and learning strategies. The board should
review the length of the school year, ensuring that all students are provided with the required 166
days of tuition time, as this is not currently the case for all year groups.

The positive code of behaviour and excellent day-to-day running of the school by the staff and
senior management led to a very positive school culture and atmosphere. In surveys and
meetings conducted during the evaluation, teachers and parents indicated very strongly that the
school was very well run. Student responses indicated that they got on well with other students
in the school and that they understood the school rules.

The post structure in the school was regularly reviewed by senior management and staff. The
post holders, non-post holders and staff that formed committees in the school, provided excellent
distributed leadership structures for the senior management team in running the school very
effectively. Teachers reported that there was very good communication among the staff in the
school and that were enabled to collaborate well and share practices with one another. The school
had managed the changes that had taken place in the school in the previous few years very
effectively.

Timetabling was very good overall. Students reported that they were offered the subjects that
they had requested at times of transition. The 400 hours of timetabled junior cycle wellbeing were
in place through the provision of PE, SPHE, CSPE, Tutorial lessons and Information Technology.
Guidance was not timetabled for Junior cycle students; however, the board and senior



management had addressed this issue with the recruitment of another Guidance Counsellor for
the following academic year. There will be a need to adjust the timetable for some subjects to
accommodate Guidance and to increase the hours of CSPE and SPHE to ensure they are both
at 100 hours. The LCVP students received less Physical Education due to the subject being on
rotation throughout the year with a variety of other subjects. The senior management should
rectify this anomaly.

Leading school development

The quality of leading school development was very good. Strong links were in place between the
feeder primary schools, the local community and external agencies to support the school in areas
such as SEN, transitions from primary school and work experiences. An active parents’
association was in place that supported the school in meeting its development priorities as well
as ensuring that all parents were informed of changes to policies and organising fundraising
events and guest speakers at association meetings.

The school had established a Global Citizenship and Sustainability committee to enable staff and
students to become more aware of these issues in general, as well as devising strategies that
would make improvements in the school and local community. Some of the activities included a
carpool karaoke to reduce the number of cars arriving at the school as well as a clothes swap
drive to support recycling initiatives and global sustainability. A staff social club was in place to
further support staff wellbeing by recognising important events, social evenings and providing
treats to staff on Fridays.

The board and senior management had been informed that they had been approved for a school
extension consisting of three general classrooms and a number of specialist rooms. The plans for
this extension were well underway and this process will be a main priority for the board and staff
in the coming years.

Student and parent responses to inspectorate surveys were generally very positive but in some
cases the responses received were inconclusive. In general, the areas of minor concern were
around some aspects of communication. The school should consider providing the student
council with further opportunities to engage with the parents’ association and the board of
management, and the board and parents’ association should look to promote their work to the
wider parent body where possible. The school could also explore if there are any other actions
that could further support the various stakeholders.

Developing leadership capacity

Very good work had begun in developing leadership capacity in the school. The senior
management used data effectively to support the introduction of strategies and initiatives into the
school and were very reflective leaders. Distributed leadership was evident through the post
structure, the creation of committees which enabled non-post holders to become involved in
school decisions, and through the range of co-curricular and extra-curricular activities. Staff
reported that they felt empowered and trusted to undertake tasks.

Student leadership was promoted in a variety of ways including the democratically elected and
active student council, a mentoring programme for incoming first year students and organising
school events. Students reported that they were provided with numerous opportunities to take
part in clubs, school teams, the CEIST Leadership Conference, and the school musical.

The board and senior management provided and sought opportunities for staff to avail of
professional learning in multiple areas of school life. Some teachers had taken part in upskilling
programmes to teach more subjects within the school. The school was involved in the Droichead
professional induction framework and provided placements for student teachers. Such
engagement in initial teacher education programmes is welcome and is included among the
standards in the Teaching Council’s Code of Professional Conduct for Teachers as it can provide
valuable professional benefits for teachers, student teachers and the teacher education
institution. A Staff induction programme had been created to assist the numerous teachers that
were new to the school due to the growth in numbers.



3. Quality of support for students’ wellbeing

The quality of support for students’ wellbeing was of a very high standard. A dedicated student
support team met regularly to agree on actions to support students. Key staff members such as
the special educational needs co-ordinator and guidance counsellor were valuable supports to
students throughout the year and very good partnerships had been developed with external
agencies.

A year head system was in place and students and parents reported that they knew who their
year head was. A tutorial class was provided for Junior Cycle students once per week where they
have time for reflection and complete a Learning to Learn module over the three years.

A dedicated guidance section on the school’s website provided students with information advice
and reminders to important deadlines. The school’'s whole-school guidance plan should be
included with other school policies on the main website.

Student and parent surveys reported that there was a good atmosphere in the school and that
students felt safe and cared for. The safe environment was evident throughout the evaluation as
students moved around carefully and calmly to lessons and at break times. Very positive and
respectful teacher-student interactions were observed in lessons and student peer interactions
were equally positive throughout the evaluation.

The Global Citizenship and Sustainability initiatives introduced by the school were very well
received by the students. During the evaluation, the clothes swap drive was underway, and
students were seen to have engaged with the initiative. Students were informed by posters
throughout the school showing how these initiatives could make a positive difference to climate
change.

