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REPORT ON 
THE QUALITY OF LEARNING AND TEACHING IN  

SOCIAL , PERSONAL AND HEALTH EDUCATION (SPHE) AND 

RELATIONSHIPS AND SEXUALITY EDUCATION (RSE) 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
INFORMATION ON THE INSPECTION 
 
Dates of inspection 3 and 4 March 2014 

Inspection activities undertaken 
• Review of relevant documents  
• Discussion with principal and teachers 
• Interaction with students 

• Observation of teaching and learning during six class 
periods 

• Examination of students’ work  
• Feedback to principal and teachers 

 
MAIN FINDINGS  

• The overall quality of teaching and learning in SPHE was good, with some highly 
commendable teaching observed. 

• Best practice was observed when a variety of active learning strategies and stimulating 
resources were used effectively.  

• Teachers use mainly questioning as the key mode of assessment and there is scope to 
develop this further. 

• Very good rapport between teachers and students was evident.  

• There is positive whole-school support for SPHE and various student-support structures 
provide a cohesive and strong network of supports. 

• Subject planning in SPHE is good, with some scope to further develop planning and 
assessment for SPHE.  

 

MAIN RECOMMENDATIONS  

• Assessment in SPHE should be further explored and an assessment policy for SPHE 
should be developed. 

• Students should maintain a comprehensive record of work undertaken throughout the 
year and this should be used to inform the assessment process.  

• The existing SPHE/RSE policy should be reviewed and a coherent senior cycle RSE 
programme should be developed and implemented.  

• The SPHE curricular plans should be further developed as necessary and action plans 
based on target setting should be implemented.  
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INTRODUCTION  

Coláiste Mhichíl, a Christian Brothers’ school, is a long-established voluntary secondary school 
for boys with a current enrolment of 434 students. Located in Limerick City, a wide range of 
socio-economic and cultural backgrounds is represented in the student body. The school provides 
a broad curriculum including an optional Transition Year (TY). The school is a participant in 
DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools), the Department’s action plan for 
educational inclusion.  

 

TEACHING AND LEARNING  

• The quality of teaching and learning in SPHE was good in the majority of lessons 
observed with some exemplary practice noted. Lessons were purposeful, well-structured 
and delivered at a pace that took account of students’ levels of ability.  

• The practice of sharing the learning intentions with the class at the outset and returning to 
them at lesson closure, as observed in a small number of lessons, should be more widely 
used.  

• In almost all lessons good classroom management resulted in good student behaviour, 
and a positive classroom atmosphere, characterised by positive student-teacher rapport 
was evident. The vast majority of students participated in a co-operative, interested and 
enthusiastic manner.   

• Individual lesson preparation ranged from good to very good. Good use was made of a 
variety of teaching resources, including information and communication technology, to 
support learning effectively.  

• Best practice as observed in one particular lesson, was where the teacher acted as a 
facilitator of learning where, for example, students were encouraged to consider, analyse 
and synthesise issues during activity-based learning. This practice assists students in 
developing higher-order thinking skills and should be further utilised.   

• Teachers ascertained students’ prior knowledge very effectively and built on this during 
the lesson. There was some good use of targeted questioning to test students’ knowledge, 
to elicit information from students, and to challenge them to reflect on the lesson topic. 

• The learning environment of some classrooms was enhanced through displays of SPHE 
related materials and there is scope to develop this further.  

• Good attention was paid to literacy and subject-specific terminology was reinforced well, 
in addition to a focus on numeracy in some lessons.  

• Students demonstrated a good knowledge and understanding of the topics under study, 
commensurate with their ability. There was one very good example of SPHE copybooks 
being maintained as a record of work completed with very good formative feedback 
provided by the teacher. In order to reflect the good work undertaken in SPHE, students 
should maintain a comprehensive record of work undertaken throughout the year. This 
record should then be used as a focus for reflection and assessment to inform regular 
review of SPHE.  

• There was evidence of some thought and action regarding the assessment of student 
learning; however, the SPHE team should further develop the process of assessment to 
ensure that there is an agreed and consistent approach to evaluate students’ engagement 
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and learning. Teachers should also agree and implement a set of the criteria to be used for 
assessing students’ progress in SPHE. 

 

SUBJECT PROVISION AND WHOLE SCHOOL SUPPORT  

• The whole-school climate is most supportive of the aims of the SPHE syllabus. An 
integrated system of supports for students is well established with the collaboration of, 
for example, the student support team, pastoral care teams, the guidance counsellor, the 
year heads and the SPHE team.   

