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Whole-School Evaluation
Management, Leadership and Learning

A whole-school evaluation of management, leadership and learning (WSE-MLL) was
undertaken in May 2012 in North Presentation Secondary School, Cork. This report
presents the findings of the evaluation and makes recommendations for improvement.
During the evaluation, the inspection team met with the school’s board of management, in-
school management, and groups of teachers, parents and students. Inspectors also reviewed
a range of school documentation and responses to questionnaires and examined other data
in relation to the operation of the school. As part of the evaluation, a range of lessons across
a number of subject areas was inspected. 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.

Introduction

North Presentation Secondary School is a Catholic, girls’ voluntary secondary school
founded by the Presentation Order and now under the trusteeship of Catholic Education, An
Irish Schools Trust (CEIST). The school aims to provide a safe, stable learning
environment for all of its students and it participates in Delivering Equality of Opportunity
in Schools (DEIS), the Department of Education and Skills’ action plan for educational
inclusion. The CEIST charter values are encapsulated in the day-to-day running of the
school and efforts to maintain and develop links with the wider community are actively
encouraged. A significant adult-education programme is also provided. There is a strong
tradition of past-pupils sending their daughters to the school, as well as a significant
number of past-pupils on the teaching staff.

1. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
FURTHER DEVELOPMENT

1.1 Key Findings

e The new board has a clear set of priorities for its work.

e Senior management is both personally and professionally committed to leading
school improvement.

e Thereis a very good level of student care and support.

e Both parents and students commented favourably on the atmosphere in the school.

e Students are not receiving a minimum of twenty-eight hours of instruction time per
week.

e The quality of teaching and learning was found to be good in most of the lessons
observed, with some instances of very good practice.

e School Development Planning (SDP), which includes planning for teaching and
learning, and school self-evaluation now need a sharper focus.

1.2 Recommendations for Further Development

e The board should conduct an audit of all policies and progress those that are
missing or in need of an update.

e The board and senior management should devise an action plan with SMART
(specific, measurable, attainable, realistic and timely) targets to achieve identified
priorities and include the whole-school community in the process.



e The weekly timetable should be reviewed to ensure that all students receive twenty-
eight hours of instruction time in accordance with the requirements of circular
M29/95.

e An overarching teaching and learning policy which includes strategies to raise
student achievement should be developed.

2. QUALITY OF SCHOOL MANAGEMENT AND LEADERSHIP

2.1 School ownership and management — the Board of Management
Composition, functioning and fulfilment of statutory obligations

The current board, in the first year of its term, is properly constituted and is aware of its
statutory obligations. As the majority of board members are new, a decision was made to
spend the first year becoming familiar with the many facets of North Presentation
Secondary School. Regular meetings are held and agendas suggest to date that the board
has focused on the operational and the immediate. At the time of the evaluation it was clear
that some areas needed closer examination and it is necessary that board members are
apprised of a number of these issues. It was also evident however, that the board is moving
towards an understanding of the link between school improvement and school self-
evaluation.

The school has an active parents’ council which meets regularly and looks at areas that
benefit and support students and parents. Representatives are on the board, as are staff
representatives, but whilst an agreed report is disseminated to staff, none is provided to the
parents’ council. It is suggested that an agreed report be disseminated to both staff and
parents’ council through their respective representatives as a further enhancement of the
communicative practices that currently exist in the school. It would also be worthwhile if a
thematic agenda was introduced for all board meetings. This would do much to ensure that
all board members are fully conversant with all initiatives in the school including such
areas as DEIS planning and finance. Requesting periodic presentations from personnel
involved in key areas of responsibility, including students and parents, would also help
here.

Confirmation was provided that the board of management has formally adopted the Child
Protection Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools without modification and
that the school is compliant with the requirements of the Child Protection Procedures for
Primary and Post-Primary Schools.

The school’s priorities for development

As a means of taking a critical look at existing school practices, the board plans to
undertake a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis involving the
entire school community. Arising from the results of this, the board hopes to develop a
‘three-year plan’, which will encompass comprehensive policy development and review.
Another priority is a sharper focus on teaching and learning through what the board has
termed a ‘Curriculum Advisory Board’. It is also hoped that there will be an enhancement
of the quality of partnership with all stakeholders namely students, parents, staff and
CEIST. In order to advance these priorities, it is suggested that as soon as is feasible, the
board should conduct their intended SWOT analysis with all members of the school
community and agree on what areas need immediate action.



