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1.
INTRODUCTION
1.1
Castle High School, situated in the Fortwilliam area of North Belfast, was established in 1985 through the amalgamation of three neighbouring secondary schools.  Most of the pupils attending the school come from housing areas adjoining the York Road and Shore Road, or travel from the Shankill and Ballysillan areas.  The number of pupils has declined from 269 at the time of the previous inspection, in 1998, to 221 in 2001/02; there are 15 pupils in year 13.  The school reports that, over this period, an average of 50% of the pupils were entitled to free school meals.  Over 80% of the pupils are judged by the school to have special educational needs (SEN).  The average attendance over the last three years has improved from 78% in 1998/99 to 79.3% in 2000/01.
1.2
The governors and principal cite a number of factors that contribute to difficult and challenging circumstances for the school, have significant detrimental effects on its life and work and, as a consequence, on its standing in the community.  The main factors identified are:  the adverse effects of prolonged periods of social deprivation and civil unrest, suffered by the areas in which many of the pupils live, on their attendance, behaviour, attitudes and achievement; the effect of the more recently heightened community tensions on the pupils’ attitudes and readiness to learn and on the well-being of both pupils and staff; the apparent lack of will on the part of some parents to ensure that their children attend school regularly, possibly reflecting a low value placed on education; the high proportion of the intake with low attainment in literacy and numeracy.  The governors and principal also cite arrangements which, in their view, result in the school being required to admit, from other post-primary schools, pupils with established patterns of poor attendance and behaviour.  The inspection findings justify the school’s highlighting of the challenging context in which is operates and confirm the many pressures which continue to impinge adversely upon its work for improvement.

1.3
The school has participated in the School Support Programme (SSP) since its introduction in 1998, and, before that, it was in the Raising School Standards Initiative.  The school is one of a small number of secondary schools to receive substantial additional funding from the Department of Education (DE) to support developments and improvements in their provision and to raise the standards achieved.  In the course of the academic year 2000/01, the Department asked each school to carry out its own evaluation of the progress it had made in areas of work that were central to its action plans within the SSP, and to submit a report by the end of September 2001.

1.4
The purpose of the quality assurance inspection (QAI) was to provide an external evaluation of the procedures adopted by the school in carrying out its self-evaluation, the evidence used to support the evaluation, the validity of the findings and the appropriateness of the recommendations for the way forward.

2.
MAIN FINDINGS

2.1
In response to the declining intake and the need to improve its appeal, the school has invested time and substantial effort in self-promotion, purchasing the services of a public relations firm.  The school has evidence that its profile in the community has been raised positively.  The regular newsletters to parents are informative, attractive and a useful means of communication.  The principal shows a clear commitment to promoting even more strongly the school in the wider community and among local primary schools.

2.2
The principal and vice-principal were appointed to their present posts in September and November 1997 respectively.  Of the other 18 teachers, nine were appointed in 1985, and almost all of the others since September 1999.  The school does not have a specialist teacher of music and this subject is no longer timetabled.  Since the retirement of the only teacher of design and technology at the end of 2000/01 year, the Board of Governors has tried, unsuccessfully, to appoint a specialist teacher of this subject.  Given the blend of recently recruited teachers and those who have taught in the school since it opened in 1985, it will be important for the principal, senior teachers and the staff to continue to work in ways that strengthen their sense of common purpose and collegiality.

2.3
Prior to the inspection a sample of the parents received a questionnaire seeking their views on the school; one-third of the questionnaires issued were completed and returned to the Department of Education; a quarter of the questionnaires returned included written responses.  Meetings were held with representatives of the Board of Governors, and groups of pupils from years 8 and 12, to hear their views on the life and work of the school.  No parent attended the meeting arranged for the parents.

2.4
The responses from the parents indicated that almost all are very satisfied with the school.  The governors expressed their full confidence in the principal, paid tribute to the commitment shown by the staff in difficult circumstances and drew attention to the significant improvement in the ethos of the school.  The older pupils welcomed, in particular, the improved facilities and decor of the school building.  The consultations also draw attention to the real challenges facing the school in its day-to-day work in relation to improving pupils’ attendance, behaviour, motivation and the quality and standards of their learning.  The inspection affirms in large measure the views expressed.

2.5
The school’s arrangements for pastoral care, including child protection, are in line with the Department of Education Northern Ireland (DENI) Circular 1999/10.