The students had at various stages received talks on mental health, wellbeing, anti-bullying and
internet safety and could take part in a wide variety of social activities throughout the school year.
Friendship week and a student mentor system, where senior students helped new first-year
students as they transitioned from primary to post-primary school were very useful support
structures in place by senior management. A social club for the first-year students occurred every
Tuesday and Thursday and students and teachers reported that it was very well attended.

The students reported their satisfaction with the broad curriculum that was offered to them in
addition to the range of co-curricular and extra-curricular activities that teachers provided. They
felt it was an indication of the effort that the school and teachers went to in order to provide them
with a very positive experience of school life.

The school had used the SSE process to review the impact of COVID-19 on student wellbeing in
2022 and had identified several areas for improvement in this regard. The school’s wellbeing
planning team should use the SSE process to initiate a wellbeing promotion review and
development cycle by 2025, guided by the statements of effective practice set out in the Wellbeing
Policy Statement and Framework for Practice.



Appendix

SCHOOL RESPONSE TO THE REPORT

Submitted by the Board of Management



Part A Observations on the content of the inspection report

The Board of Management of St. Mary's Secondary School, on behalf of all stakeholders, wishes
to acknowledge receipt of this very positive WSE report. The report affirms many of the excellent
practices in operation in the school and the teaching staff and management were encouraged by
several findings including;

— The commitment of the Board to support and foster a culture of reflective practice,
dialogue and communication which has led to positive and mutually respectful
relationships. The report outlines that, "The positive code of behaviour and excellent day
to day running of the school by the staff and senior management led to a very positive
school culture and environment".

— "Student behaviour was exemplary". "Students felt safe and cared for". The inclusivity of
our students with AEN was also acknowledged saying that students with autism were,
"included effectively in mainstream lessons".

— Teaching staff delivered high quality lessons with high standards for students. "Students
excelled in the lessons where expectations for their ability and prior knowledge were
suitably high". "The quality of teachers' individual practice was very good". Teacher
questioning was described to be of "a very high standard”.

Part B Follow-up actions planned or undertaken since the completion of the inspection
activity to implement the findings and recommendations of the inspection.

Since the initial feedback phase of the inspection, the school has already taken steps to address
a number of the recommendations in the report.

ICT

The report highlighted that the school should aim to "expand the use of digital technology to further
support active learning practices".

The school has invested significantly in upgrading the ICT labs during summer 2024, with 30
brand new state of the art computers, including the most up to date software available, being
installed to help raise ICT skills within the student population and also to aid differentiated learning
and teaching practices.

Guidance

As the school has expanded, the curriculum and timetable has had to grow also. The report
outlined that an area for consideration was in the provision of Guidance for Junior Cycle students.
To address this, the school has taken action by recruiting another Guidance Counsellor on a full-
time basis. This action will help to provide additional Guidance and counselling support for our
students.

Subject Department Planning

The area of subject department planning was highlighted as an area for improvement. In August
it was agreed at a staff meeting to set up a subject department planning team to devise a template
for all departments across the school to use in order to co-ordinate subject department planning
better and also to have a more structured approach and consistent approach to running subject
departments.

Procedures such as agreeing and recording the duties of a subject co-ordinator will also be
adapted as part of this process.



The Inspectorate’s Quality Continuum
Inspectors describe the quality of provision in the school using the Inspectorate’s quality
continuum which is shown below. The quality continuum provides examples of the language used
by inspectors when evaluating and describing the quality of the school’s provision of each area.

Level Description Examples of descriptive terms

Excellent Provision that is excellent is Excellent; exemplary; outstanding;
exemplary in meeting the needs of exceptionally high standard; with very
learners. This provision provides an significant strengths
example for other schools and
settings of exceptionally high
standards of provision.

Very good Provision that is very good is very | Very good; of a very high quality; very
effective in meeting the needs of effective practice; highly commendable;
learners and is of a very high very successful
standard. There is potential to build
on existing strengths to achieve an
excellent standard.

Good Provision that is good is effective in | Good; of good quality; effective
meeting the needs of learners. There | practice; competent; useful;
is need to build on existing strengths | commendable; good standard;
in order to address the aspects to be | strengths outweigh the shortcomings;
developed and achieve a very good appropriate provision although some
standard. possibilities for improvement exist

Requires Provision that requires Fair; less than effective; less than

improvement | improvement to achieve a good sufficient; evident weaknesses that are

to achieve a standard is not sufficiently effective impacting on learning; experiencing
good in meeting the needs of learners. difficulty; shortcomings outweigh
standard There is need to address certain strengths; must improve in specified
deficiencies without delay in order to | areas; action required to improve
ensure that provision is good or
better.

Requires Provision that requires significant | Weak; poor; ineffective; insufficient;

significant improvement to achieve a good unacceptable; experiencing significant

improvement | standard is not meeting the needs of | difficulties; serious deficiencies in the
to achieve a learners. There is immediate need for | areas evaluated; requiring significant
good significant action to address the change, development and

standard areas of concern. improvement to be effective
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