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What is a subject inspection?  

Subject Inspections report on the quality of work in individual curriculum areas within a school. 
They affirm good practice and make recommendations, where appropriate, to aid the further 
development of the subject in the school. 

How to read this report 
During this inspection, the inspector evaluated learning and teaching in Science & Biology 
under the following headings: 

1. Teaching, learning and assessment 

2. Subject provision and whole-school support 

3. Planning and preparation 

 

Inspectors describe the quality of each of these areas using the Inspectorate’s quality 
continuum which is shown on the final page of this report. The quality continuum provides 
examples of the language used by inspectors when evaluating and describing the quality of the 
school’s provision in each area.  

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. 

Actions of the school to safeguard children and prevent 

and tackle bullying 
 

During the inspection visit, the following checks in relation to the school’s child protection and 
anti-bullying procedures were conducted: 

Child Protection Anti-bullying 

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 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. 

1. The school has developed an anti-
bullying policy that meets the 
requirements of the Anti-Bullying 
Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary 
Schools (2013) and this policy is 
reviewed annually. 

2. The board of management minutes 
record that the principal provides a report 
to the board at least once a term on the 
overall number of bullying cases reported 
(by means of the bullying recording 
template provided in the Procedures) 
since the previous report to the board. 

3. The school’s anti-bullying policy is 
published on its website and/or is readily 
accessible to board of management 
members, teachers, parents and 
pupils/students. 

 
The school met the requirements in relation to each of the checks above.  



Subject inspection 

 

Dates of inspection   20-09-2023 & 21-09-2023 

Inspection activities undertaken 

 Review of relevant documents  

 Discussion with principal and key staff 
 Interaction with students, including focus 

group 

 Observation of teaching and learning during 
eight lessons 

 Examination of students’ work  
 Feedback to principal and relevant staff 

 

School context 
St David’s Holy Faith Secondary School is a co-educational post-primary school in Greystones 
with a current enrolment of 752 students. It provides the Junior Cycle (JC) programme, an 
optional Transtion Year (TY) programme and the Leaving Certificate (LC) programme. 
 

 

Summary of main findings and recommendations: 

Findings 

 The quality of teaching and learning in lessons observed was good overall; the majority 

of lessons were good, a small number were satisfactory and a small number very good. 

 Learning was very good in the lessons where good task design enabled students to 

think, process and explain their scientific observations and where reasoning, critical 

thinking, and purposeful student-student discussion took place. 

 Students had an enquiring attitude to the world around them and demonstrated great 

interest in Science.  

 Students had acquired a good body of knowledge in both Science and Biology, junior-

cycle students’ mastery of the learning outcomes from Nature of Science were adequate 

for each year group.  

 The overall quality of assessment was satisfactory, with a reliance on summative 

assessment and an insufficiency of formative feedback in most copybooks. 

 Subject provision and whole-school support were very good.  

 The quality of planning was satisfactory overall; collaborative subject planning has been 

effective, laboratory management was highly effective and planning for JC Science was 

satisfactory although it required development in some aspects. 

Recommendations 

 In order to develop higher levels of students’ confidence and capacity in conducting 

open-ended investigations, science teachers should use the Continuum of inquiry of the 

JC Science specification in their planning for and implementation of practical lessons. 

 In some instances, it was recommended that teachers incorporate rich task design into 

lessons. 

 Science teachers should find a balance between the giving of notes containing teacher-

generated sentences and the use of strategies that are more enabling of learning and 

building students capacity for notemaking.  

 Teachers should ensure that they use a more balanced variety of assessment of 

learning approaches that would allow students to demonstrate their learning, including 

their mastery of skills as well as their understanding of concepts. 

 

 



Detailed findings and recommendations 
 

1. Teaching, learning and assessment 
 The quality of teaching and learning in the lessons observed was good overall; the majority 

of lessons were good, a small number were satisfactory and a small number very good.  

