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1. Introduction 

 

1.1  Context 

The Inspectorate of the Department of Education works to improve the quality of learning 

for children and young people in Irish schools, centres for education and other settings. 

Our work in schools and centres for education is designed to evaluate key aspects of the 

work of the school and centres for education and to promote school improvement. 

Inspections of schools at special care units (SCUs) and children detention centres (CDCs) 

are carried out in accordance with section 7(2)(b) and section 13(3)(a)(i) of the Education 

Act 1998. 

This guide replaces the previous version of the guide (2013) which has been reviewed in 

the light of experience and in consultation with the education partners. It sets out the 

practices and procedures involved in the inspection of schools at SCUs and CDCs which 

are effective from September 2016. Inspections of schools at SCUs and CDCs are carried 

out in accordance with the Code of Practice for the Department of Education Inspectorate 

(2022) available here. During these evaluations a school’s board and its staff are obliged 

to accord the inspectors “every reasonable facility and co-operation” in the performance 

of their duties (section 13(7), Education Act 1998). 

1.2 Rationale 

This guide describes a specific model of inspection that is carried out in the schools 

attached to SCUs and CDCs. Given the particular vulnerability and high level needs of the 

children who attend these schools, the fact that all are in the residential care of the state, 

and the responsibility on the state to ensure that every reasonable effort is made to 

address their needs appropriately and effectively, the Inspectorate has committed to a 

programme of annual inspections of these schools in order to quality assure the education 

provided for the children, and to provide advice and support to the teachers, principals 

and the managements of the schools.  

This model of inspection is designed to address the particular circumstances pertaining in 

these schools. Other inspection models such as incidental inspections, whole-school 

evaluations, subject inspections and thematic evaluations may also be used from time to 

time to complement this model. Separate guides are available for each of these inspection 

models.  

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/512fcd-code-of-practice-for-the-inspectorate/
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The areas of enquiry for the inspection of schools at SCU and CDCs  take into account 

the particular circumstances of the school, including the varied personal, social, and 

educational experiences of the students prior to placement in the SCU or CDC, which may 

impact on their participation, achievement and progression in school. 

The model for inspections of schools attached to SCUs and CDCs is designed to fit the 

particular circumstances pertaining to the provision of education within these schools. The 

main purposes and features of these school inspections are; 

 to monitor the quality and effectiveness of learning and teaching in the schools 

 to affirm good practice in learning, teaching and support for students 

 to support the development of self-reflective professional practice by school 

management and teachers, and  

 to provide advice to teachers and school managements about the quality of the 

education provided in the school. 

 



A Guide to Inspections in Special Care Units and Children Detention Centres 

 

—— 

5 

 

 

2. How are inspections of schools at SCUs 
and CDCs carried out? 

 

2.1 Before the inspection visit 

2 . 1 . 1  N O T I C E  

No advance notice of these inspections is provided to a school at a SCU or CDC. The 

unannounced nature of these inspections facilitates the evaluation of key aspects of the 

work of the school under the normal conditions of a regular school day. The inspection is 

generally conducted by a team of two or more inspectors. Inspection activities take place 

typically over two or three days. Additional time may be dedicated where the school is 

located in more than one setting. The in-school evaluation days need not be consecutive.  

2.2 During the inspection visit 

On arrival at the school, the inspectors introduce themselves to the principal and/or deputy 

principal (or other teacher in charge) and they explain the nature and purpose of the visit. 

The inspectors use this opportunity to become familiar with the school context, and to 

explain the format of the inspection. Arrangements are discussed with the principal for the 

administration of teacher questionnaires and for the organisation of meetings and visits to 

classrooms. 

Typically, evaluation of learning and teaching is carried out on the first day of the 

inspection. The inspection team sets out a schedule for the first day of the inspection 

including the classes to be visited and liaises with the principal over the course of the day 

in relation to the arrangements for the other elements of the inspection. The inspectors 

discuss with the principal any timetabling or calendar issues which may influence the 

lessons and other learning activities that are to be inspected. 

