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1.
INTRODUCTION
1.1
Mount Gilbert Community College serves the Shankill area of north and west Belfast.  The College was formed in September 1993 through the amalgamation of Cairnmartin Community College and Forthbridge High School.  For many years, the area served by the College has been affected adversely by civil unrest and by high unemployment.  These social and economic factors have a significant adverse effect upon the life and work of the school.

1.2
Since 1995, the school has worked hard to improve its curricular provision and the standards achieved by its pupils.  Particular attention has been given to these issues in relation to pupils in years 8 to 10, to provision for special educational needs (SEN), and to devising a key stage (KS) 4 curriculum centred on work-related learning, vocational education, and the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE).  In addition, and at the request of the Board of Governors (BoG), the General National Vocational Qualification (GNVQ) Part One programme in business, information and communications technology (ICT), and leisure and tourism was inspected.  The school’s arrangements for pastoral care and child protection were also inspected.

1.3
The school is one of a small number of secondary schools, the Group 1 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 School Support Programme (SSP), and to submit a report by the end of September 2001.  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.

1.4
The arrangements for the inspection included the completion of questionnaires by a sample of the parents and meetings with the BoG and with pupils from years 8 and 12.  No parent attended the meeting arranged for the parents to express their views about the work of the school; of the 115 questionnaires issued to the parents, 14 were returned.  Almost all of the returned questionnaires indicated that these parents were satisfied with the work of the school; concerns were expressed, however, that the pupils received too little homework.  The governors expressed strong support for the work of the teachers and the school, and for the curricular changes implemented since the 1995 inspection, particularly the development of vocational and work-related learning.  The year 8 and year 12 pupils spoke positively about their experiences of the school; the year 12 pupils, especially, made helpful and constructive suggestions to improve the work of the school and its facilities.

2.
MAIN FINDINGS
2.1
The school welcomed the opportunity to carry out an audit of its own work and approached the audit and the inspection in a positive manner.  The teachers, with the support of advisory staff from the Belfast Education and Library Board (BELB), compiled a detailed internal audit report.

2.2
The inspection team interviewed staff involved in the audit, visited classes, and met with a representative of the BELB curriculum support team which assists the school.  In addition, the school’s GNVQ Part One programme was inspected, and visits were made to two external training organisations with which the school has curricular links.

2.3
Classroom observation was an important aspect of both the QAI and the inspection of the GNVQ Part One programme.  The quality of all of the teaching observed ranged from very good to poor.  In half of all the lessons observed, there were significant strengths, or strengths outweighed weaknesses; in one-third, weaknesses outweighed strengths; there were significant weaknesses in almost one-fifth of the lessons observed.  The best teaching observed was particularly well planned, effectively delivered, reflected appropriately high expectations, engaged the pupils well, and resulted in a good standard of work.  The weakest practice reflected poor planning, and low expectations of the pupils; it did not motivate the pupils, and the standard of their work was poor.  By building on, and disseminating, its most effective practice, the school should encourage in all classes those teaching and learning strategies which best engage and motivate the pupils.

2.4
The school’s arrangements for pastoral care including child protection are broadly in line with the requirements of the DE Circular 1999/10.

2.5
The school’s audit of its work from 1998 to 2001 focused on those whole-school issues central to its efforts to improve its curricular provision and the standards achieved by the pupils.  In its audit, the school identified major factors which affect adversely its work and its improvement programme.  These include:  since 1995, a fall in enrolment from 444 to 274 pupils and a fall in staffing from 44 to 27; increasing difficulties arising from the continuing decline in the year 8 intake and in the level of attainment of incoming pupils; the effects on the community served by the school of continuing community unrest; adverse community perceptions of the relevance of school-based education; and the major difficulties resulting from the very poor attendance of many of the pupils.

2.6
The audit identifies also those factors which have assisted its development programme since 1995, including:  significant improvements in staff attendance and morale; an increase in support from the advisory service of the BELB; significant additional financial support made available to the school as a result of its Group 1 status; an increasing focus on developing literacy; an increase in cross-community work; and the implementation of a more relevant programme at KS4.  The inspection evidence endorses the school’s highlighting of these positive and negative factors and confirms the very considerable challenges which continue to confront the school.  The school’s audit of its work focused on the major areas below.