A policy audit should also be undertaken and those that are missing or in need of updating
should be progressed. Both the legislative and regulatory and the policy checklists in the
Department’s draft school self-evaluation guidelines would be helpful here. The board
should also prioritise both the completion of policies such as the whole school guidance
plan and the critical incident policy, and the ratification of policies such as the school’s
child protection policy. Devising an action plan with SMART targets and the inclusion of
the whole school community in the process would do much to support the achievement of
all these identified priorities.

2.2 Effectiveness of leadership for learning
Leadership of staff

The newly appointed principal and deputy principal are currently working towards the
development of a cohesive senior management team, as there has been significant change in
many areas of the school over the past two years. They are in constant contact and possess
complementary roles and approaches. This senior management team displays a shared
clarity of vision, is committed to the education and welfare of all students and is effectively
meeting the challenges of constrained management structures, given the many recent
changes in personnel coupled with changes to Department of Education and Skills’
allocations. Both principal and deputy principal are committed to leading staff in providing
a quality learning environment. A strong commitment to the continuing professional
development (CPD) of staff is also evident and there are good relationships with staff,
students, parents and board.

Very strong communication structures exist in the school and there is a noticeable spirit of
volunteerism evident through the willingness of teachers to give of their time in supporting
and leading learning. The teaching staff is continuously encouraged to evaluate the current
structures and systems in place and to ascertain whether these are meeting the learning
needs of the students. A range of meetings with key personnel is held weekly and
communication among staff is maintained through regular updates and the sharing of
relevant information. Communication with parents also has a high priority in the school’s
partnership approach to education, which is very positive.

Subject-department planning is on-going, and generally comprehensive plans are in place
for most departments. The maintenance of electronic minutes of subject-department
meeting and other material is suggested as it facilitates their distribution and retention. In
addition, the development of electronic folders for teachers to access and share teaching
resources and methodologies will further enhance the quality of subject planning. Subject
departments should use data from the analysis of the certificate and in-house examinations
to examine trends in uptake of levels and student outcomes, as this could inform a
developmental agenda for teaching and learning. It would be important also to ensure that
these are whole-school priorities and are reflected in all subject-department plans.

Following consultation with staff, the principal makes recommendations to the board
regarding SDP. The absence of an SDP team however, is limiting the school’s capacity to
engage in collaborative self-evaluation. Given the ongoing changes in the school and the
suggestions above with regard to subject-department planning, the merits of appointing a
SDP team should be considered to help in setting priorities for planned improvement.



Leadership of students

Inclusion is the cornerstone of policy and practice in meeting the needs of all students and
is lived out in the day-to-day operation of the school. This is fostering a positive learning
environment that benefits both teachers and students. Admissions policy and practice,
together with the arrangements for transitions from other schools, are inclusive, fair and
transparent. There is a clear and accepted code of behaviour, which is followed and
reviewed at regular intervals. This was borne out also by the questionnaires in which both
parents and students overwhelmingly agreed that their understanding and knowledge of the
code of behaviour and school rules were high.

Care is taken in the induction of first-year students and robust strategies are implemented to
achieve high standards of attendance and retention among all students. The student support
team members communicate effectively to ensure a very good level of support for students
generally. It is clear that this strong culture of care and learning support is having a positive
impact on students’ learning. An over-arching whole-school guidance policy should be now
developed through a co-ordinated and integrated approach. It is suggested that the student-
support team steers the development of this policy.

DEIS is seen as an integral component of school life rather than a separate entity.
Considerable supports for students’ learning have been availed of through DEIS, and a start
has been made in the development of a DEIS plan, with notable progress in the areas of
attendance and literacy. Management has identified raising students’ academic expectations
as one element of increasing educational attainment. This has been under consideration in
the current year and the setting of measurable targets to reduce participation in foundation
level in the certificate examinations and a parallel increase in the other levels is now
recommended as an important next step.

There is a wide range of programmes available which includes the Junior Certificate School
Programme (JCSP), Transition Year (TY), Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA), and
Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP). However, students are not receiving
the minimum of twenty-eight hours of instruction time as outlined in Circular Letter
M29/95 — Time in School. This should be resolved as a matter of priority. The timetabling
of Physical Education (PE) is also inadequate; junior cycle students have just one period
per week and it is not provided to sixth-year students. Another anomaly identified in the
weekly timetable is the uneven spread of time across the week for some subjects.
Reorganisation of the timetable should take place to ensure a minimum of twenty-eight
hours instruction time, adequate provision of PE for all students and a better distribution of
time across the week for all subjects.