 Relationships and interactions within classrooms were highly positive. Students 
demonstrated very high levels of respect, compliance and attentiveness.  

 In most lessons, students were involved in group work and they worked well, 
collaboratively, learning together. In some lessons, students were observed working 
independently; for example, when writing up laboratory reports, completing tests or 
worksheets and correcting their own homework. During these tasks students displayed 
high levels of engagement and they proficiently wrote good sentences. 

 In the most effective lessons, good task design enabled students to construct meaning. 
This included instances when students investigated properties, when they explained their 
observations of scientific phenomena and when they engaged in purposeful discussion that 
involved processing, critical thinking and reasoning.  

 At times, students were challenged to give substantial responses that demonstrated 
understanding of the concept. The learning that took place in these lessons was very good. 

 On a few occasions, there was a tendancy for the teacher voice to dominate and for some 
reliance on slide presentation. While students listened well, they could capably have 
contributed to a much greater extent by responding to each other’s inputs or by critically 
discussing some of the very interesting concepts being explored. In these instances, it was 
recommended that teachers incorporate rich task design into lessons so that students are 
actively involved and everyone is challenged to express understanding.  

 Students had an enquiring attitude to the world around them and demonstrated great 
interest in Science.  

 During practical investigations, students capably manipulated apparatus and recorded 
data. They greatly enjoyed doing science practicals. In relation to the experimental 
procedure, however, students consistently followed their teacher’s guidance or a 
prescribed method from the text book. In one lesson, there was some opportunity given to 
students to adjust the apparatus design. Overall, during investigations, junior-cycle 
students could be challenged to do more in order to extend the learning outcomes from 
Nature of Science. For example, students could have been involved in making decisions in 
planning and designing the experiments or communicating their findings in a variety of 
ways. Most students will need more frequent practice to develop their inquiry skills to a 
point where they can conduct their own investigations from start to finish.   

 It is recommended, therefore, that all teachers incorporate the Continuum of inquiry (pages 
13-14) of the science specification during practical work in lessons. This would enable the 
development of higher levels of confidence and capacity in conducting open-ended 
investigations as students progressively move up through the different levels of inquiry 
from guided inquiries towards engagement in higher-level inquiry where there is less 
teacher guidance and more student self-direction. 

 During the focus group meeting, students described learning through first-hand 
experiments and observing things in real life as being memorable. They referred to group 
work and visuals as really important for learning. They looked forward to and valued doing 
classroom-based assessments but said they do not have full confidence in designing and 
conducting their own open-ended investigations. It will be worthwhile for the department to 
continue to build students’ skills in investigation. 

 During the focus group, students also pointed out that they found learning most enjoyable 
when teachers used collaborative approaches, such as group work, practical work, brain 
storming and quizzes and when teachers encouraged independent note making, rather 
than copying notes from slides. They said that having a good set of notes was important to 
support their revision for summative assessments. 

 It was noted that a range of strategies for notemaking were in use with different classes. At 
times, students transcribed teachers’ notes into their copybooks. Other groups highlighted 
or underlined sentences in the book or in handouts. Others wrote notes in their own words 



summarising texts. In those instances where teachers routinely gave notes that contain 
teacher-generated sentences and where students transcribed notes from slides, it was 
recommended that this should be reviewed in favour of strategies that are more enabling of 
learning and capacity building. Teachers could approach this by making small adjustments 
to their slides and handouts so that the text can support student activity and students have 
to think before constructing a written sentence. 

 Assessment of learning practices, at the time of the evaluation, were satisfactory overall 
with a reliance on summative tests and an insufficiency of formative feedback in most 
copybooks or assessment of learning in students’ laboratory reports.  

 In-class formative assessment was mainly through teacher questioning. Show me boards 
and worksheets were also used to good effect in lessons. Homework was generally 
assessed through a plenary session where students corrected their own work.  

