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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 April, 2016 in St Mary’s College. 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 Mary’s College is a voluntary secondary school for boys and has been located on its 

current site on St Mary’s Road since 1912. The school operates under the trusteeship of the 

bishop of Galway, Kilmacduagh and Kilfenora and attracts students from a wide range of 

socio-economic and cultural backgrounds. The school’s catchment area comprises Galway 

city and county. While enrolment figures had been steadily declining, recent indications are 

that this trend is changing and that enrolment figures are increasing. The upkeep of the 

extensive school building is the shared responsibility of the diocese and the school. The 

President of the college represents the patron on the school’s board of management and 

provides a direct link between the diocese and the school. 

 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER 

DEVELOPMENT 

 

Key Findings 

 Management and staff demonstrate a high level of commitment to the school. 

 Ongoing work in relation to school improvement has yielded a considerable 

amount of valuable data which has yet to be used to inform plans and actions. 

 The school’s admissions policy is open and inclusive. 

 There is an awareness among all stakeholders of the need to broaden the school’s 

curriculum. 

 While positive changes have been made to the school’s code of behaviour over 

recent years, management acknowledges that further refinement is necessary. 

 Guidance, including personal counselling, has been prioritised by school 

management and the resulting service is highly valued by all stakeholders. 

 Good or very good learning and teaching was observed in most lessons with some 

weaknesses evident. 

 Formal engagement with school self-evaluation (SSE) is at an early stage and must 

now be progressed. 

 

Recommendations for Further Development 

 Using the data gathered in relation to the operation of the school, management 

should now progress the formulation, adoption and implementation of a strategic 

plan for the school’s future development. 

 A whole-school approach to the development and implementation of agreed 

strategies to support students with special educational needs (SEN) is required. 
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 The annual review of the school’s code of behaviour should be undertaken in 

consultation with students and parents. 

 A formal review of the school’s curriculum, including an exploration of the re-

introduction of Transition Year (TY), should be undertaken. 

 Management should ensure that the full programme for Social, Personal and Health 

Education (SPHE) is delivered to all junior-cycle students. 

 In order to build on the good practices observed during the evaluation, a whole-

school action plan to improve learning and teaching should be developed and 

implemented with a focus on active and collaborative learning, assessment for 

learning (AfL) practices and differentiated teaching strategies. 

 

 

1. QUALITY OF SCHOOL MANAGEMENT AND LEADERSHIP 

 

1.1 School ownership and management 

The board of management is appropriately constituted and members of the board have a 

long association and history of engagement with the school. The diocese has a role in 

appointing members to the board and the diocese provides financial support to the school to 

augment existing funding when needs are identified. Reports to staff and parents from 

board meetings are currently informal. It is recommended that an agreed written report be 

issued to staff and parents after each board meeting. 

 

Considerable responsibility for strategic leadership has been delegated by the board to the 

principal and a number of external facilitators have been engaged to assist in providing a 

vision for the school’s development in the medium to long term. It is important that the 

board review the data that has emerged from the work of these facilitators with a view to 

progressing the formulation, adoption and implementation of a strategic plan for the 

school’s future development and that it keep the patron informed, as appropriate. 

 

While the board plays an active role in areas such as finance, policy ratification and 

discipline, there is a need for increased oversight in relation to key areas such as learning 

and teaching and SSE. In relation to learning and teaching, it is recommended that the 

board requests a concise annual report from each subject department. This report should lay 

out progress and challenges in the work of each subject department and should include a 

contextualised analysis of the achievements of students’ in that subject throughout the year. 

The board needs to ensure that the school meets its requirements in relation to the formal 

implementation of SSE as outlined in Departmental circulars and guidelines. 

 

The parents’ association meets on a monthly basis and there is a core group of parents who 

attend these meetings. While school management has made efforts to enhance 

communication with the wider body of parents in recent times through the re-development 

of the school website, the publication of a newsletter for parents and the use of the school’s 

administration software, communication with parents was identified as an area for further 

improvement. Consultation with the parents’ association in relation to how communication 

with the wider body of parents can be further enhanced is recommended. 

