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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 November 2015 in St Brigid’s College, Callan, Co. Kilkenny. 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 was given an 
opportunity to comment in writing on the findings and recommendations of the report; a 
response was not received from the board.  
 
 
Introduction 
St Brigid’s College is a Catholic voluntary girls’ secondary school under the patronage of 
Catholic Education an Irish Schools Trust (CEIST). This former boarding school is located 
in Callan, Co. Kilkenny and draws a diversity of students from Callan and the surrounding 
areas. The school’s ethos emphasises the importance of creating a positive and supportive 
environment of mutual respect while providing students with the opportunity to develop 
their full range of abilities and talents. 
 
The school has experienced falling enrolment over many years and has a current enrolment 
of 243 students. In addition, the school caters for the educational needs of a cohort of 
students from abroad who spend varying periods of time at the school. An extensive 
building programme to cater for a long-term projected enrolment of 450 students is 
currently underway. 
 
The school offers the Junior Certificate, a voluntary Transition Year (TY) programme, the 
established Leaving Certificate and the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme 
(LCVP). 
 
 
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER  
DEVELOPMENT 
 
Key Findings 

• The board of management is appropriately constituted, is cognisant of its legislative 
and statutory obligations and, with the support of the trustees, executes its 
responsibilities in a diligent manner.  

• School management places commendable focus on supporting the student learning 
experience through thematic and focused staff training and development. 

• Staff members are self-motivated in the quality of care and initiative they show in 
their work. 

• It is evident that it will become increasingly difficult to maintain the current 
curriculum in light of falling student numbers and teacher redeployment. 

• The quality of teaching and learning in the lessons observed was mostly good, and, 
at times, was very good; however, there were weaknesses in teaching and learning 
in a small number of lessons. 

• Students demonstrated proficiency in collaborative learning, active learning and 
expressing their ideas orally, particularly in junior cycle. 

• Teachers’ use of oral formative feedback is good but written formative feedback 
requires development. 
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Recommendations for Further Development 

• The board, in collaboration with the trustee body, should develop a focused 
strategic plan to support increased enrolment into the school and to ensure the 
school’s future viability.  

• Links with the parent body and mechanisms for reporting to the wider parent body 
will require further development. 

• Teachers should develop the quality of formative written feedback on students’ 
written work. 

• Active skills-based learning should be developed at senior cycle. 
 

 
1. QUALITY OF SCHOOL MANAGEMENT AND LEADERSHIP 

 
1.1 School ownership and management 
The board of management is appropriately constituted, is cognisant of its legislative and 
statutory obligations and, with the support of the trustees, executes its responsibilities in a 
diligent manner. The board has been proactive in planning for current infrastructural 
developments, is kept well informed about school business by senior management and is 
very supportive of decisions which are taken in the best interests of students. In addition, 
the board has overseen curricular developments.  School management places commendable 
focus on supporting the student learning experience through thematic and focused staff 
training and development. 
 
The board supports improvement in academic standards on an ongoing basis. There are 
improved trends in uptake of higher level in state examinations and in student attainment at 
all levels. Board minutes are appropriately maintained overall, however, board minutes 
could contain further details regarding discussion of items by board members. Just over half 
of parents and half of teachers surveyed agreed that the board keeps them informed on the 
work of the school. It is praiseworthy that an agreed written report from board meetings 
was presented to staff and parents at the time of the evaluation. The board should further 
enhance communication mechanisms with teachers and parents. 
 
The school plan contains a policy section and a short development section. A full suite of 
essential policies is in place. Procedures should be implemented for policy review and the 
date of enactment of each policy should be clearly stated. The priorities listed in the 
development section relate to improving teaching and learning and promoting CPD; while 
these priorities are commendable, there are no plans for addressing and improving the 
critical enrolment situation. The board should reflect on its governance role in forging the 
way forward for the school. In collaboration with the trustees, there is urgent need for 
review and evaluation regarding the school’s critical reduction in enrolment leading to 
teacher redeployment and the resulting curricular challenges. A focused strategic plan 
should be developed to support increased enrolment and to ensure the school’s future 
viability.  
 