 One teacher reported that written assessment was provided to students through the online 
platform; to develop this approach, students should be required to note down key points of 
that feedback so that they can reflect on cumulative teacher assessment and show that 
they have taken action for improvement that is guided by their teacher’s feedback. 

 In one lesson observed, the quality of assessment was very good. The teacher made very 
effective use of systematic formative assessment practices throughout the lesson. In this 
lesson, there was evidence of good formative assessment in the students’ copybooks with 
teacher annotation providing students with guidance on how to improve their work.  

 Overall, there was scope to implement a more varied range of assessment of learning 
practices, such as those envisaged by the new JC programme. For example, the use of 
success criteria could be developed as teachers’ collective practice and some of the 
summative tests could be replaced with other forms of assessment of learning approaches 
that would allow students to demonstrate their learning, including their mastery of skills as 
well as their understanding of concepts.   

 
 

2. Subject provision and whole school support 
 The quality of subject provision and whole-school support for Science and Biology was 

very good. 

 At the time of the inspection, Science was a core subject for all students in the school’s JC 
programme. Biology, Chemistry and Physics were provided as options for Leaving 
Certificate with very high levels of uptake in each.  

 The overall time allocated to the subjects was in line with curricular requirements. All 
groups were scheduled for at least one of their one-hour lessons in a laboratory, providing 
the best possible conditions for practical work. 

 Deployment of the eight qualified teachers in the science department was very good. 
Teachers’ involvement with ongoing professional professional development was strongly 
supported by school leaders. 

 Four very well-managed and well-stocked laboratories with preparation and storage rooms 
provided highly-suitable modern facilities for learning. Very good provision was made for 
health and safety and it was communicated effectively to students. The principal provides a 
very good budget to the science department annually to fund resources for student 
practicals.  

 The laboratories were also resourced with modern digital devices for teaching. The 
availability of digital devices for students in the laboratories and in the library supports 
students’ capacity to meet the curricular requirement to research into relevant scientific 
issues. Plans were in place to provide a range of print media in the library to further support 
scientific research. 

 School leaders and science teachers have encouraged student involvement in a range of 
co-curricular science activities that diversify learning. Students and teachers have been 
involved with the SciFest, Young Scientist, AmGen Biotechnology experience and the use 
of the Scamper technique. Displayed photographs and posters depicting these experiences 
celebrate past achievements and encourage other students to get involved. 

 



3. Planning and preparation 
 The quality of planning was satisfactory overall, with significant strengths in planning for 

laboratory management. 

 Teachers’ engagement in collaborative planning has been active and productive. Good use 
has been made of the school’s digital platform to enhance lesson and subject planning and 
as a shared space for teaching resources. Teachers prepared and shared plans for each 
subject. The subject plans for TY and LC Biology were good. Minutes of subject 
department meetings contained records of discussions that were focused on organisational 
matters and planning for school assessments. 

 To make collaborative subject department planning even more effective, the department 
should engage in more regular, round-table, collective discussions on teaching, learning 
and assessment in relation to a small number of annual areas for development in the 
sciences. Those discussions could be used as an opportunity to critically reflect on what is 
working well in terms of students’ attainment of syllabus requirements, skills development 
and learning outcomes and consider what could be done even better. 

 The plan for JC Science although satisfactory, required development in a few aspects. The 
plan was based on following chapters of the text book. This is too linear an approach to 
enable the implementation of a JC programme that emphasises skills in addition to content 
knowledge and one that is potentially responsive to students’ interests.Teachers should 
adapt the science plan. More clarity and emphasis is needed in planning for the 
incremental development of students’ skills in scientific inquiry, in terms of both 
experiments and research. This should include explicitly planning for a wider range of 
possible student practicals that would progressively develp students’ capacity in attaining 
all aspects of the Nature of Science learning outcomes. Teachers could also consider 
adapting the science plan to one that optimises a more flexible approach to learning, such 
as one based on units of learning. 

