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2.

Introduction

St Joseph's Special School caters for students from three to eighteen years, who have Mild
General Learning Disabilities (Mild GLD) and associated learning needs. The school operates
under the patronage of the Roman Catholic Bishop of Waterford and Lismore. There are
three classes for students with autistic spectrum disorder (ASD), one of which is a pre-school
class. Students attend from a wide area of Waterford city and county and neighbouring
areas. The majority of students avail of the school transport service. An inclusive school
culture is in evidence. The attendance of the 95 pupils enrolled is good. The school has
access to the services of the National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS). A part time
speech and language therapy service has been provided by the Health Service Executive
over many years, but was not available to the school at the time of this evaluation. There are
limited additional support services available to the school. A notable feature of the school's
changing context is the increasing number of students presenting with significantly more
complex special educational needs.

Summary of Findings and Recommendations for Further Development

The following are the main strengths of the work of the school:

e A very committed board of management successfully manages the work and
development of the school.

e The principal is very effective in the organisation and management of the school and
demonstrates commendable commitment and leadership in the provision of a high quality
education for all students.

e The in-school management (ISM) team is proactive in leading the school in its continuing
development.

e A highly capable, committed and collaborative staff team of teachers and special needs
assistants (SNAs) is in evidence.

e There is very good collaboration among school staff in addressing the range of needs of
the students.

e Teaching and learning of a high quality was observed in classrooms across the school.

e The participation and involvement of students in their own learning in classrooms
throughout the school was praiseworthy.

The following main recommendations are made:

e To strengthen the individual education planning (IEP) process, it is recommended that
co-ordination of the development of IEPs should be undertaken by the in school
management team (ISM) and should involve a broader range of staff team members.

») School policy on assessment should be reviewed to incorporate wider use of assessment

for learning approaches and related strategies to track and record individual student
progress.

e The commendable practice of shared classroom and curriculum planning should be
extended across the school, where this is practicable.

3.

Quality of School Management




e A very committed board of management successfully manages the work and
development of the school. The board is properly constituted with experienced members
who demonstrate very good knowledge of the school's work. The board is highly
conscientious in relation to its duties, meets regularly, attends to finances, maintains
records and develops and ratifies school policies. The recent extension and
refurbishment of the school, overseen by the board, has greatly enhanced the overall
school and classroom environment. In the parent questionnaires all parents agree that
the school is well run and overall that they are happy with the school. The chairperson
and board members are highly commended for their on-going commitment to the work
and development of the school.

e Comprising of the principal, deputy principal, assistant principal and special duties
teachers, the ISM team has been proactive in leading the school in its continuing
development. 1 he principal is very effective in the organisation and management of the
school and demonstrates commendable commitment and leadership in the provision of a
high quality education for all students. The principal is supported by a highly capable
deputy principal and in-school management team, which contributes substantially to the
organisation, management and development of the work of the school. The teachers with
posts of responsibility meet regularly and communicate frequently with staff members.
Very positive whole-school development has been undertaken over a number of years
across a range of areas of the life of the school. Commendable work is in evidence, in
relation to students accessing state certification through the Further Education and
Training Awards Council (FETAC), the Junior Certificate, the Junior Certificate Schools
Programme (JCSP) and the Leaving Certificate [Applied] (LCA).

e A highly committed, capable and collaborative staff team of teachers and SNAs is in
evidence. The teaching staff has a range of experience at primary and post-primary
levels. The part-time teachers for Home Economics, Woodwork, Art, Physical Education
(P.E.) make a valuable contribution to the programme available to the pupils. The board
of management supports staff in pursuing opportunities for continuing professional
development (CPD) and the teaching staff and SNAs participate in a range of in-service
training opportunities on an on-going basis. In light of the increasing complexity of the
needs of pupils attending the school, consideration should be given to extending the
number of staff with post-graduate training in the area of special educational needs.

e The organisation of the school is facilitated by excellent secretarial and administrative
support. The school and classroom accommodation, play areas and grounds are
maintained to a high standard with very good care-taking in evidence. A wide range of
resources is available in classrooms, and good use is made of information and
communication technology (ICT). Students also have access to dedicated home-
economics and woodwork rooms, suitably furnished, and with appropriate equipment and
materials.

e On-going contact between home and school is maintained through regular parent-teacher
meetings. Home-school communication diaries are used as appropriate for individual
students. The parents’ association is commended for its activities in support of the
school.