Normally inspectors do not make changes to the initial inspection plan, but if the need for 

alterations to the plan emerges later, the inspectors indicate this to the principal during 

the course of the inspection.  
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2 . 2 . 1  S U R V E Y S  

Surveys are administered to teachers in order to get their views on the operation of the 

school.  

The completed surveys provide an insight into the performance and operation of the 

school and are a key source of evidence as part of the evaluation. Information gained 

from the analysis of surveys may be referred to in the inspection report but detailed 

statistical information is not included. A summary of the aggregated data from these 

surveys is provided to the school. Completed individual surveys are confidential to the 

Inspectorate. The surveys identify the school from which they come but individual 

teachers are not identifiable.  

2 . 2 . 2  M E E T I N G S    

The inspectors convene a number of meetings during the visit: 

Interview with the principal 

During the course of the inspection, one or more meetings with the principal, or, in the 

absence of the principal, with the deputy principal, are conducted. The purposes of these 

meetings are: 

 to discuss matters related to the management and operation of the school, the 

strengths and challenges facing the school, the quality of links with the residential 

centre and agencies supporting the students, and planning for school development 

and improvement 

 to provide an opportunity for the principal to discuss matters relating to learning 

and teaching with the inspector 

 to provide feedback on the implementation of recommendations made in previous 

inspections. 

Focus group meeting 

Focus group meetings with students are conducted. These meetings provide the 

evaluation team with an insight into the students’ experience of education and their 

perspective on day-to-day life in the school. The meetings are conducted by two 

inspectors, generally without the presence of school staff. The organisation of the 

meetings take the welfare of students, staff and inspectors into account.  

Meetings with the management of the school and residential centre  

On the first day of the inspection, the inspectors discuss with the principal the 

arrangements for meetings with the manager / chairperson of the board of management, 

and the director of the residential centre. These meetings take place, if possible, on the 

second day of the inspection. If it is not possible to hold these meetings on the second 

day, the inspectors endeavour to schedule the meetings at suitable times on the first day 
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or during the next four or five days. The purpose of these meetings is to discuss matters 

such as the management and general operation of the school, the quality of provision that 

is made for the students, the strengths and challenges for the school, the quality of links 

between the school, the residential centre and agencies supporting the students, and the 

agenda for school development and improvement.  

2 . 2 . 3  C L A S S R O O M  V I S I T S  

Inspectors visit classrooms and other learning settings to observe learning and teaching, 

and to interact with students and to review their work. Learning and teaching in any 

learning setting in the school may be observed over the course of the evaluation. This 

may include the work of temporary staff and support teachers that may be based in other 

schools but working in the school at the time of the inspection visit. Visits to classrooms 

and other learning settings typically last the length of one or two lessons. In some 

instances a lesson may be of a double period duration and inspectors take this into 

account when planning the lesson observation schedule.  

Information is sought about the support strategies in place in the school to meet the needs 

of students in relating to the development of their literacy and numeracy skills.  

2 . 2 . 4  D O C U M E N T S  

At the initial meeting with the principal, he or she is asked to provide the school timetable 

and any other relevant information regarding the arrangements for classes. The first day 

of the inspection is generally focused on visits to classrooms to observe learning and 

teaching.  Documents relating to programmes for classes, subjects, and for individual 

students, which should be readily available, are also examined. 

At the initial meeting with the principal, and as required during the course of the evaluation, 

the inspection team indicates the documents that should be made available for review. 

These documents include: 

 All class / teacher timetables  

 The school register and roll books, (or electronic version) 

 The minutes of board of management meetings 

 The minutes of staff meetings 

 School improvement plans 

 The code of behaviour and the school’s incident book 

 The school’s child safeguarding statement  

 The school’s anti-bullying policy 

 Drugs / substance misuse policy 
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 Internet acceptable use policy 

 The admission / enrolment policies 

 The school’s attendance policy (including strategies for monitoring attendance) 

 The school’s policy and procedures for transfer and progression of students 

 The school’s assessment policy and procedures for initial and ongoing assessment 

of students 

 Records of educational assessment, individual education plans, and accounts of 

student engagement and progress  

 Copies of written reports on students who have transferred from the school 

 The sections of the school plan related to school curriculum 

 Literacy policy 

 Numeracy policy 

 Health and safety policy and procedures 

 Code of practice for dealing with adult bullying and sexual harassment 

 Staff development / CPD policy 

 Data protection policy 

 

During the course of the inspection, the inspectors may also request to see sections of 

the school plan related to school curriculum, organisation, assessment, and student 

progression.   

