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REPORT 

ON 

THE QUALITY OF LEARNING AND TEACHING IN SCIENCE AND BIOLOGY 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

INFORMATION ON THE INSPECTION 
 

Date of inspection 6 October 2014 

Inspection activities undertaken 

• Review of relevant documents  

• Discussion with principal and teachers 

• Interaction with students 

• Observation of teaching and learning during 

seven class periods 

• Examination of students’ work  

• Feedback to principal and teachers 

 

 

MAIN FINDINGS  

• In most lessons, teachers facilitated learning that was active and experiential and the quality 

of students’ engagement and dialogue was very good. 

• Some very good assessment for learning practices were used by teachers, but there was 

varied practice in the correction of students’ written work and its effectiveness. 

• Very good attention was given to the development of students’ literacy skills. 

• Very good whole-school support for the science subjects and teacher professional 

development contributes significantly to the progressive outlook of the subject department. 

• Provision for Biology in Transition Year (TY), where students have already chosen the 

subject for Leaving Certificate prior to the start of TY, is not appropriate, but the revised 

TY biology plan is a good development. 

• Agreed subject plans are being implemented but require development in some aspects, and 

subject department planning practices are developing. 

 

MAIN RECOMMENDATIONS  

• All teachers should plan for and implement opportunities for self-directed learning and 

active learning in senior cycle lessons. 

• All teachers should continue to develop the good practice of using learning outcomes, in 

their classrooms and in their planning, to support assessment for learning.  

• All science and biology teachers should implement agreed practices with respect to the 

assessment of students’ written work. 

• Management should review the provision for and treatment of Biology in TY to ensure 

compliance with Circular M1/00 and the Transition Year Programmes Guidelines for 

schools. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

St Kilian’s Community School is a co-educational post-primary school with an enrolment of 506 

students. The school participates in Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) 

initiative. The school provides many curricular programmes including TY which is compulsory for 

those senior cycle students going on to study for the established Leaving Certificate.  

 

TEACHING AND LEARNING 

• The quality of teaching and learning ranged from very good to fair. In the majority of 

lessons, the quality of teaching was very good. In a minority, the weaknesses impacted on 

student learning, either for the individual or the group. 

• In most lessons, student learning was continuously active and collaborative. Students were 

involved in a range of suitably challenging experiential learning tasks that enabled them to 

deepen their understanding and develop a wide range of abilities. Good teacher questioning 

enabled them to share viewpoints and construct meaning.  

• The learning activities prepared for students enabled them to not only learn content but to 

also develop important skills and achieve higher-order outcomes. In one lesson, when 

conducting quantitative analysis of populations using larvae, students independently 

applied aspects of the scientific method. In another lesson, when constructing a balanced 

meal, students were engaged in the application and evaluation of knowledge. 

• In a small number of lessons, teacher instruction was traditional with reliance on teacher-

generated notes and very little emphasis on the methodologies espoused by the curricular 

programme. While students listened diligently and responded well to questions, they would 

have benefited from engagement in self-directed learning and independent thought. For 

example, the use of inquiry-based problem-solving approaches would have enabled them 

to construct meaning, and challenging them to generate their own notes would have 

deepened their understanding of the material. 

• Some very good assessment for learning (AfL) practices were used. At the start of lessons, 

teachers spent time sharing the intended learning outcomes in terms of what students 

should know and kept these visible throughout. It is recommended that teachers routinely 

include a learning outcome that references what students should be able to do in each lesson 

i.e. a skill to be developed. The skill chosen should be in keeping with the aims and 

principles of Leaving Certificate, Junior Certificate and Transition Year programmes. 

• At the conclusion of some lessons, students were involved in recapping the key learning 

points and making initial indications of attainment using the ‘traffic lights’ AfL strategy. It 

is recommended that teachers examine the benefits of this system and embed in their 

practice accordingly. 

• The quality of prompting and use of higher-order and probing questioning was mostly 

good. Teachers generally provided well for the range of ability levels by engaging with 

individual students during assignments, whole-class questioning and through feedback on 

their written work.  

• There was varied practice with respect to the correction of students’ written work and its 

effectiveness. It is recommended that this be discussed at department meetings and that all 

teachers implement agreed practices for correcting laboratory reports, homework, notes, 

classwork and tests. Correction should focus on the progressive development of students’ 
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writing skills and accuracy in their work. Agreeing a set of standards for students’ written 

work in each category would support this.  

• Very good attention was given to the development of students’ literacy skills. This aspect 

of DEIS planning was evident as a successful whole-school initiative. 

• Student behaviour, enthusiasm and attitude to learning were very good at all times. All 

students engaged very productively in collaborative activities and most students 

demonstrated very good oral expression of their thinking.  

 

SUBJECT PROVISION AND WHOLE SCHOOL SUPPORT 

• Management’s support for the sciences is very good. The school is very facilitative of 

teachers and students involvement in extra-curricular activities including science fairs. 

• There is fairly good uptake of Science, which is optional for Junior Certificate. 

Management keeps the curriculum for students following the Junior Certificate School 

Programme under ongoing review keeping the re-introduction of Science as a possibility. 

• Biology and Chemistry are provided for Leaving Certificate and TY, with teachers 

qualified in both subjects. An elective in Physics is provided in TY and the school has the 

professional capacity to introduce it to Leaving Certificate. 

• Currently, students choose their subjects for Leaving Certificate prior to the start of TY, 

during which they study them for a year. As TY is not part of the Leaving Certificate, 

management should review this immediately in accordance with Circular M1/00 and the 

Transition Year Programmes Guidelines for schools. 

• Timetable provision for subjects is good, however an excessive amount of time is given to 

TY Biology. 

• Teachers’ participate in professional development through whole-school and individual 

events including ‘Inquiry-based approaches’. Ways that all teachers can benefit from 

individually-attended courses should be a formal feature of subject department meetings.  

• The school’s four laboratories are well equipped, providing stimulating learning 

environments.   

• The laboratories are fitted with excellent information and communication technology (ICT) 

facilities including interactive whiteboards. These were used well by teachers. 

Consideration could be given to how they could be used by students during lessons. 

• An assessment and homework policy is under development and this is timely. 

 

PLANNING AND PREPARATION 

• Teachers work in a collaborative and professional manner, but formal meetings of the 

whole science department have only been established recently. Good practice is evident in 

the detailed analysis of attainment in certificate examinations. This analysis, and the 

analysis of other self-evaluation data, should be further developed so as to inform teaching 

and learning in the classroom.     

• Subject plans include detailed schemes of work with learning outcomes for students. To 

progress the science plan, it is recommended that teachers agree learning outcomes on a 

yearly basis for first, second and third year. 
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• The TY biology plan has been reviewed, replacing the delivery of a programme that was 

primarily based on the content of the Leaving Certificate syllabus. The new plan 

incorporates very good learning outcomes and activities that reflect the Department’s TY 

Guidelines. The implementation of this plan is a progressive development. The plan should 

include broader assessment modes to ensure attainment of all intended outcomes. The plan 

should also include early explicit treatment of the scientific method. 

 

 

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 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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