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SUBJECT INSPECTION REPORT

This report has been written following a subjecipection in Synge Street CBS, Dublin. It

presents the findings of an evaluation of the dqualf teaching and learning in Science and
Biology and makes recommendations for the furtleetbpment of the teaching of the subjects
in the school. The evaluation was conducted over a@ey during which the inspector visited

classrooms and observed teaching and learninginBpector interacted with students, examined
students’ work, and had discussions with the te@chred with senior management. Following the
evaluation visit, the inspector provided oral feaclbon the outcomes of the evaluation to the
principal and deputy principal. The board of mamaget was given an opportunity to comment
in writing on the findings and recommendationsta teport; a response was not received from
the board.

SUBJECT PROVISION AND WHOLE SCHOOL SUPPORT

Synge Street CBS is a voluntary secondary schooimfales with a current enrolment of 272
students. Founded in 1864, the school continugtatze great emphasis on the vision of Edmund
Rice, catering for a broad range of student backgite. The school participates in the School
Support Programme under DEIS (Delivering Equalft@pportunity in Schools). The curriculum
programmes on offer are the Junior Certificate,Jimgior Certificate School Programme (JCSP),
the Leaving Certificate established and the Lea@egificate Applied (LCA).

There is a long tradition of science educatiorhim $chool, of which it is very proud. The school
has achieved many considerable successes in thegY8cientist and Technology Exhibition
over the years, including overall winner, runneramd the best group category, in addition to
outstanding success in international science cdtigret.

Science is a core subject for all junior cycle stud, including those following the JCSP,
providing equality of access for all. For Leavin@rtificate, Biology is one of three senior
science subjects provided annually, in addition Rbysics and Chemistry. It is highly
commendable for a school of this size to maintaiae senior science subjects on the curriculum.
Management carefully monitors uptake in subjectsnfryear to year and makes efforts to
increase the numbers taking sciences for LeavingifiCate by liaising with the school’s
guidance service and providing encouragement atopgprtunities. Information evenings are
held for parents prior to subject selection. Thegonity of the current senior cycle cohort has
chosen a senior science subject for Leaving Ceatdi and this includes some students who
completed the JCSP. A small number of studentsydtud or three science subjects. Just under
one-third of Leaving Certificate students are singyBiology, and this is a reasonable uptake,
with approximately one-fifth taking Physics and apgrter taking Chemistry, and these are very
good uptakes. Science is also provided as an estibject in the school's LCA programme.
There are three groups for Science in first, se@mtithird year, one Science class in LCA 1 and
one group each of Biology, Chemistry and Physidsoith fifth and sixth year.



Very good provision is made for the subjects onditteool timetable. Junior Certificate Science is
allocated four periods per week and Biology iscited five periods per week. Each allocation
includes one double period in line with best pEetiStudents are assigned to class groups in the
sciences for junior and senior cycle on the babisiged ability. Management maintains class
sizes of no more than twenty-four students for sbience subjects and currently there are no
more than twenty-one students in any of the scieass groups. The principal ensures that
classes retain the same teacher from year to yidlsnwycles.

Good facilities are in place to support the delverf the subjects, including three school
laboratories. Most lessons in the sciences areiheldaboratory. In addition, the school’s audio-
visual room, with interactive white board, is usadtimes for science lessons. Infrastructural
facilities for the use of information and communica technology (ICT) in the subjects are good
in some rooms and developing in others. Broadbatetriet access has been installed in all
rooms. Good use is made of ICT facilities by scgeteachers. The laboratories and preparation
rooms are well stocked for practical work in thdjeats and appear orderly. Teachers should,
however, ensure that the current system of chenstalage is in line with best practice.
Information on chemical storage is availablehttp://sciences.slss.ié good budget is allocated
to the subjects and ongoing maintenance work isngld for and executed. Resource provision is
carefully monitored by the principal to maximiseéstment.

The science and biology teaching team comprisesetiteachers, all of whom teach Junior
Certificate Science. Management deploys only oaehter to Biology but there is more than one
teacher with qualifications in this subject. In #ideh, just one of the teachers teaches Science to
all of the JCSP groups. While a certain level aftowity and consolidation in the delivery of any
subject is desirable, a cyclical rotation of teashe Biology and to the curricular programmes in
future years would ensure that experience and tgpeare developed and maintained. This,
therefore, is strongly recommended to senior mamagéand the board of management.

Management encourages and facilitates opporturfitiesontinuing professional development
(CPD) but not all teachers availed of previousérnvice training courses in the implementation of
the revised syllabuses. This is regrettable andiotogbe addressed by the principal and board
through liaison with the Professional Developmestvite for Teachers (PDST). It is also
recommended that ongoing courses for teachersdugarty accessed in the future, particularly
those that are provided in Biology and those nedptio the investigative approach for Junior
Certificate Science.