2 . 2 . 5  F E E D B A C K   

Oral feedback is provided to individual teachers at the end of lessons, or at another time 

during the in-school evaluation. The feedback relates to the overall quality of learning and 

teaching and the quality of student’s experience in the lesson. Observed good practice is 

acknowledged and affirmed and recommendations for improvement are made, where 

appropriate.  

The inspectors also meet with the principal to provide advice and recommendations in 

respect of any priority whole-school issues identified during the inspection that require 

action by the school, and to give brief feedback on the draft inspection findings, focusing 

on the positive aspects of the work observed and, where appropriate, on aspects that 

require improvement. The inspectors also answer any queries the principal may have 

about the school information form and make arrangements for the return of the form to 

the inspector.   
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2 . 2 . 6  S C H O O L  S E L F - E V A L U A T I O N  

School self-evaluation (SSE) is an important process influencing the quality of the 

education provided for young people in schools. Since its formal introduction to the Irish 

school system in 2012, schools have engaged with the process in varying ways to 

advance aspects of teaching, learning and wellbeing.  

In Ireland, SSE is designed as a process of collaborative, internal school review that is 

focused on school improvement. It is envisaged as a process which is based on sound, 

reliable information from a range of sources and perspectives – including information 

about the experiences of children and young people. It is also meant to be an inclusive, 

participatory process involving school management, all staff, and young people. As such, 

it is a rights-respecting process – acknowledging the role of these stakeholders and 

actively facilitating their participation in the process. The Department has published 

School Self-Evaluation Next Steps September 2022- June 2026, including Circular 

0056/2022; this document advises how schools can develop and use SSE in the years 

ahead in a way that ensures that school and system goals for equity, inclusion, teaching, 

learning, and wellbeing can be achieved. 

The Quality Framework 

To support schools in ensuring that they have robust self-evaluation processes in place, 

the Department has also published a quality framework for post-primary schools, Looking 

at Our School (2022) and a complementary quality framework for Centres for Education 

and Community Training Centres, Looking at Our Centre (2023). These frameworks  

provide a set of criteria or descriptors of quality which can be used by schools to inform 

their judgements about the quality of their provision.   

The quality frameworks provide, in essence, a set of standards against which schools can 

consider how well they are performing. In inspections in schools at Special Care Units and 

Children Dentetion Centres, inspectors will use the the standards and statements of 

practice most appropriate to the needs of the young people in the schools to inform their 

judgements.  

2 . 2 . 7  E V A L U A T I N G  P R O F E S S I O N A L  P R A C T I C E  

While inspections of schools at SCUs and CDSs clearly involve an evaluation of the 

professional practice of teachers, and the quality of learning that is observed in the 

classroom, the inspection process is not a professional competence inspection. 

Procedures are in place under section 24 of the Education Act 1998 to facilitate schools 

in dealing with issues relating to professional competence and the inspection 

arrangements that are part of the Section 24 procedures are entirely separate from the 

