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Dear Mr McAllister

Castle High School, Belfast had a Quality Assurance Inspection (QAI) in November 2001.  A follow-up inspection was conducted by the Inspectorate on 15 March 2004.  You have already been given spoken feedback by Mr S Ward.  Attached is a copy of the follow-up inspection.

Copies of this short report will not be sent to parents by the Department, although the school may send out copies if it so wishes.

In line with usual practice, the report will be published on the website of the Department of Education after 30 April 2004.  Any person who wishes to have a copy of the report may obtain one, on request, from Inspection Services Branch.

Yours sincerely

ELIZABETH WELLS (MRS)
cc
Mr C McIlwaine, Principal
Inspection Services Branch

Tel No:  028 9127 9726

FOLLOW-UP TO THE SCHOOL SUPPORT PROGRAMME (SSP) INSPECTION OF Castle High School, Belfast (121-0258) 

The previous inspection in November 2001 highlighted strengths in:

· the ethos of the school;

· the quality of the accommodation and learning environment;

· the school’s developing links with the community;

· the provision of resources;

· the quality of the teaching;

· the improving key stage (KS) 3 and General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) results.

The inspection also identified the need for improvement in the following key areas:

· aspects of teaching and learning;

· support for literacy;

· the attendance and achievements of the pupils.

In the interval since the inspection, the following changes, which affect the work of the school, have taken place:

· while the overall number of staff has remained stable, there have been very significant changes in personnel.  A new principal has been appointed and a new vice-principal will join the school in May 2004.  At the time of this follow-up inspection, a new special educational needs co-ordinator (SENCO), had just been appointed from within the staff and the new principal has taken on the role of school support co-ordinator;

· the loss of key personnel has inevitably restricted the school’s progress and led to a re-adjustment in its targets for improvement.  In order to alleviate the staffing difficulties encountered by the school, the Belfast Education and Library Board (BELB) deployed two officers to provide practical assistance to the school during this period;

· the enrolment has decreased from 221, at the time of the inspection, to 160; there is no longer any sixth-form provision but the school reports that it intends to re-establish sixth-form courses in the next academic year.

The Education and Training Inspectorate carried out a follow-up inspection on 15 March 2004.  The following are the most important improvements which have taken place since the previous inspection:

· the new principal has taken a number of steps to foster greater collegiality among the staff and to promote better team-work; management structures have been expanded, a planning team has been set up to co-ordinate important school events and a behaviour management team, comprising the heads of years 8-11, is reviewing the school’s referral system and addressing the whole area of pupil behaviour;

· there is a noticeable improvement in staff morale and a more settled environment, both within and without the school, is also evident; the number of suspensions has reduced substantially in the current school year, and the teachers hope to build further on this progress;

· senior management has reviewed the curriculum with the aim of providing a more vocational educational programme better suited to the needs and abilities of the pupils; new GCSE courses in Sport, Leisure and Tourism, Child Care and Business Studies have been introduced.  In addition, the school and BELB intend to make curricular provision for music and technology and design by introducing a consortium arrangement with another north Belfast post-primary school and linking with a college of further education.  This will also allow for the establishment of a new work-related learning programme for pupils in years 11-13, and will permit more flexible staffing arrangements between the two schools;

· the school has a large number of pupils with specific learning, emotional and behavioural needs.  The recently appointed SENCO has worked hard to revise the special needs register, carry out diagnostic testing and to devise appropriate educational plans.  A Pupil Support Centre has been established recently and individual targets have been set for some pupils.  Special needs is at an early stage of development and it will be necessary for the school to link this provision closely to its work in literacy, numeracy and information and communication technology (ICT);

· about one-third of the teachers have participated in in-service training (INSET) related to broadening the range of learning and teaching approaches they use, formative assessment and target-setting for individual pupils.  Several units of work in personal, social and emotional education (PSE) have been generated and the teaching strategies used have been shared with the whole staff.  The school is appreciative of the assistance provided by the Curriculum Advisory and Support Service (CASS) of the BELB and intends to continue with this programme of continuous professional development;

· the teachers have been working, with some success, to improve the attendance of the pupils.  At the time of the last inspection the average attendance was 79.3%.  At the time of the follow-up inspection, the attendance figure had increased to 82% for the current school year.  It will be important for the school to keep the matter of good attendance under constant review;
· the results in GCSE examinations and in KS3 tests have been variable since the last inspection;

· there are detailed action plans that deal fully with the main priorities already identified through inspection and quality assurance reports.  They focus on suitable targets, contain realistic success criteria and have monitoring mechanisms built in.  In addition, they include opportunities for the teachers to reflect on aspects of teaching and learning.

Despite the interruptions to the school’s developmental work caused by a period of instability and major staffing changes, some significant progress, as outlined above, has been made.  In moving forward, the school will need to concentrate its efforts and address fully the following key areas for improvement:

The areas for further improvement include the need to:

· continue to work towards improving the pupils’ attainment across the curriculum, and in particular, in literacy and numeracy;
· provide suitable vocational and work-related courses that are matched to the pupils interests, abilities and which offer appropriate progression routes to employment or further education;
· make better use of the statistical evidence it has available on pupil performance to determine the extent to which the school is achieving its targets across key areas of its work and to highlight important areas for development and improvement.
The Education and Training Inspectorate will continue to monitor the work of Castle High School to ensure that the improvements that are needed are implemented.
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