 

1.2 Effectiveness of leadership for learning 

The principal and deputy principal both have a long association with the school. The deputy 

principal is heavily involved with day-to-day management, intervenes in matters 

concerning student discipline and co-ordinates the supervision and substitution scheme. He 

also has a considerable teaching load. Since his appointment four years ago, the principal 

has shown an unrelenting commitment to progressing key initiatives at school level, 

particularly in the areas of enrolment and student discipline. He has also engaged a number 

of external facilitators with the aim of developing a strategic plan for the school. As part of 
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this work, the need to review the roles of senior and middle management in the school was 

emphasised. Impending changes in the senior management structure of the school have led 

to the prioritisation of a review of the respective roles of the principal and deputy principal. 

This has now been achieved and the resulting role descriptors are well balanced, with a 

welcome focus on the key area of instructional leadership. 

 

The main focus of the middle-management post-of-responsibility structure is on year-head 

duties and administrative tasks. A range of additional duties is carried out on a voluntary 

basis by both current and retired staff members. A consensus exists among year heads as to 

the main tasks involved in their role and it is reported that there is consistency in how the 

role is carried out. It is now imperative that the duties assigned to middle-management post 

holders be formally agreed and documented. The duties attached to the posts of 

responsibility available to the school should also be reviewed with the aim of incorporating 

a greater emphasis on advancing school improvement. 

 

The focus of the school curriculum is primarily on subjects traditionally regarded as being 

more academic in nature. There is a consensus emerging among all stakeholders that the 

curriculum, as it stands, is not broad enough to meet the needs of the full cohort of students. 

While the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme has been a successful intervention at 

senior cycle, the school has struggled to maintain interest in a viable TY and the 

programme is currently not on offer. A formal review of the school’s curriculum, including 

an exploration of the re-introduction of TY should be undertaken. The outcomes of this 

review should be used to inform future recruitment of staff as opportunities arise. 

 

The school has a long tradition of involvement with extra-curricular activities and the extra-

curricular programme is seen as a means of positively promoting the school, particularly in 

the sporting arena. In addition, the school has a strong tradition in fundraising for a variety 

of charities and the amount of money raised for good causes in recent years is substantial. 

A strong spirit of good will and volunteerism among staff supports the delivery of the 

extra-curricular and co-curricular programme. 

 

The school is in compliance with regard to the length of the school week (Circular 

(M29/95). While the school is open for the required 167 days per year, the staggered start to 

the school year means that not all year groups are receiving the full entitlement of days. 

This should be addressed. 

 

There have been recent positive developments in relation to the school’s code of behaviour. 

An awareness had emerged among staff and management that the code was overly focussed 

on sanctions and that the promotion of positive student behaviour needed to be emphasised. 

The revised code of behaviour reflects this more positive emphasis. Discussions with 

students, in conjunction with the results of student questionnaires, indicate a need for 

greater consistency in the application of the code. In order to address this, future reviews 

should be conducted in collaboration with students and parents as well as staff, with a view 

to developing a shared understanding in relation to the rights and responsibilities of all 

stakeholders. 

 

The school has very robust systems for monitoring student attendance and all teachers are 

committed to ensuring that student attendance is monitored and recorded. 

 

The school operates an inclusive admissions policy and attracts students from a wide range 

of socio-economic and cultural backgrounds. There is an open night for incoming first-year 

students and all incoming students sit a scholarship examination. Both academic and 

sporting scholarships are awarded annually. 
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On entry into first year students are assigned to classes on a mixed-ability basis. This 

represents a positive change of approach from streaming which had been used up until this 

academic year. While the mixed-ability approach is currently operating on a trial basis, 

discussions with staff indicate positive dispositions towards maintaining this approach. 

Management and staff are commended for engaging positively with this trial and the 

continuation of the mixed-ability approach is recommended as it promotes equality and 

celebrates the diversity of the student cohort. Notwithstanding this, the transition to mixed 

ability teaching can pose challenges for staff and it may need to be a topic for whole school 

continuing professional development (CPD). 

 

Looking towards the future, it is recommended that standardised testing of first years be 

moved from early September to pre-entry. This would assist in decision-making regarding 

the composition of mixed-ability classes and the data gathered could also feed into SSE 

target setting. 