2.6
Since the previous inspection in November 1998, the school has engaged in a challenging and wide-ranging programme aimed at developing and improving its provision, practice and performance.  The school’s comprehensive action plans set out the baseline position, targets, success criteria, action to be taken, timescales, staff involved, monitoring processes and resources for the following areas:  literacy, information and communications technology (ICT), attendance, behaviour/discipline, staff development, resources for teaching and learning, vocational educational provision, key stage (KS)4 mentoring, numeracy, the learning environment, and promoting the school.  Work on numeracy and mentoring is being taken forward in the current school year.  For the purposes of the inspection, the school’s evaluation report addressed in detail its work in reading and ICT, and to a lesser degree the other areas in its action plans.  Groups of teachers were designated to organise the collection of evidence of progress in each area and to identify how effectively the success criteria in the action plans had been met.  This process was carried out over a four-week period in the summer term of 2000/01.  The final preparation of the report was undertaken by the school’s core management team (CMT) comprising the principal, the vice-principal and the senior teacher.

2.7
For each of the areas listed above the inspection team evaluated the school’s action plans and progress, the procedures adopted by the school in carrying out its self-evaluation, the evidence used to support the evaluation, the validity of the findings and the appropriateness of the recommendations for the way forward.  The inspection team also considered the overall coherence of the school’s work for improvement.  The team scrutinised the school’s self-evaluation report and supplementary documentation, observed a total of 36 lessons in a wide range of subjects in KS3 and KS4, scrutinised the work of a sample of pupils, and held meetings with most of the teachers.

2.8
The quality of the teaching observed by the inspection team was always satisfactory.  Within this broad category, sound practice was observed in a majority of lessons, in a few lessons the quality of teaching was very good and in a minority of lessons there were weaknesses in the quality of learning and progress made by the pupils.  Generally, the teachers need to develop strategies for helping the pupils to express in clear language their thoughts and feelings, to use appropriate vocabulary and to develop their oral confidence and competence.  The more effective practice observed was characterised by features such as well structured and well managed lessons, good episodes of lively direct interactive teaching combined with tasks for the pupils, a settled atmosphere in which the pupils worked steadily, work which was often interesting, well paced and matched to the pupils’ abilities, opportunities for purposeful co-operative learning, the teacher’s effective monitoring of the pupils’ progress, and a review of what had been learned.  In the less effective practice, often insufficient attention was given to introducing and concluding the lesson, the lesson and tasks were poorly linked to previous work or did not sustain the pupils’ interest and application, or the pace of work was slow.
2.9
The results in the KS3 tests in English, mathematics and science improved from 1999/2000 to 2000/01.  The proportion of year 12 pupils achieving five or more grades at General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) A*-E improved from 17.6% in 1999/2000 to 27% in 2000/01; the corresponding figure at grades A*-G were 27.5% and 34.9%.  While these results place the school’s performance at the lower end of the range for schools with a comparable percentage of pupils entitled to free school meals, they do represent clearly improving trends.  It is particularly notable that the results in social and environmental studies (first entry in 2000/01), in science at grades A*-C and in art and design at grades A*-E compare favourably with the Northern Ireland (NI) averages for pupils in non-selective schools.

The school’s audit of its work focused on the areas below.

2.10
Reading
The audit team responsible for the evaluation of the school’s work on reading used a variety of methods of collecting evidence.  These included questionnaires and interviews for teachers and pupils, three case studies of pupils’ work, departmental self-evaluation, standardised tests and KS3 results.  The report outlines a number of targets, and the audit team demonstrates that all of these targets have been met or exceeded.  The audit team also identify detailed records of the reading abilities and needs of each KS3 pupil as an important success criterion.  The school has made a good start to this work, using various procedures to monitor the pupils’ progress in reading.  These procedures include maintaining a record of standardised scores for all children throughout their time in KS3, collating information generated through the ‘Successmaker’ programme, observing children read aloud at various stages of the programmes organised by the English department and asking subject teachers for feedback on pupils’ performance.  If the pupils are to build on their achievements, the teachers will need to make better use of the outcomes from diagnostic testing, the various programmes in place and ongoing formative assessment to set individual targets, plan the subsequent steps in the pupils’ learning and to offer whatever teaching is necessary.  Departmental self-evaluation is at an early stage of development; as this work progresses it will be important to develop more effective strategies for the collection, analysis and dissemination of departmental contributions to work on literacy

