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INFORMATION ON THE INSPECTION

Date of inspection 30 January 2015

Inspection activities undertaken e Observation of teaching and learning during five

e Review of relevant documents class periods

e Discussion with principal and teachers e Examination of students’ work

¢ Interaction with students e Feedback to principal, deputy principal and
teachers

MAIN FINDINGS

Teaching of very good quality and very effective learning underpinned the geography
lessons observed.

Lessons were student centred, and focused particularly on active participation and
engagement by students in learning.

Very well-developed questioning strategies were employed by geography teachers.

Uptake of higher level, and achievement at all levels in Geography in certificate
examinations, reflect the high expectations of teachers for their students.

Collaborative planning for Geography is advancing in line with whole-school initiatives.

MAIN RECOMMENDATIONS

To advance collaborative planning, the geography teachers should now address identified
developmental priorities for the subject, in parallel with whole-school initiatives, within a
time-bound action-planning cycle.

The Transition Year (TY) plan for Geography should be reviewed and further developed
to include a particular focus on key skills and local settings.




INTRODUCTION

Ardscoil na mBriithre is a secondary school for boys with a current enrolment of 717 students. It
serves the town of Clonmel and its hinterland. The school operates under the trusteeship of the
Edmund Rice Trust (ERST) and has, in recent years, added a unit to support students with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD). Students are offered Junior Certificate, an optional Transition Year
(TY) programme, the Leaving Certificate and the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme
(LCVP).

TEACHING AND LEARNING

Teaching of very good quality and very effective learning were evident in the geography
lessons observed in the course of the subject inspection. All lessons had a coherent
structure and the learning intention was clear and shared with students. The classroom
atmosphere in geography lessons was learning focused and was characterised by warm
and mutually respectful interactions.

A number of class groups were engaged in intense and appropriate revision for the pre-

Junior Certificate and pre-Leaving Certificate examinations. In these lessons, the focus
was on both knowledge recall and examination technique. While ensuring that the
students were actively engaged in distilling and filtering their knowledge of the topics,
these lessons were also very effective in preparing students for the experience and the
challenge of examinations as a key element of the assessment of their learning in
Geography.

Teachers’ preparation for these lessons was focused on revision and lessons were paced
at a level to provide an overview of the key elements of syllabus topics for students and
also to encourage them to apply their knowledge to the specific demands of examination
questions. In some cases, this largely involved oral questioning. This approach could
have benefitted from a strategy such as a spider diagram or a mind map to gather the
students’ responses and ideas, identify and spell key words, and then allow students to
create a coherent and structured answer to examination questions.

In other cases, revision was structured around pre-prepared elements of exemplar answers
to examination questions prepared by the teacher. Students were required, in groups, to
interrogate these answers, identify weaknesses and compose additional elements to
improve the quality of the written answer. This practice was observed to be very effective
as it engaged students actively in a strategic process of thinking, application and
composition to awaken and to display their understanding.

A very effective strategy for students approaching their pre-Leaving Certificate
examination focused on the practice and application of map skills using the Ordnance
Survey (OS) maps of a locality familiar to the students. When the key map skills had
been practised, through the combining of the map and the aerial photograph, the students
were directed to discuss and discover a range of syllabus topics that emerged from both
visual sources. This revision technique that was combined with a very skilled questioning
strategy, was observed to be very effective in preparing these students for their
examination in Geography.

Lessons experienced by class groups who were not facing a certificate examination were
equally well planned but had a more relaxed pace that created time and space for students
to think and to engage with the lesson topic. Very good practice in these lessons
concerned the clarity of the shared learning intention, the quality of the visual materials



used, and the detailed and inclusive questioning of students to both engage and challenge
them to develop their understanding. Students were both encouraged and affirmed for
their answers. The use of visuals, animations and group work were also very positive
elements of these lessons.

In all lessons, students displayed their learning through their engagement and
participation in discussions, in tasks, in group work, and in answering questions posed by
their teachers. The quality of work in student’s copy books was good. However, a focus
on the quality of diagrams and the provision of formative comment on students’ written
work should advance students’ ability to display and develop their own learning.

Patterns of uptake of higher level, and achievement at all levels in certificate
examinations, are strong. A collaborative focus by the teachers of Geography on patterns
of achievement for small groups of students within the cohort, particularly those
achieving lower grades at higher level, should assist in both sustaining and advancing
current levels of achievement.

SUBJECT PROVISION AND WHOLE SCHOOL SUPPORT

Provision for Geography follows normal patterns in terms of class-period allocation,
positioning within a student-centred, open subject-choice process, and in the context of
the place of Geography as an element of the TY experience for students. Teacher-based
classrooms provide visually enriching subject-specific learning environments for
students.

Provision for fieldwork activities by school management is very positive and teachers are
encouraged to maximise the potential for fieldwork provided by the urban fabric of
Clonmel, particularly in the context of TY geography.

The inclusion of students with additional educational needs in geography lessons, and the
maximising of the potential provided by special-needs assistants who attend to the needs
of some students, provides both challenges and opportunities to be embraced over time
by the geography teachers.

PLANNING AND PREPARATION

Collaborative planning for Geography is advancing based on a long established
departmental structure. A curricular plan is in place and it is very positive that the
positioning of elements of the plan, including map work, are kept under regular review.

To develop the effectiveness of collaborative planning, particularly with the aim of
advancing students’ learning, teachers should now focus on identified developmental
priorities. The aforementioned patterns of achievement of some groups of students, the
provision of formative written feedback to inform students’ learning, and the
development of students’ literacy and numeracy within classroom practice should now be
explored in parallel with whole school self-evaluation initiatives.

The plan for TY geography should be reviewed and developed to include a geographical
skills-based focus that is centred on the local environment.

The draft findings and recommendations arising out of this evaluation were discussed with the
principal, deputy principal and the subject teachers at the conclusion of the evaluation.



The board of management was given an opportunity to comment in writing on the findings and
recommendations of the report; a response was not received from the board.
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