https://www.google.ie/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAIQw7AJahcKEwjIk_nOzp2AAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQAg&url=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.gov.ie%2F232734%2F3e6ca885-96ec-45a6-9a08-3e810b7cd1ea.pdf&psig=AOvVaw3xTpDhpOEMSIbEHIlyTDRk&ust=1689953772588536&opi=89978449
https://www.google.ie/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAIQw7AJahcKEwjIk_nOzp2AAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQAg&url=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.gov.ie%2F232734%2F3e6ca885-96ec-45a6-9a08-3e810b7cd1ea.pdf&psig=AOvVaw3xTpDhpOEMSIbEHIlyTDRk&ust=1689953772588536&opi=89978449
https://www.google.ie/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAIQw7AJahcKEwjAjP7Ap5qAAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQAg&url=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.gov.ie%2F25261%2Fc97d1cc531f249c9a050a9b3b4a0f62b.pdf&psig=AOvVaw2QO92pDiJHp6z4fh6g8rRP&ust=1689840211860623&opi=89978449
https://www.google.ie/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAIQw7AJahcKEwjAjP7Ap5qAAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQAg&url=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.gov.ie%2F25261%2Fc97d1cc531f249c9a050a9b3b4a0f62b.pdf&psig=AOvVaw2QO92pDiJHp6z4fh6g8rRP&ust=1689840211860623&opi=89978449
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/8ebc6-looking-at-our-centre/
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inspection of the SCU or CDC. However, where an inspector has serious concerns about 

the quality of learning and teaching in an individual lesson observed, those concerns will 

be shared with the principal and the teacher as part of the feedback provided. Where 

concerns relate to management and/or leadership in the school they are shared with the 

principal and the chairperson of the board of management as part of the feedback 

provided.  

 

2 . 2 . 8  C O M P L I A N C E  W I T H  C H I L D  P R O T E C T I O N  P R O C E D U R E S  

As part of the Department’s oversight of the implementation of the Child Protection 

Procedures for Primary and Post Primary Schools 2017, inspectors conduct level two child 

protection monitoring during inspections of schools at SCUs and CDC. The checks 

conducted are as follows: 

1. The name of the DLP and the Child Safeguarding Statement are prominently 

displayed near the main entrance to the school. 

2. The Child Safeguarding Statement has been ratified by the board of management and 

includes an annual review and a risk assessment. 

3. All teachers visited reported that they have read the Child Safeguarding Statement 

and that they are aware of their responsibilities as mandated persons.  

4. The Child Safeguarding Statement meets the requirements of the Child Protection 

Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools 2017. 

5. The records of the last three board of management meetings record a child protection 

oversight report that meet the requirements of the Child Protection Procedures for 

Primary and Post-Primary schools 2017. 

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, 2017. 

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 in a secure location. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/fe465-child-protection-procedures-for-primary-and-post-primary-schools-2017/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/fe465-child-protection-procedures-for-primary-and-post-primary-schools-2017/
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3. Following the inspection visit 

 

3.1 The inspection report 

A draft inspection report is finalised following the completion of the inspection visit. The 

report presents the draft key findings and recommendations of the evaluation. It is 

processed through the normal quality assurance procedures of the Inspectorate and is 

issued to the school for factual verification and later for school response as prescribed in 

Guidelines for the Publication of School Inspection Reports (2015) 

3.2 Publication of the report 

The finalised report and the school’s response is published on the website of the 

Department of Education (www.education.ie). The detailed arrangements for the 

publication of inspection reports are described in a separate document, Publication of 

School Inspection Reports – Guidelines (2020). 

3.3. Acting on the recommendations of the inspection  

The board of management, as part of its agenda for school improvement, should discuss 

the findings and recommendations of the evaluation report and should, along with the 

school principal, plan for and oversee the implementation of the actions needed to 

address any recommendations which the inspector made in the feedback meetings. The 

findings of the inspection should also be used by the school, along with other types of 

evidence gathered by it, to inform its school self-evaluation processes and its planning for 

improvement and development.  

While responsibility for overseeing the implementation of the recommendations and 

improvements in an inspection report rests mainly with the board and principal (or the 

Chief Executive of the ETB in the case of an ETB school), the patron or trustees of the 

school also have a responsibility to ensure that effective follow-up action is taken. In some 

cases, schools may wish to access the assistance available from the school support 

services and other sources of advice when planning and implementing improvements. 