One way in which student leadership is promoted effectively is through the Meitheal team.
In the past there was an active students’ council, but changes in staffing meant it fell into
abeyance. It has been recently reinstated however, thanks to the voluntary efforts of two
teachers, and currently comprises fifth-year students from the Meitheal team. This is a
welcome addition and plans that next year’s students’ council will comprise representatives
democratically elected from the entire student cohort, will help to ensure that the council
becomes an effective voice for students. Formal links could also be established between the
students’ council and parents with a view to pursuing common issues.

School activities are well supported by the spirit of collegiality and volunteerism
demonstrated by teachers. Activities such as Comenius and Worldwise offer significant
educational opportunities to some students and extracurricular activities have a strong sport
focus. It is important that management remains conscious of positive student engagement,
consults students re policies and self-evaluation, and tries to find other avenues for the
student voice. This would help to promote leadership qualities among students. The new



students’ council could also have a role in developing strategies to enhance student
participation and interest in extracurricular and other school activities.

2.3 Management of facilities

North Presentation Secondary School is a well-maintained, bright, clean, welcoming school
and its commitment to developing the facilities is strong. In keeping with the grant received
through the Department’s SMART schools initiative, there has been considerable
investment in information and communication (ICT) facilities for both staff and students,
and there is a well-designed school website. The visually-stimulating, print-rich physical
learning environment is supported by well-resourced teacher-based and specialist rooms.
The students have a heightened awareness of the environment and their own health and
well-being through the recently instigated Green Schools’ initiative and an approach to
healthy eating which has been steered by the parents’ council.

It is hoped that the school will continue to progress the website in order to optimise its
potential as a powerful communication tool. It would also be worthwhile to build on the
successes of the Green Schools and healthy eating initiatives and involve the whole-school
community in these activities.

3. QUALITY OF LEARNING AND TEACHING
3.1 The quality of learning and teaching

Over two days of the evaluation, inspectors visited a total of nineteen lessons across the
range of subjects provided in the school. The quality of teaching and learning in the
majority of lessons observed was good with some very good teaching and learning in some
instances.

There was effective classroom management and good use of the available space. Good
teacher-student rapport was evident, underpinned by mutual respect. The size of the groups
in the majority of the lessons observed was quite small, which meant that many teachers
could pitch the lesson according to student ability and attend skilfully to individual-learning
needs during activities. Where it was used, the sharing of learning outcomes with students
was effective. This is emerging as a result of the commendable whole-school focus on
assessment for learning (AfL) strategies. It has been recognised that the key to students’
engagement and motivation is individual focus and readiness to learn. With this in mind,
good procedures have been devised in the organisation for learning readiness, and were
being used in the majority of lessons observed, particularly with junior classes. As there is
scope to develop this further, the use of this approach in all lessons is encouraged. The
school is now well placed to extend the focus on AfL and include other key strategies.
Areas like teacher questioning and extending the inclusion of comments of a formative
nature in feedback to individual students in all subject areas would provide students with
further direction to improve the standard of their work.

A good range of teaching methodologies was seen in many lessons. Best practice included
teacher-led instruction which was well-balanced with student input along with active
learning methodologies that were central to lesson delivery. There were some very good
examples of students successfully completing tasks. Other examples of good practice in
lessons included a clear and effective sequencing of activities with a focus on key words
and concepts and a good use of target languages and subject-specific terminology. In some
instances, questioning was used to good effect as a means of assessing students’ knowledge
and to advance learning. The development of more higher-order questioning, which is



directed and inclusive of all and the use of “wait times” in combination with more probing
techniques to enhance the learning experience are to be encouraged. Resources, including
ICT, were successfully interwoven into the majority of lessons to support learning. There
were some good examples of ICT being effectively used to support content delivery and to
stimulate discussion.

In the interests of building on the good practice described above, the following areas for
development in learning and teaching are suggested. Increase professional dialogue, both
within and across subjects, to further enhance differentiation of teaching and provide more
challenges and higher expectations for all students. Ensure that teaching approaches further
expand a cooperative and collaborative learning environment with a better balance between
teacher and learner participation. As part of the current AfL practice, it would also be
worthwhile to examine the type of success criteria used by teachers and to clearly identify
steps for learning success. The alignment of teaching methodologies to specific lessons in
subject department planning is also recommended. These initiatives, along with the other
areas and strategies discussed above, would facilitate both school management and staff in
focusing on key issues in relation to teaching and learning. The development of an
overarching teaching and learning policy is thus recommended.

