1.
INTRODUCTION
1.1
Slemish College is situated on the south-east side of Ballymena.  The majority of the pupils come from Ballymena and a significant minority from further afield.  The school’s enrolment has increased rapidly from its initial intake, in September 1996, of 84 pupils in year 8 to its present enrolment of 485 pupils in years 8 to 12.

1.2
In Autumn 2000, the staff, led by the principal and senior leadership team, decided to carry out an internal evaluation of their practice and procedures related to “The incorporation of multiple intelligences and the pupils’ preferred learning styles into the year 9 curriculum.”  The school then invited the Education and Training Inspectorate (Inspectorate) to carry out a quality assurance inspection of its internal audit procedures and to comment on the validity of the outcomes listed in its internal audit report.

1.3
The arrangements for the inspection of Pastoral Care and Child Protection included meetings with the Board of Governors and with parents; a total of 38 parents and governors attended.  The parents’ views on aspects of the life and work of the school were also sought by means of a questionnaire and there were meetings with groups of pupils.  Just under 45% of the questionnaires were completed and returned.  Nearly all of the parents’ and all of the governors’ responses expressed strongly their satisfaction with the work of the school.  The responses highlighted, in particular, the caring ethos, the strong sense of community, the sustained focus on involving parents in the life and work of the school, the excellent leadership of the principal, and the hard-working teachers.  The inspection findings strongly endorse the positive views of the parents and governors.

2.
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
2.1
The teachers have an extensive record of staff development, both school-based and provided by external bodies such as the North-Eastern Education and Library Board (NEELB), focusing on the issue of the quality of learning and teaching.  For example, their participation in the “Cognitive Acceleration in Science Education Project”, their formation of a “Developing Effective Learning Working Party” following a conference organised by the NEELB, and their involvement in a pilot NEELB project on “Effective Learning and Teaching” have all served as positive stimuli to evaluate critically the outcomes of their work.  The school’s internal report, drawn up for this inspection, states that “All stakeholders in Slemish College accept systematic and rigorous self-evaluation as a beneficial and essential way of working.”  The inspection findings endorse this statement and find that, increasingly, the school is adopting strategies, both at classroom and senior management level, to allow the staff to evaluate the effectiveness of their teaching in terms of improvement in the pupils’ learning.

2.2
The inspection team included a principal from another school as an associate assessor.  In reaching a judgement on the efficacy of the school’s procedures and the validity of the outcomes reported, the inspection team:

· scrutinised the report, including the appendices, prepared by the school’s internal audit team;

· scrutinised other supplementary documentation;

· conducted interviews with the internal audit team, subject leaders, members of the senior leadership team, and other members of staff, in addition to the interviews with pupils, parents and governors referred to in paragraph 1.3; and

· visited all the year 9 classes in almost all of their subjects and examined other written evidence, including the departmental schemes of work and samples of the pupils’ written work.

2.3
The Inspectorate found that the school adopted well-conceived and effective procedures for monitoring the frequency with which the teachers provided opportunities for the incorporation of “multiple intelligences” and “the pupils’ preferred learning styles” into year 9 lessons.  The internal audit team drew on a very wide and appropriate range of evidence.  Their strategies for collecting evidence included classroom observation, the completion of “personal lesson diaries” by all the teachers, the monitoring of homeworks, the pupils’ own evaluation of aspects of their work, feedback from the “Self-Evaluation Through Attitude Questionnaires” (SETAQ) and  an analysis of other written records available in the school.  Information on the “multiple intelligences” and “preferred learning styles” of all the pupils and teachers was circulated effectively across the school with a view to informing the teaching practice.

2.4
There is evidence from the internal audit report and from class visits that a significant minority of departments, including English, French and physical education, are adopting effective strategies to evaluate the influence of the quality assurance work, in terms of bringing about improvement in the quality of teaching and the standards being reached by the pupils.  In English, for example, the inspection findings endorse the practice of critically analysing portfolios of evidence of the pupils’ work, as they progress through key stage 3 (KS3), with a view to making any needed adjustments to learning and teaching.  These departments, increasingly and importantly, are adopting strategies to monitor rigorously and evaluate first-hand relevant qualitative and quantitative data to see if improvements in standards occur as a result of the work relating to the quality assurance focus.  The inspection team encourages the school to disseminate this excellent practice to the remaining majority of departments, so that the information gathered on learning and teaching has a sharper focus on the expected improvements in teaching and on the standards reached by the pupils.

2.5
Already, the school has identified the need to make more extensive use of first-hand qualitative and quantitative information in evaluating the effectiveness of its work, and planning has begun on this key aspect.  Additionally, the school has identified the need for staff development on the approaches used, at all levels, in gathering and using first-hand evidence to improve, if necessary, the effectiveness of the teaching and learning.  The inspection team endorses these key priorities.