• The SPHE programme, including RSE, is provided for all junior cycle students in 
accordance with the requirements of Circular M11/03.  

• While visiting speakers deliver some talks to senior students on a variety of health-related 
topics, RSE is currently not being delivered in senior cycle. The school plans to develop 
and implement a Life Skills programme, to include RSE for senior cycle, including TY. 
In order to support its implementation, a coherent senior-cycle RSE programme should be 
developed and delivered in accordance with Circular 37/10.  

• The existing SPHE/RSE policy should be reviewed and expanded. The ongoing review of 
SPHE related policies such as: RSE, substance use, anti-bullying and healthy eating 
should include consultation with the whole-school community.   

• In keeping with best practice, a core team is involved in SPHE delivery and teachers 
display a high level of commitment to developing the subject. It is praiseworthy that 
management endeavours, when possible to have the SPHE teacher teaching their class for 
another subject and, when possible, to have continuity of teacher for individual class 
groups.  

• The role of SPHE co-ordinator is well established and undertaken on a voluntary basis by 
a teacher who has considerable experience in teaching SPHE. The co-ordinator normally 
teaches SPHE, however, in the current academic year is deployed to other curricular 
subjects.  

• Management is committed to supporting the continued up-skilling of teachers. Whole-
staff in-service has been provided in a number of SPHE-related topics. While the co-
ordinator and many of the teachers have some training in SPHE and RSE, it is 
recommended that an audit of teachers’ current interest in and training needs in SPHE be 
undertaken. A systematic and incremental training plan should be implemented 
particularly in the context of the introduction of RSE to senior cycle. A record of training 
needs and training undertaken should be maintained. 

• In addition to the need to develop an agreed whole-school assessment policy, an 
assessment policy for SPHE should be devised and implemented. 

 

PLANNING AND PREPARATION  

• Subject planning for SPHE is predominately informal and relies on the tremendous good 
will of the teachers involved. This makes consistent implementation of an SPHE 
programme challenging. Discrete time for SPHE planning meetings should be provided 
for during staff planning days.  
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• The SPHE team should work collaboratively to further advance subject department 
planning towards the development of a subject profile template to reflect the good 
practices observed.  

• Detailed schemes of work have been developed for second and third year SPHE. These 
include time frames for the teaching of topics; the learning outcomes to be attained; the 
corresponding methodologies and resources and agreed assessment modes, albeit that 
there is scope to further develop the assessment aspect. The outline plan for first-year 
SPHE should be further developed into a more detailed teaching plan. Schemes should 
also include a review section to inform future planning.  An outline checklist plan should 
also be developed for second and third year SPHE.  

• In order to promote self-evaluation, provision should be made for the regular review of 
SPHE provision, to include the views of students, teachers and parents. The team should 
then develop and implement action plans, based on target setting, with clear time-bound 
steps to achieve them.  

 

The draft findings and recommendations arising out of this evaluation were discussed with the 
principal and subject teachers at the conclusion of the evaluation. 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. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Published June 2014 
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Appendix 
 

SCHOOL RESPONSE TO THE REPORT 
 

Submitted by the Board of Management 
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Area 1   Observations on the content of the inspection report  
 
     

• The Board of Management was very pleased to see that the inspection highlighted and 
complemented the “very good rapport between teachers and students” which reflects the 
strong partnership approach we strive to take in Coláiste Mhichíl, echoing the school’s 
ethos. 
 

• The Board was also pleased to see the acknowledgement by the inspection of the 
“positive whole-school support for SPHE and [the] various student-support structures 
[that] provide a cohesive and strong network of supports.” 

 
 
 
Area 2   Follow-up actions planned or undertaken since the completion of the inspection 
activity to implement the findings and recommendations of the inspection.           
 
 

• The Board of Management has changed the school timetable from September 2014 
whereby the school will now operate a 42 period week comprised of 40 minute classes, 
whereby the two extra periods a week will allow a coherent senior cycle RSE programme 
to be developed and implemented from September 2014. 

 
• The school is committed to formalising an assessment policy in the coming school year 

(2014/2015). Within this, assessment in SPHE and an assessment policy in SPHE will be 
developed which will also incorporate a more comprehensive record of student work. 

 
 

• The SPHE department will also be further developing its curricular plans, developing 
action plans based on target setting in the next school year 2014/2015. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