2.7
Year 8 Induction and Curriculum Development.  This work has centred on providing year 8 pupils with their own base rooms, improving the range of curricular experiences available to them, and giving them a greater degree of identity and collegiality.  The inspection evidence indicates that this work has been supportive and helpful, has focused well on key issues and on areas which required development.  Helpful reference is made also in the audit to questionnaire returns from pupils, parents and staff, and the audit notes the positive impact of these changes and of additional resources, including improvements in staff morale.

2.8
Transition to KS4 and Work-Related Learning.  The audit notes that this is an area to which the school has directed much attention and effort, where the greatest curricular readjustment has taken place, and where the greatest progress has been made.  Since at least 1998, the school has been working to improve the pupils’ opportunities in years 11 and 12 by providing a curriculum to cater better for three distinct, though overlapping, groups:  GCSE for those pupils who have the potential to benefit from it; vocational and work-related learning through a link with Impact Training for GCSE and non-GCSE pupils; a GNVQ Part One programme; and, since September 2001, a pre-vocational entry level course for lower attaining pupils in year 11.  The school’s audit focuses almost exclusively on its link with Impact Training.  This link is identified as very successful, is considered to have had a positive impact on the motivation of the pupils, and is viewed as contributing significantly to the development of their self-esteem and self-confidence.  The inspection evidence endorses the school’s positive evaluation of the link with Impact Training.  Relationships are generally very good; the training sessions are well planned, and the tutors are well prepared; the sessions are delivered at an appropriate pace; and attendance is mostly good.  Most of the pupils are motivated by the programme, and are making good progress.  Efforts should be made to improve the pupils’ poor knowledge of possible career opportunities.  The inspection team also recommends that, due to present over-capacity at the premises of Impact Training, and current difficulties in matching key skills teaching to vocational programmes, the school should seek to identify various ways to ensure that all pupils spend a full day in vocational training programmes.

2.9
In focusing mainly on its links with Impact Training, the audit does not identify the difficulties which currently constrain its overall KS4 vocational and work-related learning programme.  Major organisational, planning and teaching problems, all requiring urgent attention, are weakening considerably the potential of the pre-vocational entry-level course in year 11.  Furthermore, the significant weaknesses in some of the teaching of the school’s GNVQ Part One programme, and the pupils’ lack of success, require urgent remedy.  In general, and while acknowledging the success of the school’s vocational training links with Impact Training, the current KS4 programme requires reconsideration and improvement to provide a more coherent and more integrated programme to cater better for the needs and career aspirations of all of the pupils in years 11 and 12.

2.10
Literacy, and the Home Economics (HE) Pilot Programme in Literacy.  Particularly since 1995, the school has had to give substantial attention to improving the pupils’ literacy skills.  A very high and increasing percentage of pupils enter the school in year 8 with very low attainment in reading and writing.  The school’s audit report explains this background clearly and accurately.  Much of the school’s recent efforts have focused on improving, at a whole-school level, the pupils’ literacy skills, and on consolidating this work at departmental level, principally through an exercise centred on the HE department.

2.11
At a whole-school level, much effort has been directed to the development of SEN provision.  The literacy audit identifies a wide range of work.  Reference is made to the outcomes of the school’s testing for literacy skills, and to KS3 results in English.  The audit identifies accurately major weaknesses in the pupils’ reading, writing and talking and listening skills; highlights, since 1995, “a culture change” in the way subject departments accept a responsibility for the development of literacy; notes that ICT plays a significant part in promoting literacy; and acknowledges that BELB support has been comprehensive and 

appropriate.  The audit report also includes an evaluation of the literacy initiative undertaken by the HE department.  This highlights important features and gains, in the context of what the initiative was intended to achieve including:  a good focus on the skills and competences to be developed; improvements in the pupils’ interest, motivation, behaviour, literacy attainment, and in their presentation of work; and the use of a wider range of teaching strategies to improve literacy within the department.