2.6
The school’s internal audit report and supporting documentation provide a sound basis for any future quality assurance work.  The written report prepared by the school’s audit team is clear, concise and summarises effectively the responses to the audit and the school’s findings.  The report has been widely circulated and discussed amongst the staff, and the recommendations for action which it contains have been implemented within the agreed timescales.  The inspection team’s findings on the quality of work observed are largely consistent with the findings of the school’s internal audit.  The team confirms the appropriateness of most of the areas which the school has identified for further development, including:

· the necessary sharing of existing good practice and the provision of further opportunities for lesson observation within and across departments; and

· more rigorous monitoring of homeworks.

Additionally, the report and other supporting documentation provide much detailed and useful information, including the INSET provided, to promote the self-evaluative ethos within Slemish College.

2.7
The school has carefully researched the recent educational literature, including Gardiner’s theory of “multiple intelligences” and “pupils’ preferred learning styles” as a basis for its focus on this quality assurance exercise.  (Reference:  “Intelligence Reframed; Multiple Intelligences for the 21st Century, (1999)” Howard Gardiner.)  The findings and recommendations listed in the internal report are generally valid and appropriate, but they would benefit from being less descriptive and more evaluative.  Additionally, the school’s internal assurance report, and any future such report, needs to state more clearly the outcomes, findings and recommendations, in terms of improvement.  For example, clearer statements are needed in relation to:

· how, and to what extent, standards of achievement are improving as a result of the quality assurance focus; and

· the specific evidence for any improvement.

The school has already identified these as priorities and is moving steadily in this direction.

2.8
Other issues emerge in the school’s report but they have not been cast specifically as recommendations.  The Inspectorate findings confirm the school’s view that these issues are worthy of consideration and they include the need for:

· clearer evaluations of the effectiveness of the various groups working within the quality assurance exercise (e.g.:  the school’s quality assurance team) with underpinning evidence to back up these evaluations; and

· a clearer focus on, and evaluation of, the progress being made on recurring features, issues and priorities for action, and a view on how to address these priorities.

2.9
The senior leadership team, in full consultation with all the staff, drew up a pro forma to be used for lesson observation.  The design of the pro forma was appropriate for the purposes of the audit.  The inspection team recommends that, in future work on evaluation, lesson observation and therefore the lesson observation pro forma should focus more tightly on the quality of the pupils’ learning experiences, the expected learning outcomes and any needed adjustments to learning and teaching that may emerge.  The school is aware of the need to gather and analyse further objective evidence, particularly evidence of the effects of its support on the actual learning and teaching in the classroom, and eventually on external examination results; progress is being made on these key aspects.

2.10
The ethos in the school is excellent.  There is a clear sense of community and it is evident that the staff and the pupils take pride in their school.  Relationships between the teachers and the pupils are good.  The pupils’ behaviour is excellent.  They settle readily to their work and are courteous to visitors.  In the lessons observed, the teachers were caring and showed a clear commitment to the welfare and education of the pupils.  Attractive displays and photographs of the pupils’ work and achievements provide a stimulating learning environment in the corridors and most classrooms.

2.11
The teachers prepare thoroughly for lessons and most have realistically high expectations of the pupils.  The quality of teaching observed was always satisfactory, regularly good and often excellent; just under five-sixths of the lessons seen had considerable strengths, or strengths which outweighed any weaknesses.  In the best practice seen:  the learning was promoted well within an ethos of mutual respect; the pupils engaged enthusiastically in tasks which often they themselves had selected; there was careful assessment by the teachers of the effectiveness of the strategies employed; the teachers used a variety of well-chosen experiences matched to the pupils’ “preferred learning styles” and abilities; both the pupils and teachers were clear about what they were to learn and how they would do this; and, the lessons were structured well with introductions and appropriate review throughout and at the end of the session.  In the few lessons where the weaknesses outweighed strengths, there was a lack of pace in the activities provided and insufficient differentiation in the tasks to match the pupils’ abilities.  In a minority of lessons seen, while the teaching was informed by a knowledge of the theory of “multiple intelligences” and provided opportunities for the pupils to use their “preferred learning styles,” it did not focus sufficiently on ensuring that the most effective learning took place as a result of this information.

2.12
The school is implementing the guidance given in DENI Circular 1999/10 on Pastoral Care including Child Protection.

2.13
The principal provides excellent leadership and shows an enthusiastic commitment to all aspects of the work of the school.  In particular, he has given clear and effective direction to the management and reporting of the internal audit, and has been supported well in the detailed implementation of this by his able and hard-working vice-principal.  The principal and vice-principal are supportive of the staff, know the pupils well and set a positive tone for all facets of the school’s work.  They are supported well by the senior leadership team.  The members of the school’s quality audit team work well together.  A particular strength of their work is how, in their evaluation of the practice and procedures related to the quality assurance exercise, they have involved successfully the teachers, pupils, and the school governors in open and constructive dialogue.

3.
CONCLUSION

3.1
The school’s procedures for self-evaluation are thorough and rigorous and the findings presented and recommendations made are, in the main, valid.  The internal audit was conducted with a high level of professionalism, and the experience which the school has gained from carrying out this exercise should provide a sound base from which to implement the school’s next self-evaluative and improvement exercise.  The Board of Governors of the school, the parents, and the local and wider community can have confidence in the school’s ability to evaluate aspects of its own practice, and to act accordingly, with a view to improvement in provision and standards of achievement.
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