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STATISTICAL INFORMATION


1.1
i.
School:  Down High, Downpatrick
v.
Date of Inspection: W/C  05/11/01


ii.
School Reference Number:  441-0085
vi.
Area of Study:
 Science

iii.
Age Range:  11-18

     

iv.
Status:  Controlled Grammar


1.2
Intake/Enrolment


	School Year
	1997/98
	1998/99
	1999/00
	2000/01
	2001/02

	Year 8 Intake
	134
	116
	132
	132
	131

	Total enrolment
	813
	813
	826
	853
	885


1.3
Attendance


	Year 2000/01
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	Average
2000/01
	NI Average
1999/00

	% Attendance
	96.79
	96.22
	95.04
	94.67
	95.08
	96.22
	93.97
	95
	95


	1.4
	i.
	Total Number of Teachers:
	
	57.8


	
	iii.
	Contact ratio (percentage of

timetabled time in direct

class contact):
	
	0.7854

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	ii.
	PTR (Pupil/Teacher Ratio):
	
	15.53


	
	iv.
	Numbers of Teachers

involved in Area of Study:


	
	20


	Year 2000/01
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	TOTAL

	Enrolment: Boys
	65
	65
	67
	55
	62
	42
	45
	401

	Enrolment: Girls
	66
	70
	73
	69
	71
	66
	69
	484

	Enrolment: Total
	131
	135
	140
	124
	133
	108
	114
	885

	PTR
	16.4
	16.9
	17.7
	15.4
	16.7
	11.8
	14.4
	     


1.5
Staying On Rate (1999/00)  (Current year 13/14 as proportion of year 12 from 1/2 years previously)

	Year 13
	93.0
	
	NI Av
	Year 13
	87.9

	Year 14
	86.3
	
	NI Av
	Year 14
	81.9


1.6
Leavers’ Destinations (1998/99)

	
	YEAR 12
	Percent
	NI %
	Years 13/14
	Percent
	NI %

	Total Number of Leavers
	20
	     
	     
	97
	     
	     

	Employment
	1
	5
	6
	7
	7
	5

	Another School
	1
	5
	15
	1
	1
	1

	Full-Time Further Education
	17
	85
	69
	17
	18
	13

	Full-Time Higher Education
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	64
	66
	78

	Full-Time Training
	1
	5
	8
	1
	1
	1

	Unemployed
	0
	0
	1
	6
	6
	1

	Destination Unknown
	0
	0
	2
	1
	1
	1


	NAME OF SCHOOL:  
	Down High School, Downpatrick
	             SCHOOL YEAR:
	       2000/2001


	GCSE & GCE
	
1999
	
2000
	
2001

	Percentage of Year 12 taking GCSE in at least 5 subjects
	99
	100
	100

	Percentage of Year 12 obtaining Grades E or above in at least 5 subjects
	99
	96
	98

	Percentage of Year 12 obtaining Grades C or above in at least 7 subjects
	92
	91
	93

	Percentage of total exam entries obtaining Grades E or above in GCSE
	94
	90
	94

	Percentage of Year 14 obtaining Grades C or above in at least 3 GCE A level subjects
	59
	56
	50

	Percentage of Year 14 obtaining Grades E or above in at least 3 GCE A level subjects
	83
	81
	78

	Percentage of total subject entries obtaining Grade E or above at A level
	98
	99.6
	99.6


Within this report, when commenting on examination results of individual subjects, the respective CCEA average is used as a proxy for the corresponding average for all pupils in Northern Ireland taking that subject.

INTRODUCTION
Down High School is a controlled, co-educational grammar school situated on an elevated site in Downpatrick.  The school’s enrolment has increased over the last three years and pupils also join the sixth-form from other schools; the current enrolment is 885 pupils of whom 222 are in the sixth-form.  A small number of the pupils are from Downpatrick; a significant majority of the pupils travels from a wide catchment area, which extends to the surrounding towns and rural area.  Almost all of the current year 8 pupils achieved A or B1 grades in the transfer procedure.  The school reports that 3% of the pupils are entitled to free school meals.