 At whole-school level, senior management’s effective leadership of school self-evaluation 
(SSE) as a collaborative process of school review and teachers’ active engagement with 
SSE has driven developments in teaching and learnining, including the use of active 
methodologies and promoting student autonomy and empowerment. It would be beneficial 
for the subject plans to demonstrate wider linkage to how these approaches are being 
implemented by the science department.  

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

 

  



The Inspectorate’s Quality Continuum 
Inspectors describe the quality of provision in the school using the Inspectorate’s quality 
continuum which is shown below. The quality continuum provides examples of the language used 
by inspectors when evaluating and describing the quality of the school’s provision of each area. 

Level Description  Example of descriptive terms 

 

Very Good  

Very good applies where the quality of the areas 
evaluated is of a very high standard. The very 
few areas for improvement that exist do not 
significantly impact on the overall quality of 
provision. For some schools in this category the 
quality of what is evaluated is outstanding and 
provides an example for other schools of 
exceptionally high standards of provision. 

Very good; of a very high 
quality; very effective practice; 
highly commendable; very 
successful; few areas for 
improvement; notable; of a very 
high standard. Excellent; 
outstanding; exceptionally high 
standard, with very significant 
strengths; exemplary 

 

Good 

Good applies where the strengths in the areas 
evaluated clearly outweigh the areas in need of 
improvement. The areas requiring improvement 
impact on the quality of pupils’ learning. The 
school needs to build on its strengths and take 
action to address the areas identified as requiring 
improvement in order to achieve a very good 
standard.  

Good; good quality; valuable; 
effective practice; competent; 
useful; commendable; good 
standard; some areas for 
improvement 

 

Satisfactory 

Satisfactory applies where the quality of provision 
is adequate. The strengths in what is being 
evaluated just outweigh the shortcomings. While 
the shortcomings do not have a significant 
negative impact they constrain the quality of the 
learning experiences and should be addressed in 
order to achieve a better standard. 

Satisfactory; adequate; 
appropriate provision although 
some possibilities for 
improvement exist; acceptable 
level of quality; improvement 
needed in some areas 

 

Fair 

Fair applies where, although there are some 
strengths in the areas evaluated, deficiencies or 
shortcomings that outweigh those strengths also 
exist. The school will have to address certain 
deficiencies without delay in order to ensure that 
provision is satisfactory or better. 

Fair; evident weaknesses that 
are impacting on pupils’ 
learning; less than satisfactory; 
experiencing difficulty; must 
improve in specified areas; 
action required to improve 

 

Weak 

Weak applies where there are serious 
deficiencies in the areas evaluated. Immediate 
and coordinated whole-school action is required 
to address the areas of concern. In some cases, 
the intervention of other agencies may be 
required to support improvements. 

Weak; unsatisfactory; 
insufficient; ineffective; poor; 
requiring significant change, 
development or improvement; 
experiencing significant 
difficulties;  

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 

 

SCHOOL RESPONSE TO THE REPORT 

 

Submitted by the Board of Management 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Part A Observations on the content of the inspection report      

1. The Board of Management welcomes the report which confirms the school meets all 
requirements pertaining to anti-bullying and child protection procedures.  
 
2. The Board of Management welcomes the report which affirms teaching and learning is highly 
valued in the school and the very positive relations evident within the classrooms.  
 
3. The Board of Management welcomes that the school's senior leadership team have been 
deemed very good with subject provision, budgeting, time-tabling, facilities, resources and stem 
promotion. The report also acknowledges school engagement in School Self-Evaluation linking 
in all areas of teaching and learning.  
 
4. The Board of Management welcomes the report for recognising collaborative practices of 
teachers to be productive and active especially with the use of digital platforms.  
 
 

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

1. The Science Department, as with all subject departments, has actioned, through the school's 
Vision and Strategic Plan, 2021-2026, S.S.E 2022-2026 and our new Teaching and Learning 
Team, established in August 2023, greater focus on subject department planning and 
pedagogy, at junior cycle level, as outlined by the report.  
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