4. IMPLEMENTATION OF RECOMMENDATIONS FROM PREVIOUS
EVALUATIONS

4.1 Management

The subject inspections reviewed include Music, English, PE, Spanish, Social, Personal and
Health Education (SPHE) and French. While there is some evidence to indicate that
management has addressed the recommendations from subject inspection reports, there are
only two published responses from previous boards. These responses refer to PE and
SPHE. As a means of supporting the provision of quality teaching and learning, the current
board should review all subject inspection reports and seek to monitor the implementation
of recommendations therein. It is also important to ensure that all stakeholders are made
aware of the existence of these reports.

Subject specific recommendations which have been addressed include the health and safety
issues in PE, on-going subject planning and the use of ICT in lessons. Subject-specific
recommendations which have not been addressed include the timetabling of PE for all year
groups. School management should strive to implement all remaining recommendations in
previous subject inspection reports.

4.2 Learning and Teaching

School management and staff need to examine all subject inspections reports to ascertain
the valuable learning experiences which can contribute to improvement in teaching and
learning across all subject areas. Where recommendations have general implications, they
should be compiled for circulation to all subject departments to provide a focus for
planning. As the integration of ICT into teaching and learning evolves, the inclusion of
clear action plans along with further training for staff will help to embed its use in
classroom practice.



5. THE SCHOOL’S SELF-EVALUATION PROCESS AND CAPACITY
FOR SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT

5.1

The school has begun looking at some areas of school self-evaluation and while
management acknowledges that it is at the early stages, it is hoped that further
developments will be undertaken next year. Active review and self-evaluation are present
in some areas, notably within subject departments and programmes, and among staff.
Management has also put procedures in place to develop the expertise, experience and
resourcefulness of staff and to build capacity for planned changes. Some strategies for the
assessment and monitoring of students’ achievement have been put in place, an analysis of
results in the certificate examinations and programmes has been undertaken and context
factors are taken into consideration. While all this is good practice, there is little evidence
to show how targets for improvement are set and monitored within the school, and the level
of engagement by all stakeholders varies. That said, the goodwill and atmosphere in the
school demonstrated an in-built capacity to progress self-evaluation. The school is thus
well-poised and well-placed to engage more fully with school self-evaluation processes.
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Appendix
School response to the report

Submitted by the Board of Management



Areal Observations on the content of the inspection report

1. Introduction:

The Board of Management of North Presentation Secondary School wishes to thank
the Inspectors who carried out the MLL for the professional and courteous manner in
which they conducted the inspection. The Board welcomes this very positive report
which affirms the dedication, hard work and commitment of all members of the school
community. The inspection provided a thorough and comprehensive overview on
North Presentation and we are pleased at the overall positive outcome.

2. Key Findings:
In particular, the Board acknowledges the following key findings in the Inspectors’
report:

The Board has a clear set of priorities for its work;

The professional and personal commitment of the senior management and all
stakeholders towards improvement;

The high level of care and support for students.

The favourable attitude of parents and pupils to the overall school atmosphere;

The fact that the quality of teaching and learning were found to be generally good
and in some cases very good.

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

3. Follow-Up Actions to the Recommendations:

The following steps have been taken to address the recommendations of the
Inspectors:

All students are now receiving twenty-eight hours of instruction per week

Agreed reports of Board of Management meetings are now being made available to
parents as well as teachers;

The Board of Management organises its meetings through a thematic agenda that
includes both repeating standard items, such as “Finance”, and special items as
these arise from time to time, such as presentations from key personnel;

The Finance Report is being reorganised for greater transparency and a more
“common-sense” understanding;

The Student Council has been fully reactivated and will, inter alia, be addressed
by the Chair of the Board during the current academic year;

Already a number of meetings of subject teams and senior management directed at
providing more focus on School Development Planning and, in particular, self-
evaluation have been carried out; in that regard, the School would welcome
further support for the development of a culture of self-evaluation from the
Department of Education & Skills, as well as other sources;

The School has already commenced a thorough review and updating of all school
policies.

Senior Management has commenced the development of SMART targets in the
School Improvement Plan.

10



Apart from the introduction of the 28 hour week for students, subjects are now
timetabled more evenly throughout the week. It is also hoped over time to
increase the timetabling of PE, subject to availability of the necessary resources.

The School will continue striving to enhance teaching and learning across all areas
of the curriculum, using those instances of best practice identified by the
inspectors as the benchmark. A collaborative teacher approach to Teaching &
Learning will be encouraged and supported.

The School will continue to foster a strong culture of teamwork across the various
subject disciplines.

The School will ensure that it will publish responses to all subject evaluations, and
that all such evaluations and responses are made available to all stakeholders.

The School will continue to develop a comprehensive strategy towards self-
evaluation.
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