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BASIC INFORMATION SHEET (BIS) - PRIMARY SCHOOLS

A.
i.
School:  Birches Primary
iii.
Date of Inspection: W/B 22/10/01


                     

ii.
School Reference Number:  501-1174
iv.
Nature of Inspection:  General
B.
	School Year
	1997/98
	1998/99
	1999/00
	2000/01
	2001/02

	Year 1 Intake
	8
	11
	14
	7
	7

	Enrolments
Primary
	82
	77
	75
	73
	68

	Reception
	4
	6
	4
	0
	0

	Nursery Class/Classes
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Special Unit
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0



The enrolment for the current year is the figure on the day of notification of inspection.

For previous years it is the figure in the annual return to the Department of Education.



The calculations at C and D should be based on the total of the primary and reception enrolments only.


C.
Average Attendance for the Previous School Year

(expressed as a percentage):
95.13%




Primary &
Nursery
Special


Reception
  Unit
  Unit
D.
i.
Number of Teachers


(including the principal and part-time teachers):
4
-
-


(Full-time equivalent = 25 teaching hours)



ii.
PTR (Pupil/Teacher Ratio):
17

     NI PTR:  19.9



iii.
Average Class Size:
17



iv.
Class Size (Range):
14-20



v.
Ancillary Support:


Number of Hours Per Week:
i.
Clerical support:
15




ii.
Official Making A Good
0





Start Support:



iii.
Making A Good Start funding
0





additional hours and other





classroom assistant support:



vi.
Number of pupils with statements of special educational needs:
0



vii.
Number of children who are not of statutory school age:
0



viii.
Number of families in school:


43



ix.
Percentage of children entitled to free school meals:
14.7%
1.
INTRODUCTION

1.1
Birches Primary School is located adjacent to the M1 motorway about six miles from Portadown and close to the southern shores of Lough Neagh.  The children come from the surrounding rural locality and the nearby housing estate.  The enrolment has declined gradually in recent years and stands currently at 68; almost 15% of the children are entitled to free school meals.

1.2
As part of the arrangements for the inspection, separate meetings were held with parents, governors and children.  In addition, prior to the inspection, almost 50% of the parents completed the confidential questionnaire from the Department of Education seeking their views about the school.  No concerns were raised in their responses and the parents and governors are satisfied with, and appreciative of, the work of the school.  They mentioned especially the important role that the school plays in the community, the willing involvement of the parents in the life of the school and the wide range of educational trips organised for the children.  The inspection confirms these views; the confidence of the parents and governors in all aspects of the school’s work is well placed.

2.
SUMMARY OF MAIN FINDINGS

2.1
A strong community spirit and friendly, family atmosphere permeate the school.  The relationships between the teachers and the pupils in and out of the classrooms are excellent.

2.2
The children display exemplary standards of behaviour; they are co-operative and courteous, welcoming to visitors and they show respect for their teachers and for one another.
2.3
The teachers are hard-working and dedicated to the education and welfare of the children.  There is close team-work and a shared sense of purpose manifested by all of the staff, including the non-teaching, clerical and ancillary personnel.
2.4
Close links have been established with the local and wider community.  The children have frequent contact with the local primary schools.  All of the classes take part in joint educational visits.

2.5
The quality of pastoral care is very good.  A suitable range of policies for pastoral care and child protection set out clear procedures and guidelines.  There is a well-structured, taught programme for personal, health and social education.  The children are encouraged to talk about problems and pastoral issues are addressed in the weekly assemblies.  The school has in place almost all the procedures outlined in the Department of Education (DE) Circular 1999/10, “Pastoral Care in Schools:  Child Protection”.  It will be important for all of the teachers and the ancillary staff to attend training in child protection matters.

2.6
The teachers provide a broad and balanced programme to meet the needs of all the children.  The school’s curricular framework includes a range of cross-curricular and extra-curricular activities that are in line with the requirements of the Northern Ireland Curriculum (NIC).

2.7
The teachers work hard and plan conscientiously for individual lessons.  They have developed comprehensive overviews for each subject.  The teachers are reviewing currently their approaches to planning to ensure progression in the children’s learning.  This review needs to give further consideration to the identification of key learning outcomes based on more clearly defined contexts.