 

The school has prioritised guidance provision, including personal counselling. There is one 

guidance counsellor on the staff and the school currently benefits from the services of a 

part-time chaplain who acts in a mentoring and support capacity for students. There is a 

well-developed guidance plan in place and a wide acknowledgement of the support 

provided to students. There is timetabled provision for Guidance at senior cycle and there 

are targeted interventions for junior-cycle students in relation to senior-cycle subject 

choice. 

 

The guidance counsellor and chaplain, together with the principal and SEN co-ordinator 

form the student support team. This team meets on a weekly basis to discuss student-care 

issues and to plan interventions. Year-head meetings are also held on a weekly basis and 

there are good systems in place for the sharing of information between year heads and the 

care team. The facilitation of these meetings represents a significant investment of time on 

the part of school management for the ultimate benefit of students. 

 

Currently, one teacher has specialist qualifications in the area of SEN. In order to ensure 

the sustainability of provision into the future, the school’s strategic plan should take into 

account the need to increase staff qualifications in this area. Given the number of teachers 

that take on roles in learning support and resource teaching, it is desirable that a whole-

school approach to learning-and-teaching strategies, appropriate for students with SEN in 

mainstream classes, is established. Such strategies should then be reflected in the SEN 

policy. 

 

First-year students are timetabled for one hour of SPHE per week. In second and third year, 

the school delivers aspects of the SPHE programme through Physical Education. This 

provision is inadequate and not consistent with the recommendations of Circular M11/03. 

Management should ensure that the full programme for SPHE is delivered to all junior-

cycle students for 2016/17 onwards. 

 
Following a recommendation from a recent SPHE inspection, the school has re-established 

a student council comprising representatives from each year group. In addition to the 

student council, sixth-year students are selected as prefects by the teaching staff. Given that 

responses to student questionnaires indicate that students would like a greater say in how 

things are done in the school, it is advised that the school explore how both the prefects and 

the student council can have higher profiles among the student cohort as mechanisms for 

promoting student leadership and student voice. The potential of students themselves to 

take the lead in these areas should be harnessed. Specifically, the involvement of students 

in the development of relevant school policies would provide opportunities to strengthen 

communication and consultation with students in relation to whole-school issues 

appropriate to them. 
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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. 

 

1.3 Management of facilities 

The school benefits from an extensive campus in which both internal and external facilities 

are maintained to a high standard. Specialist rooms are well equipped and are used for their 

intended purpose. All classrooms have access to the school’s extensive information and 

communications technology (ICT) infrastructure and internet access is available throughout 

the school. Groups of staff have engaged in the development of a number of ICT-based 

student resources. One such project involves the development of an online learning 

platform that allows students and teachers to share content electronically. 

 

Awareness of environmental responsibility is strong at management level. Also, there is a 

rota system through which students contribute to the general maintenance of the school 

campus. As yet, there is no direct way by which students’ environmental awareness is 

promoted. This is an area that should be taken on as a student-led project, perhaps through 

the student council. 

 

 

2. QUALITY OF LEARNING AND TEACHING 

 

2.1 The quality of learning and teaching 

Good or very good learning and teaching was observed in most lessons. In a small minority 

of lessons there were weaknesses evident in the teaching approaches used that impacted on 

the quality of students’ learning. 

 

The subject plans reviewed were consistent in their presentation. There is mixed practice in 

relation to schemes of work which, in many cases, are individualised and content driven. It 

is recommended that practice in relation to schemes of work be discussed at whole-staff 

level. All schemes of work should be stated in terms of learning outcomes, linked to 

associated resources, methodologies and assessment modes. 

 

Teachers demonstrated high levels of subject knowledge and expertise in most of the 

lessons observed. In many cases, the imparting of this knowledge to students was achieved 

primarily through whole-class exposition. While this approach can be effective, it is 

recommended that teachers incorporate a greater balance between teacher talk and student 

active participation in lessons. Activities should be interspersed throughout the lesson and 

should take account of the variety that exists in students’ learning styles. 

 

Students’ work was well presented in the majority of copybooks and folders reviewed. 

Teachers emphasised the importance of organisational skills in students’ management of 

their work and students were attentive within the structure provided. 