The inspection was a two-part focused inspection.  At whole-school level the inspection focused on the school’s improvement and development work, concentrating on those areas with the capacity to improve teaching, the pupils’ development and learning, and standards of achievement.  The focus included the development of language, numeracy and information and communications technology (ICT) in the learning of other subjects, and on pastoral care including child protection.  The school also asked for an external evaluation of its own priority development area of ICT in teaching and learning.  An in-depth inspection of the quality of teaching and learning in five subjects, art and design, English, biology, chemistry and physics was also carried out.  Lessons with various year groups were observed during the inspection, and discussions took place with members of staff who had responsibilities related to the areas being inspected.

As part of the inspection process, meetings took place with the Board of Governors, parents and pupils.  In addition, the views of a sample of parents on the work of the school were sought by questionnaire.  Of the 163 questionnaires issued to parents, 88 were returned, 38 of which had written comments.  The governors and the vast majority of the parents, either through their responses in the questionnaires, or at the meetings, were very supportive of the work of the school, the principal and the committed and supportive teachers.  The Board of Governors and a small number of the parental responses commented on the inadequate accommodation and on the large number of temporary classrooms in use.  A few parents also commented on the balance between homework and coursework at certain times of the year, and on the over-crowded buses.  Nearly all the parents agreed that the school is a caring place, which encourages the pupils to be well behaved, helps pupils to make good progress, and has a good standing in the community.  The inspection findings endorse the governors’ and the parents’ confidence in the school.

2.
THE QUALITY OF THE PUPILS’ WORK
2.1
The relationships throughout the schools are mostly good or very good between the teachers and the pupils, and amongst the pupils themselves.  In a significant majority of the lessons observed the pupils were confident, responsive and well behaved and the teachers, particularly involved with the sixth-form, created an atmosphere of mutual respect.  There are a few examples of excellent departmental displays which are used purposefully as effective teaching aids during lessons.  The majority of classrooms have displays which celebrate the pupils’ work, and the teachers try to provide a stimulating learning environment in sometimes poor and cramped accommodation.  A very important feature of the school is the value placed on the pupils’ personal development which takes place outside of lessons; the diverse and high quality programme of extra-curricular activity provided reflects the commitment and dedication of the senior management team and the teachers.

2.2
The school’s pastoral team has developed a comprehensive and detailed Lifeskills programme, and regular professional development, in relation to pastoral care matters, has addressed important issues such as positive behaviour, anti-bullying strategies and drug education.  Presently, the implementation of the programme is inconsistent within and across year groups and pupils have an uneven experience of personal and social development issues.  There is evidence that before her absence, the vice-principal with responsibility for pastoral care, actively and competently led a review of the programme and made a series of recommendations.  These proposals included the need to review the content of the programme, improve the teaching and learning, raise the profile of the Lifeskills programme, acquire new resources and develop a formal evaluation procedure.  The decision to review the programme content and the associated teaching strategies is timely; an acting vice-principal has established appropriate targets for action.  Already, a new and relevant Lifeskills programme for the sixth-form is being taught, and throughout the school a formal pro forma for evaluation has been developed.  If implemented and monitored thoroughly, this evaluation should help to achieve the recommendations and ensure effective learning experiences for the pupils.

2.3
The school’s arrangements for pastoral care, including child protection are in line with the guidance in the Department of Education’s (DE) circular 1999/10.  Additional information and a strengthening of the approaches to the dissemination of information to parents are being considered presently.

2.4
As part of the school development plan, a pastoral committee has worked diligently to develop and disseminate a positive behaviour policy.  Central to the positive behaviour policy is the promotion of good relationships, the building of the pupils’ self-esteem and the creation of an atmosphere where the pupils take responsibility for their own learning.  Form teachers monitor pupils’ progress cards carefully and the pupils are commended for their efforts across all subjects.  This system usefully allows form teachers to monitor a pupil’s performance and identify possible areas of concern.  Commendations by and interviews with the principal for excellent or very good effort are valued greatly by the pupils.

2.5
The Heads of Year and the vast majority of the form teachers know the pupils very well and there is evidence of good practice in terms of pastoral support for pupils who are experiencing emotional difficulties.  Parents generally speak highly of the care that their children receive from the pastoral staff of the school.