2.8
Throughout the school, the quality of the teaching is consistently good.  During the inspection, many examples of skilful teaching, including effective team-teaching, were observed.
2.9
This school has considerable strengths including the caring and positive ethos, the arrangements for pastoral care, the excellent behaviour of the children, the support the school enjoys from the governors and the parents, the hard-working and dedicated teachers, the consistently good quality of teaching throughout the school, the broad and balanced curriculum, the effective team-work of the staff and the sound leadership provided by the principal.  The inspection has identified the need for planning in English to take account of more clearly defined contexts and the need for the teachers to promote further, writing in the learning of other subjects, as well as English.  These issues need to be addressed if the school is to meet, more consistently, the needs of all the children.
3.
ETHOS

3.1
A strong community spirit and friendly, family atmosphere permeate the school.  The relationships between the teachers and the pupils in and out of the classrooms are excellent.  The children display exemplary standards of behaviour; they are co-operative and courteous, welcoming to visitors and they show respect for their teachers and for one another.  The children who met with the members of the inspection team spoke favourably about their experiences of school, and were very confident in the support available to them if they had any difficulties.  Routines are well established and the children move about the school in an orderly way; they display interest in their learning and take pride in their work.

3.2
The teachers are hard-working and dedicated to the education and welfare of the children.  They have created a stimulating environment with interest areas and bright displays of the children’s work in the corridors and classrooms; these serve as a valuable teaching and learning resource.  The school premises and grounds are attractive and well-maintained; the standards of cleanliness and caretaking are very high.
3.3
There is a strong sense of corporate identity within the school; this is reflected in the close team-work and shared sense of purpose manifested by all of the staff, including the non-teaching, clerical and ancillary personnel.  The classroom assistants are deployed effectively and they make a valued and worthwhile contribution to the children’s education and pastoral care.

3.4
Close links have been established with the local and wider community.  Parents and other visitors come to the school to talk to and work with the children for aspects of their education, in particular in history and technology.  The children have participated with success in poetry writing competitions and their poems have been published on behalf of the Craigavon Senior Citizens Forum.  In addition, the children participate in various fund-raising events for charity.

3.5
Extra-curricular activities form an important aspect of school life.  Coaching sessions for a range of sporting activities, including table tennis, hockey and football are arranged through ‘Youth Sport’.  In addition, as part of the school’s Friday clubs, the children have opportunities to participate in computers, photography, French, badminton, chess and netball.

3.6
The quality of pastoral care is very good.  The staff has developed a suitable range of policies for pastoral care and child protection which set out clear procedures and guidelines; additional guidance on areas such as anti-bullying and discipline are included.  There is a well-structured, taught programme for personal, health and social education; the children are encouraged to talk about problems and pastoral issues are addressed in the weekly assemblies.  The school rules are displayed prominently throughout the school and the teachers report that the system of monthly awards is motivating the children.

3.7
The designated teacher and deputy are aware of their roles and responsibilities.  The school has in place almost all the procedures outlined in the Department of Education (DE) Circular 1999/10, “Pastoral Care in Schools:  Child Protection”.  It will be important, however, for all of the teachers and the ancillary staff to attend training in child protection matters.  The parents have been informed of the school’s procedures for child protection.

4.
THE QUALITY OF THE PUPILS’ WORK

4.1
The teachers provide a broad and balanced programme to meet the needs of all the children.  The school’s curricular framework includes a range of cross-curricular and extra-curricular activities that are in line with the requirements of the NIC.

4.2
The children gain from a carefully planned schedule of visits to local places of interest and from frequent contact with the local primary schools.  All of the classes take part in joint educational visits and swimming lessons with the local maintained primary school as part of the school’s programme for Education for Mutual Understanding (EMU).  The older children are aware of the rural environment and the need to preserve it; they have worked on the development of a pond in the school grounds.  In all classes, the children have good opportunities to learn about aspects of healthy eating and health and safety.

4.3
The development of ICT is one of the priorities in the school’s development plan.  The school has devised a policy to guide this work.  A start has been made to map the use of ICT across the curriculum and to identify learning outcomes for the children.  The school has deferred the teachers’ ICT training, organised under the auspices of the New Opportunities Fund (NOF), until next year.  Currently, the children have mixed experiences in using ICT in their learning.  The communication strand is developing well; the children have regular opportunities to word process their work, including composing and editing their writing on screen.  They can select fonts and styles to improve presentation.  The younger children make use of computer games to practise basic language skills.  Some children in key stage 1 (KS1) have used a graphics software package to make colourful drawings.  The school is making good progress in using the digital camera to illustrate and record work; the older children are learning how to use the computer to insert graphics into their writing.  Although the children are making preliminary use of the Internet to research information and they engage in information handling exercises using databases, they need more opportunities to develop their skills in modelling, and in measurement and control.  The children enjoy their work on the computers and demonstrate good motivation and perseverance; they are beginning to maintain personal records of their progress in information technology (IT).
4.4
The children in years 1-4 benefit from the programme of structured play.  They settle quietly at play and become absorbed in the wide range of informal activities.  A good variety of equipment and recently acquired resources are available to support their learning.  The teachers and the classroom assistant interact sensitively with the children, encourage them to discuss what they are doing and provide good support for them encouraging progression in their learning through play.