 

Pair work was used in some lessons with varying levels of success. Lesson observations, in 

conjunction with the results of student questionnaires, indicate the need for teachers to 

create further opportunities for students to work collaboratively. It is therefore 

recommended that the use of group work and pair work as learning strategies be discussed 

at whole-staff and subject department level with a view to increasing their prevalence and 

effectiveness. CPD in this area may be worthwhile. The opportunities provided by such 

methodologies will be of particular benefit to the mixed-ability groupings in addition to 

promoting student voice within the class groups. 
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In most cases, the lesson structure was determined by the content to be covered. The use of 

an agreed whole-school approach to the sharing of learning intentions at the start of lessons 

or units of work would provide students with a useful reference point in developing their 

knowledge, skills and competencies. In some lessons, time was set aside at the end of the 

lesson to review the learning and to set the scene for further learning. This good practice 

should be extended to all lessons. A particularly effective approach would be to use the 

learning intentions of the lesson as a basis for review at the end of the lesson. 

 

Homework is frequently assigned and students’ completion rates of homework in the 

lessons observed was high. Homework was, in almost all lessons, corrected as a whole-

class activity. This approach, while valid, does not provide sufficient opportunities for 

students to get directed or formative feedback to improve the quality of the work that they 

complete. In some lessons, whole-class corrections were supplemented by teacher 

annotation of the work completed and some peer assessment. Also, the initiative shown by 

a group of teachers in developing an online learning platform provides further opportunities 

for teachers to provide feedback to students on their work and is worthy of expansion. 

These approaches, in conjunction with the system of whole-class corrections, would be 

further enhanced by agreeing both whole-school and subject-specific approaches to 

providing formative feedback to students on the quality of their work. 

 

There was good use of questioning in most of the lessons observed. Questioning strategies 

were most effective when questions were targeted across the ability range and were 

differentiated to take account of the varying ability levels in the class. Another assessment 

strategy observed was the use of mini-whiteboards for short activities. Such a strategy is 

one of a number of AfL strategies that can be used to assist the teacher in building learning 

around students’ existing knowledge. The further implementation of such strategies is 

recommended. 

 

A characteristic of many lessons was the use of worksheets. In many instances these 

resources were very useful in promoting literacy development, for example matching 

exercises, cloze tests and word grids. These approaches should be supported further by the 

inclusion of extension tasks to accommodate the more able learners. 

 

 

3. IMPLEMENTATION OF RECOMMENDATIONS FROM PREVIOUS 

EVALUATIONS 

 

3.1 Management  

Management and staff are currently trialling mixed-ability teaching with all first-year 

classes, in line with recommendations made in a number of previous inspection reports. 

 

A number of previous recommendations in relation to timetabling are now being examined 

in the context of the school’s recent move to hour-long lessons. Some challenges remain 

and there is ongoing discussion as to how to overcome these challenges. 

 

3.2 Learning and teaching 

Progress in relation to a number of learning and teaching recommendations from previous 

evaluations was tracked through lesson observations. The use of effective questioning 

strategies was found to be good in most cases. In relation to the learning environment, there 

were good displays of relevant content in many classrooms. However, there is a need to 

consider the appropriateness of the seating arrangements in classrooms and how they can 

be adapted to support greater collaboration between students. Other areas in which further 

progress is required include the provision of formative feedback to students on their work 

and the use of active learning methodologies in lessons. 
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4. THE SCHOOL’S SELF-EVALUATION PROCESS AND CAPACITY FOR 

SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT 

 

The school’s self-evaluation process has, to date, had limited success in achieving the 

requirements set out in Circular 0040/2012 for the 2012-2016 period. A considerable 

amount of data has been collected in collaboration with external facilitators and there is a 

consciousness among management and staff as to how data can inform decision making. 

Good literacy strategies were evident in some subject plans whereas numeracy strategies 

were less evident. The development of SSE reports and school improvement plans in 

relation to literacy and numeracy must now be progressed. 

 

Overall, the school demonstrates fair capacity for school improvement. It has an established 

staff and management who, while eager for the school to succeed, need to develop a more 

strategic approach to school improvement. In this regard, significant groundwork has been 

done and a good basis is in place for the advancements required.  
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