2.12
The inspection evidence confirms that the literacy initiative undertaken by the HE department is bringing some improvement in outcomes for the pupils.  The range of work and learning activities undertaken are broader than observed elsewhere.  The outcomes are positive and address issues that are problematic throughout the school.

2.13
In describing the school’s overall SEN provision, the school’s audit gives much attention to the use of standardised test scores to determine the pupils’ needs and progress.  This form of evaluation, while helpful, needs to be widened to include a more systematic evaluation of the standard of the pupils’ work in English, and in their other subjects.  The outcomes from such a wider evaluation should then be used to inform, focus and improve the work undertaken in SEN.  Some of the work currently undertaken, for instance, in the school’s Guidance Unit, has considerable potential, motivates the pupils and enables them to write at a greater length and quality than is usual elsewhere in the school.

2.14
The school’s audit of special needs reflects the commitment and effort of the SEN Co-ordinator (SENCO) to improve the pupils’ literacy skills.  Reference is made also in the audit to the outcomes of the literacy-testing programme, and to the substantial gains which many pupils are reported to have made between years 8 and 10 in developing their literacy skills.  The inspection evidence suggests that all of the teachers involved with SEN need to have a clearer understanding of the current weaknesses and strengths in the pupils’ work, of what should be expected, and how necessary improvements might be realised, not only in the SEN classes, but also across the curriculum.  This will be especially important for the success of the development work in literacy, similar to that undertaken in HE, to begin in five other subject departments from January 2002.  The pupils observed during the inspection are not independent readers and demonstrated limited strategies in decoding text.  Their writing shows some development of story; most write in sentences varying substantially in quality and grammatical accuracy.  While the potential of some of this writing is significant, and while the pupils respond well to the ICT programmes available, there is a need for all of the teachers to know how to assist the pupils to make further progress.
2.15
The inspection findings noted the significant differences in the literacy testing outcomes obtained by the school through its preferred test and the outcomes obtained when the school introduced another reading test commonly used in other schools in Northern Ireland (NI).  The results obtained with this test are often much lower than those obtained through the school’s preferred test.  In addition, the outcomes of the school’s preferred test do not correlate well with the results in English achieved by the pupils at the end of KS3.

2.16
Attendance.  In recent years, the very poor attendance of the pupils has been a major concern of the school and the subject of considerable attention and effort.  The audit sets out much useful information, and suggests that, despite the substantial work by staff, the pupils’ attendance has improved by only a limited amount.  However, the more detailed attendance data set out in the audit is not evaluated fully, and the very poor year group and class patterns of attendance are not explored sufficiently.  This data demonstrates that, in all year groups, though less so in year 8, the attendance of a large number of pupils is extremely poor and is substantially below the NI average.  While the school has worked determinedly in 2000/01 to try to improve attendance through a wide range of appropriate measures, the attendance figures for almost all year groups present a depressing picture.  The very low attendance of the pupils, reportedly including condoned absences, is a major factor which contributes to poor standards in the pupils’ attainment.  Action to remedy this key issue should remain central to the school’s improvement plan.

2.17
The Promotion of Positive Behaviour, and Community Contact.  The audit sets out the school’s work in promoting positive behaviour among its pupils, and identifies targets, success criteria, intended action, time scales, staff involvement, monitoring procedures, resources, and its year 10 peer-mentoring scheme.  The audit does not evaluate fully the effectiveness of this work, and does not provide sufficient comment on the appropriateness of the school’s work in pastoral care or in personal and social education (PSE).  The inspection findings highlight the need for a more defined and systematic pastoral care and PSE system in the school, with more clearly defined roles and responsibilities, communication procedures and arrangements for staff development.  Reference is also made in the school’s audit to the Guidance Unit, which caters for pupils in KS3 whose behaviour gives particular cause for concern.  Evidence is provided to indicate a fall in the number of behaviour-related classroom incidents, and a reduction in pupil suspensions.  The inspection evidence suggests that the Guidance Unit offers considerable potential and is currently working well.  The audit also refers to the school and the community, and reference is made to the outcomes of parental questionnaires.  This section also contains limited evaluation and issues arising are not identified clearly.  During the inspection, teachers also identified some additional helpful initiatives, notably the breakfast club.