2.6
The year 8 pupils speak highly of the induction programme at Cultra, which helps them get to know their peers, and of the open day during year 6 in primary school, which successfully introduces them to the school.  An open afternoon is arranged for fifth-form pupils, including those who may wish to transfer from other schools, and a useful course booklet has been introduced to support the sixth-form pupils.

2.7
The school reports that 2% of the pupils are on the Special Needs Register.  The needs of those pupils who are on the Special Needs Register are carefully documented, areas of concern are highlighted, areas for development are in place, the pupils’ different learning needs and difficulties are shared with other staff and the appropriate procedures are used in dealing with parents and outside support agencies.  The school has organised whole school in-service training in relation to aspects of special educational needs (SEN) and effective arrangements have been made for classroom assistants to support the teachers.  The acting senior mistress is successfully managing the extensive and growing role of SEN co-ordinator (SENCO).  Further training sessions, organised by the South-Eastern Education and Library Board’s (SEELB) Curriculum Advisory and Support Service (CASS) will support and clarify her role within the school and extend the links with support agencies.

2.8
The planning for careers education is thorough; every effort is made by the careers department to provide essential careers guidance and information to the pupils.  In key stage (KS) 3, the form teachers are involved in teaching aspects of the careers programme as one of the modules in the Lifeskills programme.  In year 10, the careers teachers guide and support the form teachers in implementing the careers module.  Arrangements are in place for the pupils in KS4 and sixth-form to access a short module of careers education each year, taught by the specialist teachers of careers.  The timetabled arrangements for careers education are inadequate and limit the amount of regular and systematic contact between the careers staff and the pupils.  The staff of the careers department work very hard, within the constraints of the time available to them, to provide the pupils with the key elements of a careers programme.  During the inspection, observation of careers teaching was limited to the sixth-form.  The pupils engaged well with the topics under consideration, offered thoughtful responses to the teacher’s questioning and contributed appropriately to group discussions.  Access to careers information both in print and on-line is available to the pupils in the careers library.  The careers department organises regular library displays of information relevant to specific career routes and opportunities.

2.9
The teachers are extremely hard-working and anxious to ensure that their pupils achieve good academic standards.  The quality of teaching ranges from excellent to satisfactory; in a significant majority of the lessons observed the quality of teaching was good or better and sometimes it was excellent.  The best practice observed, in a significant minority of the lessons, was characterised by a caring relationship between the teacher and the pupils, clearly stated learning outcomes, the use of a range of teaching approaches, the provision of challenging and differentiated work for the more able pupils, confident pupil interaction, appropriate praise given and the assessment of the learning at the end of the lesson.  In contrast, in a minority of the lessons observed, the pace of the lesson was slow, the pupils did not apply themselves consistently, were slow to offer their views, opportunities for collaborative or oral work were not maximised and consequently, insufficient work was completed by the pupils.  Almost all of the pupils settle to work quickly and responsibly, and when given opportunities, can make valuable comments during group and pair work.  A few departments, and individual teachers, have developed effective pupil evaluation sheets; further opportunities could be given to pupils to take responsibility for, to evaluate and to make judgements about, their own learning and the work of others through discussion.

2.10
In support of the school development plan, a curriculum audit identified some pupils as not reaching the standards of which they were capable.  In particular, the audit found a discrepancy in the achievements in public examinations, of boys compared to girls.  A curriculum committee usefully considered the data from General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) and KS3 examination results, including information from teacher assessment, as a baseline for the improvement work, and identified the need to develop teaching and learning strategies to improve pupil performance.  Some individual departments, particularly those that identified problems with written coursework, have made good progress in addressing the identified needs of the pupils.  In these departments the teachers have developed a range of teaching strategies, have begun to examine how boys learn more effectively and to adapt their classroom practices accordingly.  In the main, more effective monitoring and evaluation systems would ascertain the extent to which these teaching and learning strategies have been successful.  In addition, the dissemination of these very useful and important strategies within and across departments would be beneficial and provide a strong basis for whole-school self-evaluation work.  Innovative work has begun through the establishment of the inter-departmental creativity development committee, the aim of which is to explore ways in which creativity can be used to enhance teaching and learning across a range of subjects; this type of creative cross-curricular work should be encouraged.