2.11
Information and Communications Technology
Under the leadership of the vice-principal, who assumed responsibility for co-ordinating ICT in September 2000, the school is developing its provision for ICT with renewed commitment through structured and purposeful approaches.  Appropriately, the aims of the school’s strategy for ICT are to promote the use of ICT in teaching and learning and to achieve this through staff development, appropriate curricular provision and enhanced resources.  The school’s evaluation of its progress in developing its provision and use of ICT included as key issues the impact of ICT on teaching and learning, the integration of ICT into schemes of work and an assessment of the staff development and training provided.  The evaluation also noted the good levels of success achieved by the school’s first cohort of pupils to take the Certificate of Competence in Information Technology (CCIT).  The school’s audit team for ICT collected relevant qualitative and quantitative data through questionnaires and interviews with staff and pupils, an examination of samples of pupils’ work and a scrutiny of subject schemes of work.  The audit report acknowledges correctly that, in future, the arrangements for monitoring and evaluating the use ICT should include observation of classroom practice.  The school’s evaluation of ICT has served to establish a sound profile of current practice as a baseline for future developments in ICT, both within subjects and across the curriculum.  This picture is in line with inspection findings; during the inspection, the use of ICT was observed only in timetabled ICT lessons.  The audit team’s conclusions are supported by the analysis of the data collected, and the recommendations set an appropriate agenda for future development and improvement in the provision and use of ICT in the school.  The recommendations concerning the development of a more coherent whole-school approach to the use of ICT, assessment, staff development and monitoring and evaluation now need to be analysed and refined as a basis for action.

2.12
Resources for Teaching and Learning and Staff Development
The school identified resources for teaching and learning as a focus for action, following the recognition by the teachers of the need to replace outdated resources and their acknowledgement of the need to review provision for differentiation in most subject areas.  This focus has been expanded to include relevant, but ambitious and challenging themes relating to staff self-evaluation, classroom management and organisation, as well as to the learning environment of the school.  Work to date has involved subject specialists in re-casting schemes of work according to an agreed format, the provision of opportunities for the teachers to evaluate and acquire new resources, and the adaptation of materials to meet more adequately the needs of the pupils.  The teachers have also been involved in an intensive and extensive programme of staff development and in-service training (INSET) covering a wide range of topics, with a strong emphasis on training for the use of ICT and on major whole-school issues.

Detailed records have been kept which provide evidence of the resources that have been purchased for the subject areas and the INSET that has been undertaken by the staff.  The teachers have responded to questionnaires requesting information about the effect that the new resources are having in the classroom.  Most subject areas acknowledge the enhanced quality of the school environment and the positive response of the pupils to new textbooks, the improved provision for ICT, and other resources.  Several subject departments also note the production of differentiated resources as a positive development and a small number comment that the resources are beginning to have an influence on the pupil’s attainment.

The monitoring and evaluation carried out by individual teachers and members of the CMT in respect of enhanced resource provision and staff development found that progress has been made.  The school’s audit report also notes the need for senior management and all departments to adopt a more rigorous and consistent approach to monitoring the pupils’ learning and progress, both to gauge the outcomes of staff development and to identify further needs.  The inspection confirms the appropriateness of that intention, the realisation of which will require an evidence-based focus on the quality of key aspects of the teaching and learning and on how these can be improved further.

2.13
Vocational Education
The school is placing increasing emphasis on vocational courses in the KS4 curriculum, with the aim of improving the pupils’ motivation, attendance and achievement.  All pupils in year 11 are taking General National Vocational Qualification (GNVQ) Part 1 in IT and also GNVQ Part 1 in either business or art and design.  The year 12 pupils were able to choose GNVQ Part 1 courses within the then option system.  The school’s evaluation of the GNVQ Part 1 courses in 2000/01 included available test and assessment data as well as the teachers’ views on the pupils’ responses to the content and learning strategies involved; the evaluation did not include analysis of the pupils’ attendance.  In IT, the majority of pupils have achieved a pass or merit grade; in art and design, formal assessments take place later in the course.  The teachers’ views of the motivation and interest of the pupils are in line with inspection findings.  The evidence to date gives grounds for confidence in the school’s ability to provide GNVQ Part 1 courses successfully.

A group of year 12 pupils are in their second year of work-related courses permitted under the Department of Education’s pilot arrangements to enable increased flexibility in curricular provision at KS4.  Seven boys are taking National Vocational Qualifications (NVQ) at level 1 in joinery or in welding and fabrication at Impact Training, and seven girls are taking a course in beauty therapy at Belfast College of Training and Education.  The school evaluated the provision at Impact Training.  This evaluation shows that the provision at Impact Training is proving to be successful, measured against appropriate targets set for accredited achievement at NVQ level 1 and for attendance, higher than the actual attendance for their year group.  Inspection findings confirm the boys’ good response to the experiences provided.  While acknowledging the positive outcomes from this work-related learning initiative, the school has decided, for curricular and practical reasons, to discontinue such provision in the context of its expansion of GNVQ Part 1 provision.