It was reported by the principal that the school accepts all applicants. The admissions 
policy should be reviewed in order to remove current possible perceived barriers to 
enrolment. The criteria for admission should be ranked and the policy should be more 
grounded in the principles of inclusion. The policy should be clear and ensure that there is 
no ambiguity for prospective parents including parents who move into the area. The board 
should review the code of behaviour in accordance with TUSLA guidelines, place greater 
focus on positive behaviour and trust so that it more accurately reflects the excellent 
behaviour demonstrated by students during the evaluation. The school’s mission statement 
should also be reviewed so that inclusivity achieves greater prominence. 
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Staff has shown a willingness to embrace new approaches to teaching, learning and 
assessment, promoted through the school improvement process and school self-evaluation 
(SSE) practices. The development section of the school plan focuses on supporting learning 
and teaching by strengthening practice in the following areas: self-evaluation, teaching 
methodologies, assessment, key skills, Bloom’s Taxonomy and infrastructural 
developments. Whole staff review and input to this plan is recommended so that the views 
of staff are strengthened in the school’s decision-making processes.  
 
The parents’ association is involved in some school events, supports ongoing school 
activities and is consulted on policy review. With a view to developing its role and profile 
in the school, the parents’ association should consider becoming affiliated with the national 
parent body. In the questionnaire responses, the vast majority of parents agreed that there is 
a good atmosphere in the school, that they feel welcome and that their child enjoys school. 
However, a portion of parents expressed some concerns regarding levels of consultation by 
the school in a number of key areas and these concerns merit attention by the board. 
 
Attendance is monitored in an organised and systematic manner. However, retention rates 
should be further reviewed and actions taken as necessary to maintain enrolment, 
particularly in senior cycle. The vast majority of students surveyed agreed that there is a 
good atmosphere in the school. However, there was evidence of considerable disparity 
between the views of junior and senior cycle students with regard to their attitudes to 
behaviour and learning. The school should probe this further through the SSE process. 
 
Very good opportunities for student leadership are provided in the ‘Claddagh’ mentoring 
system, the prefect system and the representative student council. Input from students 
during the WSE-MLL process indicated that it will be necessary to strengthen the collective 
student voice in the school and to further develop dynamic opportunities for student 
development through various creative school activities. A significant minority of students 
surveyed disagreed that they have a say in how things are done in the school. Consideration 
should be given to officers of the student council addressing the board on an annual basis.  
 
The senior management team, consisting of the principal and the deputy principal, jointly 
manages the school effectively on a daily basis and has an active on-the-ground presence. 
The principal and deputy principal adopt a partnership approach to leading students, are 
committed to ongoing SSE and actively support student wellbeing and academic 
progression. Senior management roles are clearly defined and agreed and are carried out 
effectively. Both principal and deputy principal display a strong commitment to their own 
professional development.  
 
The principal provides educational leadership, oversees the SSE process and drives the 
school’s curricular initiatives. The principal also undertakes responsibility for school 
documentation and liaison with the trustees and the board of management. The deputy 
principal is responsible for the co-ordination of learning support, timetabling, liaison with 
year heads and the development of an academic monitoring and tracking system.  
 
The way in which senior management supports leadership for learning and the holistic 
development of students is exemplified in the following areas: support for a positive 
learning environment, the student mentoring system, extra-curricular programmes and 
promotion of key skills.  
 
1.2 Effectiveness of leadership for learning 
Staff members are self-motivated in the quality of care and initiative they show in their 
work. The staff is encouraged and afforded opportunities to lead developments and 
initiatives. Established and comprehensive CPD opportunities are very good. All staff who 
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completed the survey agreed there are good opportunities for CPD. It is now timely that 
teachers should consider sharing best practice by engaging in peer review. 
 
Year heads effectively oversee the welfare of their year groups and monitor and consult on 
academic progress and appropriate student behaviour. Individual student progress reports 
are well established in third, fifth and sixth year and are sent to parents. Reports examined 
during the evaluation indicate the necessity for teachers to include more formative 
comment on how students can improve. This further development of the parental reporting 
system should be prioritised. Class tutors provide a vital support for students in 
collaboration with year heads. Duties assigned to post holders and co-ordinators meet 
school needs. Post holders carry out their duties effectively. Questionnaire responses from 
teachers indicated strong agreement that student behaviour and the inclusion of students 
with special educational needs are very good. Documentation examined during the 
evaluation indicated that teachers are aware of child protection procedures. 
 