2.18
Information and Communications Technology (ICT).  This is a major area for development work and resources have improved significantly.  The audit refers to development work in ICT in art and design and in religious education; the work in the latter has been helpful in enhancing the learning of the pupils.  The ICT report is largely descriptive and over-optimistic in its evaluation of progress.  The inspection findings suggest that the development of ICT is not yet effectively led or managed.  The school provides timetabled ICT classes for pupils in years 8 and 9.  While the planning in year 8 is generally good, the planning and the work in year 9 are weak; the pupils are working at a low level of competence and undertake routine tasks not linked adequately to their work in other subjects.  In addition, the school has a link with a commercial organisation to develop the Internet skills of the year 9 pupils.  This work is linked insufficiently to the pupils’ work in their specialist subjects and the potential of the link is not yet being realised.  ICT has not yet been integrated sufficiently into departmental planning.  Few departments have achievable targets for the development of ICT and, currently, few pupils leave the school with a record of achievement or accreditation in ICT.

2.19
External Examination Outcomes.  The audit contains a substantial amount of data relating to GCSE outcomes.  This evidence suggests that some improvement has been made since 1998, but the audit does not provide an evaluation of this progress, nor does it highlight the planning, teaching and learning issues which arise from the data.  While continuing to be very substantially below the NI averages for pupils in non-selective schools, notably for pupils obtaining five or more GCSE grades at A* to C, the percentage of individual grades awarded at A* to C has improved considerably, from some 4.6% in 1998 to 27% in 2001.  In addition, some progress has also been made in the percentage of pupils gaining between one and four GCSE grades at A* to E, and there has been a substantial decline in those failing to achieve any GCSE grades.
2.20
The school has developed an examination entry policy based on giving opportunities to those pupils whose motivation and aptitude offer the best prospect of GCSE success, and to departments with a proven record of achievement.  This targeted departmental policy has been increasingly successful, and from 1998 to 2001, GCSE results at A* to E in four subjects, art and design, HE, double award science, and single award science, are above the average for non-selective schools in NI.  These results represent a considerable achievement for the teachers and pupils concerned.  The inspection evidence suggests that the school should devise an action plan to bring about further improvement in those subjects where good progress has been made already, and also in those subjects not yet succeeding sufficiently at GCSE.

2.21
In contrast to the progress at GCSE, the results at KS3 in English, mathematics and science show limited evidence of improvement and continue to be well below those obtained in other schools with a comparable percentage of pupils entitled to free school meals.

2.22
BELB Support Services.  The audit acknowledges the assistance received from the curriculum advisory and support service (CASS) of the BELB as helpful and effective, particularly in the year 8 initiative; in helping to resolve major problems involving the senior management team, and in supporting specialist subject teachers, especially those in single-teacher departments.  BELB CASS support has also contributed to the school’s evaluation of its classroom practice through, for example, pupil tracking exercises in years 8 and 11.  These exercises have focused mainly on teaching and learning experiences and have not addressed the considerable weaknesses in the pupils’ standards of work, for example, their weaknesses in writing, and the planning and teaching implications which follow.  Given the extent of the school’s SEN problem, BELB CASS support to improve the pupils’ literacy and numeracy skills needs to be more focused and intensive.

2.23
Cross-Community contact.  The inspection findings note the very substantial cross-community contacts undertaken by the school in NI and elsewhere.  Developed over a number of years, these have focused on sporting contacts, musical and dramatic links, residential work, and have also given individual pupils excellent opportunities to make a significant personal contribution in this challenging area.  Against a background of continuing civil unrest, and a demanding improvement programme, this work represents a most impressive achievement for which the principal, teachers and pupils deserve much praise.