4.5
The teachers work hard and plan conscientiously for individual lessons.  They have developed comprehensive overviews for each subject and they are reviewing currently their approaches to planning in order to ensure progression in the children’s learning.  This review needs to give further consideration to the identification of key learning outcomes based on clearly defined contexts.

4.6
Throughout the school, the quality of the teaching is consistently good.  During the inspection, many examples of skilful teaching, including effective team-teaching, were observed.  Across both key stages, the teachers manage with considerable success the organisation of the children into suitable learning groups catering for individual abilities and interests.  The teachers foster independence among the children from an early age, and, on occasions, they create situations for the older children to engage in small-scale research and problem-solving exercises.  The children respond with enthusiasm to the stimulating range of learning experiences.

4.7
About 10% of the school’s population has been identified as having special educational needs (SEN).  The children requiring extra help receive in-class support, mainly in English.  The special needs co-ordinator (SENCO) keeps detailed records and reviews the children’s development regularly to adjust or to discontinue the support where required.  The work in special needs is guided by a helpful policy reflecting the Code of Practice.  A series of diagnostic tests is used to inform decisions and the teachers have decided to introduce standardised scores in English and mathematics during this school year.  A notable feature is the close liaison between the SENCO and the other staff, including the principal.  The parents of the children with special needs are consulted appropriately and kept well informed of their children’s progress.  Appropriate education plans have been devised; the children are gaining gradually in confidence and skills, and a few have made satisfactory progress.
5.
AREAS OF STUDY

5.1
CREATIVE AND EXPRESSIVE

5.1.1
The children develop a suitable range of skills and use a variety of materials in art and design.  Their experiences in painting, printing and modelling help them to develop gradually an appreciation of colour, pattern and form; in most of the work, the children’s own imagery is valued.  Often other aspects of the curriculum are used well to provide a context for the children’s creative expression.  The younger children’s paintings feature a lively use of colour and detail; in the middle years, they combine drawing, paint and pastels to good effect.  On occasions, the work is based on direct observation and the children show an ability to reproduce significant detail; the older children have created colourful self-portraits.

5.1.2
The children have some interesting and enjoyable experiences in music.  In KS1, singing and percussion work arise within the daily programmes.  The children sing tunefully and enthusiastically, and listen to music; they enjoy creating their own interpretative music using untuned instruments.  The older children learn to play the recorder.  The children perform for different audiences at assemblies and school productions.

5.1.3
The programme for physical education (PE) is well planned and it includes a wide range of activities in gymnastics, games, dance and athletics.  In years 4-7, the children have sessions of swimming at the nearby facilities in Portadown.  The school’s policy for PE indicates the important experiences and activities in the subject and the progressive development of the children’s skills and understanding.  During the inspection, a number of good lessons were observed in creative movement and in the acquisition of throwing and catching skills.  These lessons were well organised, the children worked as individuals or in pairs, and were involved in small team games.  The teachers were effective in promoting and encouraging good practice.  In addition, as part of the school’s extra-curricular programme, the teachers, and, in conjunction with ‘Youth Sport’, provide coaching sessions for a range of sports, including table tennis, hockey and football.
5.2
ENGLISH

5.2.1
In the early years, the children have a secure foundation in learning to read and write; they listen attentively and they are keen to contribute during oral sessions.  The teaching of reading and writing is given appropriate time; the younger children make consistent progress and many write independently about personal topics.  In the middle years, the links amongst talking, reading and writing are exploited well; the children have good opportunities to discuss topics before beginning to write.  The children write for a wider audience and several have had their work published, notably children in the middle years, who have written interesting and sensitive poems.

5.2.2
The older children develop and express their own ideas; they use talk to investigate a topic in a group and to present their findings orally, and in some instances, imaginatively, to the class.  As a consequence, they are confident, articulate speakers.  Reading for enjoyment, and for information and research, is encouraged successfully.  By the end of KS2, most of the children are using an effective cursive script.  A good deal of time is spent on skills exercises; these need to be related more directly to the context of the children’s own reading and writing.  To improve further the quality of the programme for English, the children require further opportunities to talk about books in class and to use novels as starting points for imaginative writing.