The vast majority of teaching staff are deployed in accordance with their qualifications and 
expertise. In a couple of cases, teachers are timetabled for subjects in which they are not 
registered or qualified. This should be addressed by school management. Senior 
management should endeavour to allocate qualified staff to teach all relevant subjects in the 
interests of best practice. 
 
The best subject plans were underpinned by detailed schemes of work outlining specific 
learning outcomes for each year group, active methodologies, student assessment strategies 
and teacher evaluation. Some subject plans were less developed and focused primarily on 
organising the syllabus content. Therefore, further development of subject planning is 
necessary in some subject areas. Subject plans should include: target setting resulting from 
an analysis of examination data, a subject-specific literacy action plan, references to the 
school’s SSE process and records of both planned and achieved teacher CPD.   
 
The broad curriculum offered at junior and senior cycle is generally balanced. In order to 
maintain the Leaving Certificate curriculum for students, the school has had to take the 
decisions to combine classes in fifth year and sixth year for Physics, Chemistry, 
Accounting and Music. St. Brigid’s also links with the neighbouring school in order to be 
able to provide for Art and History. There is a reciprocal arrangement which facilitates 
students from the neighbouring boys’ school to attend lessons for Biology and Business in 
St. Brigid’s. This is praiseworthy. It is evident that it will become increasingly difficult to 
maintain the current curriculum in light of falling student numbers and teacher 
redeployment. In order to better address student needs, the school should examine how 
students currently sample subjects in first year and in TY.   
 
The TY programme is well designed and coordinated and enables students to achieve 
valuable experiences inside and outside the classroom. Almost all students opt for the TY 
programme. TY class sizes are currently large due to curricular constraints. The LCVP is 
compulsory in fifth year and becomes optional in sixth year. Students not taking this option 
in sixth year are timetabled for life skills. Physical Education is not currently offered in 
sixth year. This situation should be reconsidered in the interests of the school providing a 
balanced educational programme for all students. The wide range of co-curricular and 
extra-curricular activities supports students’ holistic educational development. 
 
There is very good provision for pastoral care, learning support and guidance. Guidance, 
counselling and student care strategies demonstrate high levels of commitment to the care 
and wellbeing of students and are co-ordinated by dedicated and committed teachers. 
Timetabled guidance is allocated to TY, fifth and sixth-year class groups. The school has 
developed good links with external agencies. 



 6

The school is currently developing a tracking and monitoring system of student attainment 
for first-year students. Following testing, individual students’ needs are effectively 
communicated to mainstream teachers and individual resources are allocated as required. It 
is commendable that this approach will be expanded to other year groups in the next school 
year. 
 
Appropriate provision is made for Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE) in junior 
cycle. Provision for curricular Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) in senior cycle 
is currently reliant on the use of outside speakers. This should be reviewed so that a 
comprehensive and developmental curricular programme that can be delivered by a trained 
classroom teacher is established. This programme should be appended to the current RSE 
policy. The senior cycle RSE programme should be complemented rather than led by guest 
speakers as per Circular 23/2010. 
 
Confirmation was provided that the board of management has formally adopted the Child 
Protection Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools without modification. In 
order to be compliant with the requirements of the Child Protection Procedures for 
Primary and Post-Primary Schools, the principal’s report at each board meeting and the 
board minutes should include child protection details, and the school is required to have a 
RSE programme at senior cycle. 
 
1.3 Management of facilities 
The school building development currently underway includes additional classrooms, office 
space and specialist rooms for Multi-Media, Science, Art and Business. This project 
involves refurbishment and a new school extension. 
 
Considerable investment has been made in developing classroom-based ICT facilities and 
all teachers have access to these facilities to support student management, teaching and 
learning. Overall, the school facilities are maintained to a high standard including 
classrooms and specialist rooms. 
 
2. QUALITY OF LEARNING AND TEACHING 
 
2.1 The quality of learning and teaching 
During the evaluation, inspectors visited twenty lessons across junior and senior cycle. The 
quality of teaching and learning in the lessons observed was mostly good, and, at times, 
was very good. In a small number of lessons, there were weaknesses in teaching and 
learning. The best lessons incorporated active, collaborative and interactive learning that 
was both productive and progressive, and high levels of student engagement and motivation 
were evident. In very few lessons, weaknesses in these aspects impacted significantly on 
student learning.  
 