2.14
Behaviour

The school’s report sets out clearly its work in promoting positive behaviour among the pupils and its approaches to negative and unacceptable behaviour.  The school’s evaluation report cites evidence for the implementation of its policy on behaviour and draws attention to the need for all staff to implement all aspects consistently.  The inspection team endorses the school’s view that the majority of pupils behave well most of the time and respond positively to the various rewards for good behaviour.  The inspection team also agrees that there is a significant minority of pupils who display challenging and disruptive behaviour in class.  Inspection evidence from lesson observation, suggests that the school’s evaluation of its work on behaviour should include an investigation of links between the quality of teaching and learning and the pupils’ behaviour.  The school’s report comments favourably on the service provided by the Secondary Pupil Support Service (SPSS) of the Belfast Education and Library Board (BELB).  The approaches adopted by the school and the SPSS to those pupils with particularly challenging behaviour are based on carefully prepared individual action plans.  The school’s report also comments on the response of the few pupils attending Pathways, an alternative education project, and notes their improved attendance and achievements.  The inspection team endorses the school’s recommendations for improved communication between Pathways and the school and suggests that each organisation has a proactive role to play in informing and learning from the other.  A withdrawal unit for pupils with the most challenging behaviour has been established, but it is too early to evaluate its effectiveness.

2.15
Attendance

The principal and senior staff have worked hard to devise strategies to improve attendance, including a monthly rewards scheme for good attendance, discussions with the senior education welfare officer (EWO) and newsletters and regular telephone calls to parents.  The attendance of each pupil and class is monitored closely through data recorded by a computerised attendance system, which still has some teething problems.  The school, not unreasonably, cites factors outside its direct control that account for a disproportionate number of pupils whose serious absenteeism lowers the overall attendance.  The efforts made have resulted in a modest improvement in attendance, which remains stubbornly at just under 80%.  The school’s evaluation report concludes that it should continue to work to improve attendance through its existing strategies, with a renewed emphasis on parental involvement, and acknowledges the need to investigate additional measures.  Given the challenge facing the school, the school is disappointed that the EWO time allocation has been reduced by 50% from September 2001.

2.16
Communities in Schools
Since September 2000, the school has been participating in a pilot programme of the Communities in Schools Initiative in north and west Belfast.  The school’s evaluation report charts the development of processes and procedures in establishing the programme and identifies specific outcomes, such as the breakfast club and the provision of a parenting course, in partnership with Barnardos.  The inspection team endorses the school’s view that its participation in the initiative should be guided by a policy on developing links with statutory, voluntary and community groups to achieve clearly defined outcomes in terms of benefits to the pupils and to the work and achievements of the school.

2.17
The additional funding for the school has enabled it to maintain a favourable pupil-teacher ratio of 11:1, realise major improvements in the accommodation and resources generally and in a number of curricular areas in particular, and facilitate curricular and staff development.  The staff and pupils appreciate the pleasant, attractively decorated and furnished, and well-equipped environment in which they now work.

2.18
In its evaluation report, the school acknowledges the valuable support it has received from the BELB SSP link officer, from staff of the curriculum advisory and support services (CASS) and other staff in supporting the school’s development in several areas of its work.

3.
CONCLUSION

3.1
Since joining the SSP, the school has been working hard on a broad and challenging programme of development and improvement.  The principal has worked with unflagging determination for a better school and the teachers have responded well to increasing opportunities for their involvement in the various strands of this work.  There are considerable improvements in the ethos of the school, in the quality of the accommodation and learning environment and in the provision of resources.  Much of the teaching is sound, and includes some that is very good.  There has been improvement in the KS3 and GCSE results and the performance in a few GCSE subjects compares favourably with the NI averages.  GNVQ Part 1 courses are being introduced successfully.  The inspection has identified areas for continuing development and improvement, including aspects of teaching and learning, support for literacy, and the attendance and achievements of the pupils.

3.2
The staff have responded positively to the self-evaluation and to the QAI; the principal and senior management have provided effective leadership and support.  The school demonstrates clear ability to evaluate significant aspects of its work and to identify priorities for further improvement; appropriately, aspects of the school’s report also identify how the process of self-evaluation itself may be strengthened.  The school’s experience of the quality audit has developed its appreciation of the importance of ensuring that its view of needs is based on well-informed assessments of practice and that improvements are specified in ways that readily facilitate the monitoring of progress and the evaluation of outcomes.

3.3
The principal and the teachers show unequivocal and strong commitment to the education and well-being of the pupils.  They have a realistic appreciation of the challenging context in which the school operates, while acknowledging that progress is dependent largely on the school itself, working in partnership with external agencies, parents and the wider community.  It will be important that the parents in particular, and the community more generally, support the school in its aim of providing a worthwhile and successful education for its pupils.  The principal and teachers should be confident in their own capacity and resilience to take forward the work of the school, including the areas for improvement identified by the inspection and the recommendations arising from the school’s own evaluation.
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