The Inspectorate and other divisions of the Department of Education will monitor the 

implementation of recommendations in selected schools and in the system generally. The 

degree to which progress has been made on the implementation of recommendations in 

https://www.google.ie/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=0CAIQw7AJahcKEwiIzInx2JqAAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQAg&url=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.gov.ie%2F25264%2F78e5b85e218a40b8b87a1dae697cb650.pdf&psig=AOvVaw2rS9HFlqZ0ON12h9D5Eikf&ust=1689853464161598&opi=89978449
http://www.education.ie/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/4e03e1-publication-of-school-inspection-reports-guidelines/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/4e03e1-publication-of-school-inspection-reports-guidelines/
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an inspection report may be evaluated in the course of the annual inspection of the school 

by the Inspectorate. 

3.4 Review of inspections 

A teacher or a board of management affected by an inspection may seek a review of the 

inspection using the procedures outlined in Procedures for Review of Inspections on 

Schools and Teachers under Section 13(9) of the Education Act (1998) (2015).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7bb740-procedure-for-review-of-inspections-on-schools-and-teachers-under-se/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7bb740-procedure-for-review-of-inspections-on-schools-and-teachers-under-se/
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4. Evaluation framework 

The main focus of the evaluation is on determining  

 the extent to which the school is identifying and meeting the needs of the young 

people attending the school  

 the quality of the leadership and management of the school 

In considering the extent to which the school is meeting the needs of the young people, 

inspectors will examine the processes the setting has in place to identify young people’s 

needs, including their learning, personal, social, and emotional needs. They will also 

consider the extent to which the teaching approaches and learning experiences are 

appropriate for their needs.  

The inspectors also take account of the classroom atmosphere and how students are 

managed and organised during learning activities. Inspector evaluates the level to which 

students’ knowledge, skills and attitudes are progressed, and the extent to which they are 

engaged appropriately in their learning. Assessment practices and the progress made by 

students are also examined. The inspector may also interact with students and review 

samples of their work.  

The inspectors consider the general level of support and guidance available to the 

students. They consider the quality of the links between the schools attached to the SCU 

or CDS and those schools to which students transfer. The provision that the school is 

making for the development of students’ life skills and the care structures in the school 

are also considered.  

In considering the quality of leadership and management, the inspectors examine the 

composition, role and operation of the board of management, its engagement in the 

development of policies and procedures to guide the operation of the school, the quality 

of the links it has established with the residential centre and agencies supporting the 

students and the physical resources and facilities available in the school to support 

learning and teaching. 

The quality of in-school management is assessed. The inspectors look at communication 

structures in the school and the level of cooperation and collaboration among the school 

community. The relationship between the school and the residential setting is also 

examined.  
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The quality of planning at whole-school and classroom levels, the strengths and 

challenges for the school, and the agenda for school development and improvement are 

addressed.  

The school’s procedures for monitoring student attendance, transitions, retention and 

progression are examined. 

In line with the development of school self-evaluation, the inspectors will, over time, 

assess the effectiveness of the school’s self-evaluation processes, and how well they are 

being used to improve engagement and outcomes for students, teaching, leadership and 

management. 

Based on the development of the school in recent years and on how plans for 

improvement have been identified and implemented, the inspections will also consider the 

school’s capacity to implement the recommendations arising from the inspection within an 

appropriate timeframe. 

4.1 The quality continuum 

In analysing and reporting on their findings in respect of all three areas of enquiry, 

inspectors use a quality continuum with the following five levels:  

 Very good 

 Good 

 Satisfactory 

 Fair 

 Weak 

Examples of the language used in reports to describe the quality of practice in a school 

with regard to the quality continuum are provided at Table 1 below. 
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Table 1: The quality continuum 
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5. Publication and revision of this guide 

This Guide has been prepared following consultation with the education partners as 

required under Section 13(8) of the Education Act, 1998. 

The Inspectorate is committed to improving the ways in which it carries out its evaluation 

and advisory work in schools and the provisions of this guide will be reviewed periodically.  

The Inspectorate retains the right to make necessary technical adjustments or updates 

to the Guide from time to time. The most up-to-date version of the Guide will be 

available at www.gov.ie.  

 

 