2.11
Language is not identified as a whole-school priority area for development and improvement but importantly, a majority of departments have identified approaches to language development in departmental documentation.  Good planning in some departments identifies tasks which promote and support the pupils in writing and presenting information in different forms and contexts.  In the best practice, the teachers, when appropriate, use a range of teaching approaches including whole-class work, role-play, discussion groups and group presentations to facilitate talking and listening, reading and writing, and encourage language development.  Excellent drama teaching extends the pupils’ communication skills and understanding of sensitive and relevant issues.  The standard of the pupils’ written English is good; in general, the pupils have insufficient opportunities for extended discussion to refine or extend their ideas.
2.12
Good support from the senior management team has improved the accessibility of the library.  A hard-working and imaginative full-time chartered librarian is employed; her aim is to encourage the development of a greater love of reading, and independent learning and research skills, and to support pupils and teachers by providing an attractive and effective learning resource area.  All the year 8 pupils have a designated library period which is used to develop library skills.  The library, which is available at lunch-times and after school, is well used by the pupils.

2.13
In addressing the development of numeracy in the learning of other subjects, a few departments have, independently, made a good start in identifying areas where working together would be mutually beneficial.  For example, the mathematics department has identified data-handling as an area for ICT development training and is using the training to link effectively with the ICT and biology departments.  Together, the departments are developing data-handling skills across year 8 through the use of primary data.  This very good cross-curricular work has the potential to support data-handling processes across a range of subjects, particularly at GCSE level, and to support the idea of a consistent approach to the teaching of numeracy in other subjects, particularly for those pupils who have difficulty with mathematical concepts and skills.

2.14
Planning for the development of ICT across the school is of the highest quality.  Careful consideration of the ICT needs of the pupils and the teachers has resulted in the production of a five-year implementation plan through which the school seeks to maximise the appropriate use of ICT within and across the curriculum, and to enrich the pupils’ teaching and learning experiences.  The school is now in its third year of implementing the ICT policy and has been very successful in helping the pupils and the teachers to improve their skills in the use and application of a broad range of ICT competences.  The factors that have contributed to the successful implementation of the ICT policy include:  the clear and constant focus on using ICT to improve the quality of teaching and the learning experiences of the pupils; the appropriate integration of ICT into lessons; the regular consultation with all departments to ensure that the training offered to the teachers takes account of their ICT needs; the commitment of the staff of the ICT department to supporting and developing the skills of the staff and the pupils, and the support of the Board of Governors and the principal in making available sufficient physical and financial resources to deliver ICT across the school.  The Board of Governors and the parents of the pupils attending the school can have every confidence in the efficacy of the procedures used by the school to effect improvements in this area of its work.  The process for the development of ICT across the school provides a useful framework to support developments in other areas of the school’s improvement work.  In the lessons observed, there was clear evidence of continuity and progression in the pupils’ knowledge, understanding and application of ICT in a broad range of contexts.  The ICT technician makes a valuable and valued contribution to the work of the department.

2.15
The percentage of pupils achieving A*-C grades in seven or more subjects at GCSE has risen over the last three years.  The results, over the last three years, at grades A*-C for 13 of the 22 GCSE subjects for which a significant number of the pupils are entered, are above the Northern Ireland (NI) average for selective schools; the results, in just over half of these subjects are more than five percentage points above the NI average with three of these being more than ten percentage points above the average.  Of those subjects below the NI average, four are within five percentage points of the average for selective schools.

2.16
Over the last three years, the General Certificate of Education (GCE) Advanced Level (A Level) examination results in individual subjects at grades A*-C have been more than ten percentage points above the NI average in seven subjects.  One subject was 24 percentage points above the average; three subjects were between five and ten percentage points above and five subjects below the respective average.

ART AND DESIGN

2.17
The work of the art department has significant strengths including the effective co-ordination and leadership of the head of department, and the enthusiasm and commitment of the teachers.  The pupils’ behaviour is exemplary; their attitude to learning is purposeful and industrious.  Within the inadequate accommodation for the subject the teachers provide a suitably stimulating, well-organised environment for the pupils.  A technician who is shared with another department ably supports the work of the art department.