With regard to whole-staff CPD, there has been lirsmment with the TL21 project through
National University of Ireland Maynooth. In additiothe principal is involved in an action
learning network of DEIS schools that is focusimgilmproving student achievement. This work
is supporting the implementation of the school'sI®Pplan. It is suggested that, in planning
future in-school CPD events for teachers, a foceisplaced on the areas of assessment for
learning (AfL) and student self-directed learning.

The school actively and continuously promotes pssjion to third level in all fields, including
the sciences. Current initiatives include partitgrain a ‘Students Learning With Communities’
project in conjunction with Dublin Institute of Tlmology. This has involved science students
and their teachers in many ways including visitama out, practical laboratory work, courses in
topics such as energy, and careers promotion indieaces.

Some students are learning English as an additianguage (EAL) and are in receipt of lessons
in language support in the school. During theieiattions with the inspector, EAL students



displayed notable confidence and capabilities WithEnglish language in their aural and written
contributions. The vast majority were able to miptite to a good level in their science and
biology lessons and were accessing the curriculppnogriately, while others continue to receive
more intensive and on-going language support.

PLANNING AND PREPARATION

The school development planning process is buildinthe school. Within this context, senior
management encourages and facilitates subject tdegratr planning by scheduling two formal
planning meetings per year and providing an agemdhrecord templates to the groups. The
principal reported that a subject plan for Sciehas been included in the school plan. However,
neither the current science plan nor minutes afre@ department meetings were made available
to the inspector.

During the inspection, there was little evidencealfaborative work practices within the whole
science department. For example, it transpiredabatmon programmes of work have not been
developed and it seems that discussions focus emsitsuch as budgets and organisational
matters, rather than planning collaboratively faradhing and learning. It is strongly
recommended that future meetings of the subjecantiment take place with the following key
aims: to share ideas and resources, to dissentieatepractice from CPD events and to discuss
and develop pedagogical approaches to key areghe otirriculum.

On the basis of the overall findings of this evélug it is recommended that the science plan
reflect the school's DEIS plan in that there shdugdan increased focus on raising attainment in
the subjects. To this end, a number of recommemuatire made for planning. Primarily, science
and biology teachers should establish a numbeleaf priorities to increase the uptake of higher
level and reduce the numbers of E and F graddweirertificate examinations. A set of strategic
action plans that are timed and monitored shouldebeut to achieve this goal. Teachers should
also take advantage of in-house expertise in cimgecertificate examinations. Study skills,
taught as part of lessons in Social, Personal aathiEducation (SPHE) should be reinforced in
science lessons. Agreements should be reachedlirgdine frequency of testing students, with
students themselves keeping grades on progress,caad common tests should be used where
appropriate. Greater focus should be placed orestaddoing corrections of their written work
and making summaries of topics. Finally, teachbaukl set higher level as the common level for
class work for as long as feasibly possible withim yearly plan and teach that level accordingly.
In the interim, it would be useful to make a recofdthe resources, strategies and assessment
modes used, upon completion of each topic. Thisldvptovide valuable information for future
planning purposes and a basis for curriculum plamselation to Junior Certificate Science, the
investigative approach to learning Science shoaldrbedded in the planning documents.

Planning and preparation for all lessons observasl faund to be generally very good. Lessons
included the integration of practical work, questig and teacher presentations, all of which

suited the particular syllabus. In a small numténstances, greater cognisance should be taken
in lesson planning of the range of needs and &sildf the students.

TEACHING AND LEARNING



Two double lessons and two single lessons werenadx$eluring the evaluation, including Junior
Certificate Science and Leaving Certificate Biologgssons covered topics such as food testing,
pH, ecology and revision. Teachers demonstratedgttompetencies in their subjects.

The quality of teaching and learning observed dutire evaluation was generally very good and
all lessons were characterised by a communicatiye nd good dialogue. In all lessons,
students gave very good responses to teacher ougstiemonstrating a very good level of
competence in the curriculum and a willingnessuitddoupon each other’s answers. All teachers
used ICT presentations as well as board work tcamrdn learning. Some very good digital

photographs were used in one lesson to show speitlds an ecosystem and stimulate interest
in the topic and in another lesson well-designagitali slides provided a valuable focal point at
key times during the lesson. Text books were uppdopriately as reference points for students.

Instruction was integrated with good use of teacjusstioning to guide students into vocalising
existing knowledge about the topic and to challenigem to contribute further or more
accurately, according to potential. Student grdnpsrporated a wide range of student ability. To
facilitate this, teachers differentiated questitmsuit the particular needs of individual students
and gave encouragement and advice effectivelyhénnbain, lessons were inclusive with all
students challenged individually; in a few instantigs strategy could have been better applied.