2.24
Summary of Findings from the QAI.  A number of significant improvements have been made since 1995:  staff morale and attendance are improved; the school is very focused on improving the pupils’ literacy and numeracy skills, and SEN provision; GCSE examination results in some subjects have improved considerably; the school’s cross-community work deserves much credit; improved arrangements in years 8 and 9 offer much potential; and the school has had considerable success with the development in KS4 of a work-related learning initiative linked to Impact Training.

2.25
In other areas, the school has made much less progress than it would wish.  The efforts of the teachers in combating poor attendance, while helpful and necessary, have had little impact.  Poor attendance remains a major problem which constrains significantly what the school is trying to achieve, and affects adversely the attainment of the pupils.

2.26
The school’s work to restructure its KS4 curriculum to reflect a better balance of GCSE and work-related opportunities offers very considerable potential, but there is an urgent need to resolve major organisational problems and to address the issue of poor standards arising from much of the school’s GNVQ Part One provision, and its entry-level pre-vocational course.  It will be especially important that all elements of the KS4 programme are brought together in a more coherent, co-ordinated and effective manner to motivate and engage all of the pupils and provide them with realistic opportunities for success.

2.27
Improvement in the pupils’ attainment in GCSE, GNVQ and in their KS3 outcomes, and in the quality and standards of learning in SEN, should continue as priority areas for attention. Subject departments need to improve their planning, teaching and learning approaches, notably in their provision for literacy, numeracy, ICT and SEN.  Departmental planning still does not focus well enough on these issues, and continues to reflect approaches to planning and practice more appropriate to schools in more advantaged circumstances.

2.28
There is also an urgent need to rationalise, co-ordinate and improve ICT provision throughout the school, and to ensure that pastoral care, personal and social development, and counselling programmes are co-ordinated and effective.

3.
GNVQ Part One Provision

3.1
The school offers GNVQ Part One in years 11 and 12.  In year 11, the pupils are offered the foundation award in leisure and tourism.  In year 12, they have a choice of business, ICT, and leisure and tourism, all at intermediate level.  For several years, there have been significant problems in the organisation and delivery of the GNVQ programme, and in the poor standards of attainment achieved by the pupils.

3.2
The quality of the pupils’ learning experiences varies, from satisfactory or better in ICT and in intermediate leisure and tourism, to poor in business and in the foundation award in leisure and tourism.  There is also a need to strengthen assessment arrangements in business and ICT.  With the exception of the intermediate class in leisure and tourism, there are insufficient links with employers in the planning and delivery of the courses.  The poor attendance of a significant minority of pupils affects adversely their progress and attainment.

3.3
The standard of the pupils’ work in business and ICT is mostly poor, and they are making little progress in their vocational units.  The standard of work in the intermediate award in leisure and tourism is satisfactory; approximately half of the pupils are making good progress.  The overall standard of attainment in the GNVQ programme is very poor; out of three groups which have completed the programme, only one pupil has yet achieved the full award.  This is a matter which requires urgent attention and remedy.

GNVQ Business

3.4
The course design does not meet the needs and abilities of the pupils.  All pupils are working towards pass level accreditation in the intermediate award.  A minority is capable of achieving higher grades; their needs are not yet being met fully.  In contrast, a significant minority is not coping well with the intermediate award and has not had the opportunity to take the foundation award.  The pupils’ range of learning experiences is too limited; excessive time is spent completing coursework tasks in class with little opportunity to develop a knowledge and understanding of the main concepts in business.  While the relationships in class are good, there is a lack of rigour and pace in the pupils’ learning.  Vocational links are underdeveloped; the limited use of industrial visits falls well short of the requirements of the programme.  The pupils have insufficient opportunities to develop the required range of skills to pass the external tests.  While internal verification procedures have been improved, there are still weaknesses in the internal assessment system which need to be addressed urgently.  The monitoring of the pupils’ progress should also be undertaken in a more systematic manner, and all unit assignments should be readily available within the school for internal verification.  While the pupils have satisfactory opportunities to redraft their work, many of their assignments contain uncorrected grammatical and other errors.