2.18
The well-conceived departmental development plan is aligned to whole-school priorities and includes an action plan, which identifies realistic and clearly defined targets.  The scheme of work, which reflects the requirements of the Northern Ireland Curriculum (NIC) Programme of Study, and the teachers’ individual planning, provide insufficient information regarding teaching approaches and assessment.  Planning for the integration of ICT in teaching and learning is well developed.  A suitable ICT policy and planning guide is in place; appropriately, this planning guide is currently being extended to identify opportunities for progression within and across year groups.

2.19
The quality of teaching is always good and is frequently excellent.  A notable feature of the teaching is the use of themes which serve to maintain the pupils’ high level of motivation; this approach also provides continuity in the pupils’ personal research and the development of their skills.  For example, as part of their induction programme, a residential at the Folk and Transport museum has provided year 8 pupils with opportunities for substantial personal research into the local environment, which they are applying effectively in school-based projects.  Stimulating contextual references, many of which are locally relevant, are skilfully integrated into the art and design programme; pupils have excellent opportunities to visit local galleries and museums, to view at first hand the work of artists, designers and craftspeople and to become aware of the career opportunities.  The teacher-devised workbooks used extensively throughout KS3 are overly prescriptive.  There is a need to review the extent to which these provide adequate opportunities for the pupils to become increasingly independent and to make decisions about their work, for example, regarding media and scale.  The art department encourages an appropriate degree of flexibility by the teachers in their interpretation of the programme, which maximises the benefits to pupils of their considerable specialist expertise.  The pupils have good opportunities to develop their writing skills through written evaluation and research.  Increased emphasis on providing opportunities for the pupils to engage in extended discussion and the oral presentation and evaluation of their work would develop further their self-confidence and oral communication skills.

2.20
The standards achieved by the pupils range from good to excellent.  GCSE art and design results at grades A*-C over the last three years are approximately five percentage points above the NI average for selective schools.  GCE A Level results over the same period are just over ten percentage points above the respective average.

ENGLISH

2.21
There is much to celebrate in the quality of the English department’s provision:  the work reflects the commitment of the head of department and the value he places on the contribution that the subject makes to the education and personal development of the pupils; imagination and creativity are highly valued and literature is given a suitably high profile.  The taught curriculum reflects the breadth of the Programmes of Study and is enriched by a wide range of extra-curricular activities in drama, debating, theatre visits and writing events.  All pupils study English and English literature to GCSE level and almost 50% chose to take English to Advanced Supplementary (AS) level.  The teachers have created a stimulating environment in their classrooms; relationships between teachers and pupils are characterised by a high level of respect, trust and good humour that give the pupils confidence to explore new aspects of learning and of their own abilities.

2.22
The quality of teaching is at all times satisfactory.  Much of it is very good.  A range of approaches is used and several of the teachers are particularly skilful in using their questions to help the pupils to articulate, hone and extend their understanding and in using drama to explore ideas and responses to literature.  The pupils are introduced to a wide range of literature; in some classes, good use is also made of everyday materials such as newspapers, advertisements and estate agents’ brochures, to raise the pupils’ awareness of how language can be adapted to suit different purposes and audiences.  Most often, the pupils in a class all complete the same task:  more attention should be given to providing tasks that are differentiated to provide different levels of challenge or complementary tasks that provide for and stimulate a wider perspective on the topic being explored.  Lessons are always well-organised and well-managed; in their planning, teachers need to focus more sharply on facilitating progress in the pupils’ learning.

2.23
The pupils are well-motivated; they work well together and achieve pleasing results.  Many of them are developing a refreshingly personal style in their writing and demonstrate their ability to read with critical judgement and imaginative engagement.  There is less evidence of pupils engaging in oral debate or presenting and defending a point of view.  The standards achieved in the GCSE English and English literature examinations compare favourably with those of other selective schools.  The results at GCE A Level are very good.