5.3
ENVIRONMENT AND SOCIETY

5.3.1
The whole-school programmes for history and geography contain appropriate topics for all of the classes to follow on a two-year cycle.  The younger children have explored aspects of history and geography related to their own lives and families.  In the middle years, they have studied aspects of life during the Second World War and they have contributed to an interesting collection of historical artefacts from this period.  Through practical activities, the children have gained an insight into the techniques of archaeologists and have had practice in measuring and recording weather data.  They are developing an awareness of and 

a concern for current environmental issues.  The older children, for example, have considered aspects of pollution and, with their teacher, are converting a part of the school grounds into an environmental area.  In addition, the children have re-enacted aspects of the Vikings’ lives.  Towards the end of KS2, the work is overly structured; the children require more opportunities to develop their historical and geographical understanding through more investigative work.

5.4
MATHEMATICS

5.4.1
There is a broad programme for mathematics that covers all of the attainment targets.  The younger children are introduced to mathematical learning in a variety of ways; the lessons are characterised by a suitable emphasis on practical work, the children are involved actively in their learning and they have good opportunities to consolidate their basic number skills through games and to engage in estimating and measuring, using non-standard and standard units.  By the end of KS1, most of the children are confident in using and applying their mathematics in a variety of ways.

5.4.2
In both key stages, the children’s written calculations are mostly accurate and the majority show a sound understanding of place value and other aspects of number.  The teachers have drawn up a programme for mental mathematics and each lesson starts with a session in which the children are given the opportunity to develop their mental arithmetic.  The older children are developing different strategies for mental calculations and the better children are employing, to good effect, their personal methods of calculation.  The children make steady progress in important areas of mathematics; they are benefiting from working in smaller groups on open-ended, investigative activities, and the majority attain generally high standards in mathematics.

5.5
Science and Technology
5.5.1
The children develop their understanding of physical processes, living things and materials progressively through the school.  An appropriate emphasis is placed on the children’s own observation and analysis.  The children take part in safely organised practical experiences and they have opportunities to carry out experiments, sometimes after trying to predict the outcomes.  They enjoy this work and they are able to explain the purposes of their activities.  They show a good knowledge of the topics they have studied and they are beginning to record their findings in a variety of ways.  Science topics are linked well to work in other subjects, especially health-related topics, and to the children’s everyday experiences of life.  The local environment is used well to promote observational work, especially of the natural world.  Aspects of technology are included in the programme, in particular, construction activities in three-dimensions for the older children.
6.
MANAGEMENT ARRANGEMENTS
6.1
The accommodation comprises four permanent classrooms, a library, a resource room, and a spacious dining-hall that is used for whole-school assemblies and for the teaching of physical education.  A notable feature is the ample storage space throughout the school.  In addition, the local playgroup makes use of an extra classroom each morning.  The accommodation provides adequately for the needs and abilities of the children and the requirements of the NIC.
6.2
The school maintains detailed records of the children’s progress and suitable targets are set annually for the children’s attainment at the end of each key stage.  The teachers mark the children’s work regularly, frequently adding supportive comments to help the children improve.  The teachers have made a good start to encouraging the children to engage in aspects of self-assessment.

6.3
All of the teachers are deployed effectively in areas in which they have an interest or an expertise.  In addition, there is imaginative deployment of the infant teachers in the afternoons in team-teaching arrangements.  Good support structures, along with helpful documentation, are in place for substitute teachers.

6.4
Numeracy is the main focus for development in the current year; the teachers have taken part in the initial training for the Numeracy Strategy organised by the Curriculum, Advisory and Support Services (CASS) of the Southern Education and Library Board (SELB).  There is evidence that the training is having a positive influence on classroom practice, in particular, on the use of practical approaches to the teaching of mathematics.

6.5
The principal has established successfully a climate of whole-school review and the teachers are committed to school development planning, based on a clear assessment of need.  It will be necessary, however, for the school to reduce the number of priorities identified on its action plan in order to make its forward planning more manageable.

6.6
The staffing comprises the principal and three assistant teachers.  The principal, who has been in post for almost two years, provides sound leadership and sets a positive tone for the school.  Despite the recent changes in staffing, all of the teachers have worked energetically to develop a series of whole-school policies.  The team approach to and the collective responsibility for all aspects of the work, is a particular strength of the work of the school.

7.
CONCLUSION

7.1
This school has considerable strengths including the caring and positive ethos, the arrangements for pastoral care, the excellent behaviour of the children, the support the school enjoys from the governors and the parents, the hardworking and dedicated teachers, the consistently good quality of teaching throughout the school, the broad and balanced curriculum, the effective team-work of the staff and the sound leadership provided by the principal.

7.2
The inspection has identified the need for planning in English to take account of more clearly defined contexts and the need for the teachers to promote further, writing in the learning of other subjects, as well as in English.  These issues need to be addressed if the school is to meet, more consistently, the needs of all the children.
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