The atmosphere for learning and student behaviour was very positive. Students consistently 
contributed confidently and willingly to lessons and showed very high levels of respect. 
Overall, teachers created affirming, student-centred learning environments. Expectations of 
students’ skill development were mostly high. Students demonstrated proficiency in 
collaborative learning and in expressing their ideas orally. Teachers’ use of higher-order 
questions, directed questioning and constructive oral feedback supported high expectations. 
Differentiation for the students’ range of needs and abilities was generally good. Learning 
was made relevant through good links with everyday life. 
 
In a small number of instances at senior cycle, students were not challenged to develop 
their own learning and there was an imbalance between teacher and student input. In these 
instances, either the learning was by rote or the students were continuously passive. This 
needs to be redressed. The very good skills developed in junior cycle should be transferred 
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to all lessons in fifth and sixth year. This will ensure that the Leaving Certificate 
programme provides progression from junior cycle, particularly in self-directed learning, 
independent thought, critical thinking and lifelong learning, all key aims of senior cycle 
education. 
 
Lessons were generally prepared to meet one or more learning intentions. In most lessons, 
learning intentions were shared with the students at the beginning but these were not 
revisited at key stages during the lessons nor were they used in the evaluation of learning. 
Learning intentions should be integrated into the ‘assessment for learning’ process and used 
to facilitate student evaluation of their own learning. This approach should inform future 
lesson planning.   
 
Considerable quantities of written work were evident in students’ copybooks, including 
class notes and regular homework that included answers to recall and comprehension-type 
questions, and, in some instances, assignments of a more challenging nature. In their 
written work, students gave very good attention to neatness of presentation, grammar, 
structure and spelling. 
 
Students’ written work is monitored but there is scope for development in teachers’ 
formative written feedback. Written comments that give constructive guidance to students 
on what is good about their work and on how to improve it, would have a greater impact on 
learning. Expectations in relation to written work should be shared with students and 
included in their copybooks. The fulfilment of these requirements should be noted by 
teachers in later corrections.  
 
Overall, in the lessons visited, good attention was paid to developing students’ literacy by 
giving them frequent opportunity to speak and write. In some lessons visited, students’ 
attention was drawn to key words. In a few of these lessons, very good practice was evident 
when students were challenged to use the new words in their oral and written work. All 
teachers should plan opportunities for students to use key words as part of developing their 
understanding of new vocabulary. Across many subject areas, there was evidence of a need 
for teacher and student confidence-building in numeracy, including mental arithmetic. 
 
3. IMPLEMENTATION OF RECOMMENDATIONS FROM PREVIOUS 

EVALUATIONS 
 
3.1 Management  
Good progress is evident overall in the effective implementation of recommendations made 
in previous subject inspection reports. However, to date, management has been unable to 
provide Physical Education in sixth year and this should be addressed. It is very good that 
timetabling issues have been addressed in some areas. There are substantial differences 
evident in the format and substance of subject plans and schemes of work. One subject plan 
has inbuilt assessment and evaluation practices and this should be replicated in all plans. 
 
3.2 Learning and teaching 
Overall, teachers have attended well to the implementation of many of the 
recommendations made in previous subject inspection reports. Progress has taken place in 
developing literacy, particularly oral literacy, and in skills development. Progress is 
required in developing active learning in both fifth year and sixth year, structuring lessons 
and developing written formative feedback. It is recommended that senior management 
further facilitates structures to progress inter-department collaboration in subject 
department planning. 
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4. THE SCHOOL’S SELF-EVALUATION PROCESS AND CAPACIT Y FOR 
SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT 

 
SSE processes have been established and determined in the 2015 school improvement plan. 
This plan is based on time-bound action plans and focuses on prioritised outcomes to be 
achieved regarding literacy, numeracy and key skills. Literacy and numeracy core teams 
have been established to provide leadership and direction on planning and implementing a 
whole school approach to literacy. Priorities relating to teaching and learning identified in 
the school improvement plan will require focused implementation and monitoring in many 
classrooms.  
 
The school has the capacity for improvement and needs to take steps to address the 
challenges for subject provision at Leaving Certificate, attract students to attend the school 
and raise the school’s profile through a robust campaign of public relations. In light of 
projected demographic growth in the area, the school needs to attract prospective parents 
and students in the catchment area. 
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