2.24
The teachers mark regularly the pupils’ formal work and the majority provide good constructive advice.  The pupils’ informal work is not given sufficient attention with a view to helping them become more adept at recording their learning, their developing responses to a text or their own research.  The pupils’ self-assessment is at an early stage of development, as is the practice of self-evaluation by the teachers individually and collectively, of the quality of the work in English.  The introduction of quality assurance procedures is particularly relevant, given the significant staff changes which the department has recently experienced.

SCIENCE

2.25
The biology, chemistry and physics departments provide the science courses in the school.  The pupils in years 8 and 9 study a combined science course; in year 10, separate courses in biology, chemistry and physics are provided.  Pupils at KS4 choose GCSE courses in either double award science and or the three individual science subjects.  Over the past three years approximately 25% of pupils followed this latter course.  The ten teachers involved are appropriately deployed and are well qualified to teach their subjects.  The sciences generally are becoming increasingly popular options in the sixth-form; the number of pupils choosing physics is fewer than those opting for biology and chemistry at this level.

2.26
In all science lessons, the pupils are well behaved and, when provided with appropriate learning experiences, they display a keen interest in their work.  The displays in some laboratories are outstanding.  The pupils in years 8 and 9 are given good opportunities to develop an appropriate range of practical skills including aspects of ICT.  By the end of year 9 they demonstrate good manipulative skills and are able to present their work in a variety of forms.  The balance between theoretical and practical work is generally good.  The pupils clearly enjoy their work, particularly the regular practical activities; they often work in small groups or pairs, follow written instructions accurately and complete their work in an efficient manner with due regard for safety.  ICT work is developing well and is a noteworthy feature.  The specialist teachers of biology, chemistry and physics produce the written resources and guidance for teaching and learning in years 8 and 9.  This work is co-ordinated by the various heads of department.  While the quality of much of these materials and documentation is good, there is too much variation across the classes in the teachers’ use of these materials and guidance.

BIOLOGY

2.27
The teachers of biology have worked hard to produce detailed schemes of work for KS3, KS4 and the sixth-form biology classes.  These schemes include valuable information on the expected learning outcomes for each topic and how the outcomes are to be assessed.  They also give details of the range of written and other learning resources that are to be used within each lesson.
2.28
The quality of teaching in biology ranges from satisfactory to that which is very good; approximately two-thirds of biology lessons observed during the inspection were good.  The teachers are conscientious and committed to the pupils in their classes.  The lessons are conducted in an orderly way; the pupils settle quickly to their work and almost invariably listen attentively in class.  When working in pairs or small groups, the pupils co-operate effectively; most can follow written instructions accurately.  The pupils are given a good range of learning experiences which include an appropriate range of practical activities.  In addition, they are provided with the opportunity to consolidate their learning through activities such as role-play.  In recent years the biology teachers have prioritised the need for a more progressive development of the pupils’ skills in the use of ICT; consequently, the learning experiences provided for the pupils in this area are good.  In the GCE classes the pupils benefit from challenging work that is matched well to their abilities and they reach good standards.

2.29
On occasions, the teachers’ questions encourage the pupils to give extended answers and to develop their oral skills and scientific vocabularies.  The pupils in some classes have opportunities to give presentations to their peers on biological topics.  In general, however, the pupils would benefit from having further opportunities to clarify their thinking through discussion, or to express scientific ideas in their own words.  In addition, the pupils need more opportunities to read and write independently during their classwork.  The biology teachers have worked hard to produce a range of written resources to support the pupils’ learning in the subject.  Whilst many of these are of a high quality there is a need to review these and consider the extent to which they are useful in developing the pupils’ language and biological skills.  The pupils’ abilities in these aspects of science need to be developed progressively in a more systematic manner throughout the department.  Many pupils’ written records of their work in biology are well presented and provide a valuable resource to support their learning and revision.  In a significant minority of cases, however, the work is poorly presented and poorly organised.  Closer monitoring of all of the pupils’ written records by the class teachers is required to promote greater consistency in standards of work across all of the classes.  A good range of biological journals and other text materials is available for the pupils to use during their study periods.
2.30
The head of the biology department has made a sound start on monitoring the pupils’ standards of achievement in external examinations.  Most notable is the extent to which the information provided through the Computerised Local Administration System for Schools (CLASS) system has been used to provide data to support departmental discussion on improving standards.  The pupils’ performance in GCSE biology has improved in recent years and is approximately similar to the average in other selective schools.  The results at GCE are also approximately similar to those of other selective schools.