3.5
The standard of most of the pupils’ work is below the requirements of the intermediate award.  Their knowledge and understanding of important concepts in business are superficial.  They are making slow progress and few will complete their three unit assignments before the end of the academic year; none of the pupils has completed successfully their unit assignment from last year.  The results in the external tests are poor; only a minority has passed the unit tests since starting the programme.  To date, the results for the two year groups which have completed the course are very poor; only one pupil has achieved the qualification, while almost all left with only partial achievement in the vocational units.

GNVQ ICT

3.6
The quality of teaching in the GNVQ Part One in ICT is satisfactory.  The tutor, in post only since February 2001, is working hard to assist the pupils.  The lessons are generally well planned and good individual support is provided.  The pupils have insufficient opportunities to gain vocational experience through regular visits to workplaces, or from talks by visiting speakers.  Their progress is slow and the assessment of their work needs to be more rigorous.

3.7
The standard of the pupils’ work varies from good to poor; around half produce work of a satisfactory or better standard.  These pupils use software competently for word-processing, handling information and multimedia presentations.  They produce good quality letters, memos, advertising material, and other business documents.  Most can create database tables and perform simple searches and sorts.  Only a minority is making satisfactory or better progress towards achievement of the Part One qualification; only a small number has completed any vocational units to a satisfactory standard.  The overall rate of success is poor, and no pupil has achieved a GNVQ Part One in ICT.  Resources are good; the ICT room is well equipped with hardware and software.

Leisure and Tourism

3.8
The school provides a GNVQ Part One foundation programme in year 11 and is in the second year of providing a GNVQ Part One intermediate programme in year 12.

3.9
The learning experiences of the year 11 pupils have been largely classroom-based with few opportunities to visit and observe leisure and tourism provision at first-hand.  The response of the pupils in lessons is variable; around half respond well, but the remainder lack motivation to complete tasks set by the teacher and are generally disruptive in class.  Better timetabling, careful planning of lessons, and stronger classroom management are necessary to improve the learning of all the pupils on the foundation programme.  The motivation of these pupils could be improved significantly through their participation in carefully planned vocational visits linked closely to the units in the foundation programme.

3.10
In contrast, the year 12 pupils have had a wide range of vocational visits which have broadened considerably their understanding of provision for leisure and tourism.  They have participated in external programmes such as the Travel and Tourism Business Programme and the ‘Welcome Host’ programme, and to gain accreditation for their participation.  They are enthusiastic and co-operative in class, and work independently and purposefully on tasks set by the teacher.  These pupils take pride in their achievements and most produce class work of a satisfactory standard.  Their progress in coursework and in external tests is variable; approximately half are making good progress.

4.
Conclusion

4.1
Since 1995, the school has worked determinedly to seek improvements in its curricular arrangements, in its teaching and learning strategies, in its response to the community it serves, and in the standards attained by its pupils.  Much has been done to give staff an improved sense of worth and direction, and the school has made good use of support from BELB.  The staff, many new to the school since 1995, display improved confidence and openness.  While progress has been uneven, Mount Gilbert Community College in 2001 is more forward-looking than it was at the time of the 1995 inspection.  Major difficulties, several virtually beyond its capacity to resolve, and arising from the exceptionally challenging local circumstances in which it operates, continue to affect adversely what it is trying to do and the attainment of its pupils.  Much has been achieved, but much remains to be done to realise the objectives the school has set for itself.

4.2
The principal has given substantially of his time and effort, and through his dedicated support for and commitment to the school, has contributed much to the improvements made since 1995.  The great majority of the staff has been strongly supportive of the efforts to improve the work of the school.  It will be important also that the community served by the school provides as much support as possible, by endorsing the advantages for the pupils of a relevant and successful education, and also by helping to reduce the endemic pupil absenteeism which has hindered much of what the school is trying to achieve.

4.3
The school has responded well to the QAI.  Those teachers most closely involved in preparing the audit report have worked hard to bring together the material required for the inspection.  While the school’s report tends to be more descriptive than evaluative, there are sections which offer a helpful degree of constructively critical evaluatory comment.  The teachers, and the senior management team, should now have the collective confidence to continue to work on the important areas they have identified for further development, and to address the areas for improvement highlighted in this report.
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