Good practice was observed during a practical tegsbat had a clear learning intention that
students be able to classify substances as adidigic or neutral. Students followed proper
investigative procedure at all stages, collaboratetl, recorded their results clearly, tidied up,
completed the handout given and discussed the metad the investigation with their teacher. It
was evident from examination of students’ laboratootebooks that they are required to write
reports independently. It was also clear that ay vgpod number of investigations and
experiments were completed by students over thairse in both Science and Biology. In
addition, students earn ten percent of the ovgralile given in school reports for their laboratory
work. These are good practices. In many instarstedents’ report-writing skills were effectively
developed through constructive written feedbacknfteachers. This approach is recommended
for all groups.

Good discussions arose during some lessons onnopatary issues and these were well
managed and facilitated. Students demonstratecd Igwel of interest in the subjects. Student
literacy was observed to be quite good and thikdez the JCSP class groups. In many classes,
students keep good quality notes on topics andisthiemmended. However, in other classes it
would be beneficial to learning if teachers exptbtiee techniques of note-making and concept-
mapping with their groups.

Students were respectful of their teacher and talglie was often impressive. In almost all
instances, teachers managed the classroom dynaerg earefully, ensuring positive
relationships and a high level of engagement. énféw instances where this was not the case,
firmer classroom management should be combined lydtter planning for the range of abilities.
Only some teachers circulated effectively amongestts during lessons. For example, in a few
instances, teachers needed to be more vigilanttabewuality and progress of individuals with
their written work, particularly during plenary cections of homework when some students did
not accurately record the correct answer. On thelaythowever, students of the school are
expected to participate productively and consigteand they do so. This was observed
throughout the evaluation.



ASSESSMENT

Assessment practices vary from teacher to teaeherjt is necessary to bring some consistency
to this area through subject department planningiesclass groups are given frequent class tests,
in line with good practice. However, other grougsme of which were facing certificate
examinations this year, were only given two testdate this year, specifically the formal school
examinations. This is unsatisfactory. Students khdwe tested regularly so they can place
themselves on a continuum of development througtctiurse, learn to direct their own learning
and achieve successful outcomes. In addition, solye certificate examination groups were
familiar with the application of marking schemesl ahis is recommended for all examination
year groups.

Homework was observed to be assigned regularly.eiew it was often not completed by many
students in the class group, creating difficulf@slesson progression. This needs to be addressed
through whole-school planning. Students who corapletheir homework did so to a good
standard. As with testing, the levels and type ofhitoring of student written work varied from
teacher to teacher and this too ought to be mansistent. It is recommended that an assessment
policy for the sciences be developed and implenteritkis should be informed through a review
of current assessment procedures with considerafieen to the application of a range of
strategies balanced with appropriate amounts efreat teacher comment and advice.

Good formative feedback was given to students dugnestioning and there were instances
where tips were given to students on how to studi},vanswer well and write good laboratory
reports. For example, very good practice was olesewith the class group receiving regular tests
in that the teacher asked everyone to aim for &zngmt higher than their last test and gave them
encouragement and advice to achieve this fittimggeal goal.

Formal school tests are held at Christmas and surfonenon-examination groups, and mock
examinations are held for the examination clagReports on student progress are sent home to
parents following the formal tests. JCSP statemamtsegularly completed with the class groups.

In most class groups visited, student absenteeiamnaticeably high, with approximately two-
thirds of students in attendance. It is importaat ibbsenteeism continues to be closely monitored
by the school and that the school’s attendanctegies are rigorously administered.

SUMMARY OF MAIN FINDINGSAND RECOMMENDATIONS

The following are the main strengths identifiedhie evaluation of Science and Biology:

* The science subjects are robustly promoted andrieat all curricular programmes.

* The quality of teaching and learning was good.

* Lessons were characterised by a communicative atylegood dialogue.

« Students participate productively and knowledgeabtheir lessons.

e Students are given many opportunities to learnufinoengagement in practical work.

As a means of building on these strengths and doead areas for development, the following
key recommendations are made:



» A cyclical rotation of teachers to the subjects #melrange of curricular programmes is
strongly recommended so that experience and egperte developed and maintained.

« Continuing professional development opportunities $cience and biology teachers
should be regularly accessed.

* Subject department planning should aim to sharedamdlop good practice.

* The immediate focus of collaborative subject depart planning should be to raise
attainment among all students.

* An assessment policy for the sciences should edgnd implemented.

* In a few instances, greater cognisance shouldkss taf the range of student abilities in
lesson planning, lesson delivery and in checkinljvidual progress during lessons.

A post-evaluation meeting was held with the priatignd deputy principal at the conclusion of

the evaluation when the draft findings and recormtaéions of the evaluation were presented and
discussed.
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