CHEMISTRY

2.31
The work of the chemistry department has many positive features.  The department is ably led and its members work well as a team.  The quality of teaching and learning seen was always sound and in a minority of lessons it was good.  All of the teachers prepare diligently for their lessons.  In a majority of the classes there is a good balance between practical and theoretical work.  In the lessons seen the majority of pupils were making good progress in chemistry, in line with their abilities.  The best practice occurred in about one-quarter of the lessons observed; in these lessons the teachers used a variety of strategies which allowed the pupils to work with a wide range of written resources, and develop initiative, independence and a range of notemaking skills; the teachers’ management of oral debate was good, allowing the pupils to give extended spoken responses which demonstrated a good understanding of the scientific concepts and content taught.  This good practice needs to be more widespread and is a key priority for development.  In the majority of the GCE A Level classes seen, the pupils benefited from, and clearly enjoyed, challenging, interesting work and reached very good standards.  

2.32
The head of department uses effectively an analysis of previous GCE A Level results to set and meet targets for improvement.  There are a number of areas for improvement, most of which have already been identified by the department.  In a significant minority of classes the pupils spend too much time copying into notebooks, including unnecessary transcription related to practical work.  Investigative work and the use of ICT are underdeveloped.  The work in ICT is unduly constrained by the lack of suitable hardware.  The pupils need more opportunities to write independently, to read during classwork, and for extended oral discussion with one another and with the teacher.  In general, the schemes of work would benefit from clearer identification of the intended learning outcomes for investigative and experimental work, and more guidance to support the development of language and ICT.  In addition, more effective  arrangements are needed to monitor, evaluate and adjust, if necessary, the classroom practice.  

PHYSICS

2.33
The ethos in physics lessons is conducive to learning; the pupils are interested, responsive and they are well motivated in classes.  Maturity and mutual respect characterise the relationships between the teachers and the pupils.  The quality of the display in the laboratories is good; current posters on, for example, astrophysics create a modern and relevant context for learning.  The planning for teaching and learning is currently being developed.  The content that is covered in each year group is clearly defined and some helpful teaching materials have been produced.  The schemes of work could usefully be developed further to include information on the expected learning outcomes for each topic.

2.34
The quality of teaching in physics is always satisfactory and frequently good.  The teachers use a wide variety of appropriate teaching approaches and there is a good balance between practical and theoretical approaches to topics.  Lessons are conducted at a suitable pace; the pupils are fully engaged and often suitably challenged by the work provided.  ICT is often used appropriately in lessons.  A feature of the department is the extent to which the pupils are encouraged to apply their learning in physics to everyday life.  The pupils are making sound progress in physics; they have a good understanding of important scientific ideas and principles, and they are familiar with scientific ways of working.  They can set up fair tests, write concisely and accurately about their practical work and make appropriate inferences from their results.  Most pupils display good manipulative skills during practical activities and safety has a high priority in the department.  In some lessons the teachers’ perceptive questions extend the pupils’ thinking; in others the pupils are too passive and have too few opportunities to give extended answers and to develop their oral skills and scientific vocabularies.  Assessment in physics is systematic and thorough.  The pupils are provided with good feedback on their progress.  In some instances, the pupils’ written work is marked thoroughly and suggestions for improvement are appended; in a few others incomplete work is accepted.

2.35
The head of physics has recently been appointed as head of science.  He is playing an increasingly useful role in co-ordinating all aspects of science provision at KS3 and KS4.  He has a clear vision for the development of science in the school, has formed good working relationships with his colleagues and has defined a number of important priorities for action.  The action plan could be refined by evidence obtained from careful monitoring and evaluating the quality of current provision.

2.36
Over the past three years, the results at A*-C for the GCSE sciences were within five percentage points of the average for selective schools in NI.  In chemistry, a high proportion of these grades were A* or A; this proportion has improved substantially in recent years.  The percentage of pupils obtaining grades at A-E in GCE A Level physics examinations over the last three years was in line with the averages for selective schools, but the percentage of pupils obtaining grades at A-C was more than 20 percentage points below the respective average; strategies to improve these latter grades are an important priority.  The results in GCE A Level chemistry were just over five percentage points above the average at grades A-E; at grades A-C the results were nearly 20 percentage points above the average, and this is a noteworthy achievement.  The results in GCE A Level biology were just about three percentage points above the average at grades A-E; at grades A-C the results were in line with the average for selective schools.
3.
MANAGEMENT

3.1
When formulating the school’s 1996-2002 development plan an audit was carried out which focused appropriately on four main areas, namely, curriculum, pastoral, the environment and management.  Committees were established to take the development work forward, each linking to the whole-school aim of improving the quality of teaching and learning.  Significant progress has been made in a number of the areas.  The positive discipline policy is being implemented and the curriculum committee has identified some strategies to deal with those pupils, in year 12, who are not achieving the standards of which they are capable.  The inspection team agrees that the evaluation of senior management roles and responsibilities, also identified in the development plan, is an area that requires review as the school continues to develop so significantly.

3.2
The detail provided in some of the departmental action plans to address the issue of underachieving boys, in terms of teaching approaches and developing the quality of the pupils learning is very good; other departmental plans are not specific enough.  A significant number of heads of department monitor and evaluate their action plans and their relationship to, and impact on, the school’s priorities; all heads of department write yearly departmental reports for the principal.  A structured monitoring role by the senior management team is less well developed.  The senior management team should continue to introduce effective systems to ensure the relevance and effectiveness of departmental development and improvement work to the strategic priorities of the school, particularly in relation to improving teaching and learning.  The role of the senior management team and the school’s development plan could be strengthened and improved if a clearer indication were provided of the strengths and weaknesses of each priority area in the plan, and the success criteria that the school intends to use to evaluate the progress on each area.

3.3
The principal is highly regarded by the Board of Governors, the teachers and parents.  He has a very good relationship with the pupils as a teacher and as a principal.  He knows the staff and pupils well, is very supportive of the staff and administers the school well.  The principal has brought many very important strengths to the school, which have contributed significantly to the development of the school and its present standing in the community.  The Board of Governors, senior management team and the teachers ably support the principal.

4.
CONCLUSION
4.1
This school has many significant strengths including:  the quality of the relationships throughout the school; the diverse and high quality extra-curricular programme; the confident and responsive pupils; the good pastoral support for pupils; the mostly good and sometimes excellent quality of teaching in lessons; the high quality of the planning for the development of ICT across the school; the performance of the pupils in external examinations; the effective work of the heads of department and the competent senior management team.  The good provision and the standards of achievement are all the more commendable given the generally poor accommodation in a number of areas of the school.

4.2
In order to develop the school further, and to address the whole-school aim of improving the quality of teaching and learning, further opportunities could be given to the pupils to take responsibility for, evaluate and make judgements about their own learning and, clarify their thinking through discussion and debate.  A more systematic and structured approach, led by the senior managers and supported by all levels of management in the school, to the monitoring and evaluation of whole-school priorities and developmental work, to the dissemination of the resultant findings, and to the planning of appropriate action to address any identified needs.

4.3
Given the achievements of the school over recent years, the inspection team is confident that the areas for improvement identified in the report will be addressed effectively.

APPENDIX

ACCOMMODATION

· The current accommodation falls below the modern standards required to support effective teaching and learning in a number of curricular areas:

i. many of the classrooms are too small for the number of pupils in a class;

ii. mobile classrooms restrict the work in ICT and other teaching and learning activities;

iii. indoor facilities for physical education are inadequate for a school and preparatory department of this size;

iv. the darkroom in the art and design area is too small to accommodate whole-class teaching;

v. English/drama is taught almost entirely in temporary classrooms.

HEALTH AND SAFETY ISSUES

· One of the art and design rooms is too small and is an inappropriate room for claywork.  The issues include:

i. difficulties in moving around the room safely;

ii. inadequate space for the pupils’ bags and belongings;

iii. no storage for art and design materials and equipment;

iv. inadequate storage for the pupils’ work.
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