4. Quality of School Planning and School Self-evaluation

e On-going processes of formal and informal school development planning are in evidence
and a comprehensive range of policies addressing the organisational, curricular and
pastoral areas of the work of the school has been developed over many years. Whole-
school policies and programmes reflect the fact that the school provides for students at



the pre-school, primary and post-primary stages. A range of approaches to classroom
planning is evident across the school. High quality shared curriculum planning was
evident in a number of classrooms and sections of the school; this commendable practice
should be extended across all classrooms, where practicable Impressive planning,
preparation and organisation have been undertaken in relation to the implementation of
post-primary programmes for students in relation to FETAC, the Junior Certificate, and
the LCA. For all students the school places an important emphasis on the promotion of
independence and life skills. Whole-school planning has also facilitated the development
of the classes for children with autism and their successful incorporation into the life and
work of the school community.

o In all classes |IEPs are developed for students and some good practice is in evidence in
the development and use of individualised education planning. To strengthen the
individual education planning (IEP) process, it is recommended that co-ordination of the
development of IEPs should be undertaken by the in school management team (ISM)
and should involve a broader range of staff team members. Consideration should also be
given to developing the writing of targets to facilitate an assessment and tracking of
progress function of the IEPs.

e Confirmation was provided that the board of management has formally adopted the Child
Protection Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools without modification and
that the school is compliant with the requirements of the Child Protection Procedures for
Primary and Post-Primary Schools.

5. Quality of Teaching, Learning and Pupil Achievement

e Teaching and learning of a good quality was observed across the school and exemplary
student involvement was in evidence in a number of classroom settings. A broad and
relevant primary and post-primary curriculum is provided according to the age and needs
of individual students. The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA)
guidelines for students with general learning disabilities inform the programmes offered
as students’ progress through the school. The teachers are conscious of the need to
differentiate the learning activities for individual students and there is a good emphasis on
the promotion of students’ independence in all classrooms.

e Very good attention is given to the promotion of language and literacy at both the primary
and post-primary levels. Classroom activities address the oral language, reading, writing
and communication skills of students and learning tasks are suitably differentiated to
provide for the range of needs. In the senior classes the social and functional aspects of
literacy are carefully and skilfully promoted. School self-evaluation processes support the
language and literacy work of the classroom. The students in the post-primary and senior
classes are commended for their work and accomplishments across a range of levels,
including their participation in the Junior and Leaving Certificate and FETAC
programmes, over many years.

e In Mathematics a good range of approaches is employed across classrooms at the
primary and post-primary stages. Aspects of good practice observed included an
emphasis on the use of concrete materials and the linking of the learning tasks to
students’ experience. Effective use of cross-curricular approaches, integrating learning in
mathematics with other curriculum areas, such as Home Economics and Geography
were also in evidence. A useful whole-school Mathematics policy has been developed to
guide practice. Strategies to support its consistent implementation across the school, for
example, through sharing good practice should be put in place.



6.

A broad and interesting range of activities is undertaken in the area of Social,
Environmental and Scientific Education (SESE). Good use of cross-curricular and
thematic approaches is in evidence in History, Geography and Science, with students at
both the primary and post-primary stages. Impressive project work undertaken by
students was observed. There is an appropriate emphasis on language development in
the work undertaken. Good use of materials and resources, including ICT was in
evidence in all classes. Students participate successfully in the activities of the Green
Schools Programme.

The school provides very good opportunities for students to engage purposely across the
area of the Arts. Impressive work is undertaken by students in the Visual Arts. The
participation of the students in the Music activities observed was commendable and
students enjoyed discussing their involvement in school productions and performances.
Across the areas of the Arts, including Drama, students are provided with a range of
activities and approaches in which they have good opportunities to express themselves
and in which they participate purposefully. The attractive presentation and display of
students’ work in classrooms and throughout the school is commendable.

In the area of Physical Education (PE) a good variety of activities is undertaken with
students at the primary and post-primary stages, including access to swimming lessons.
Due attention is given to the promotion of fitness and skill development along with the
students’ interest and participation in games and sport. The students of the school have
been successfully involved in numerous football tournaments and sports events over the
years.

Social Personal and Health Education (SPHE) is carefully undertaken in classrooms and
a broad programme of activities is implemented at the primary and post-primary stages.
As part of the Relationships and Sexuality Programme (RSE) with the senior classes, the
school has accessed the resources of the HSE supported Squashy Couch Project in
Waterford and this initiative has been very beneficial for students. A range of policies has
been developed to support students in relation to behaviour and to affirm positive
participation in school.

Praiseworthy attention is given to the promotion of students’ independence and life skills
through the school. The senior and post-primary students participate enthusiastically in a
high quality and relevant programme of Home Economics. The participation of students
and the projects undertaken in the Woodwork programme were impressive. The
programme of work experience in the locality provided for senior students has been very
beneficial as they prepare to progress to the next stages of training and employment.
Positive liaison has been developed with the post school services in supporting the
students through this transition.

A useful school policy has been devised for assessment. Standardised and diagnostic
assessment materials are employed and teachers are conscious of the importance of
undertaking base-line assessments with students. In light of developing practice, school
policy on assessment should now be reviewed to incorporate wider use of assessment
for learning approaches and related strategies to track and record individual student
progress. Post primary students have achieved very good outcomes in the Junior
Certificate, LCA and FETAC over many years. The students and the staff involved are
commended for this work.

Quality of Support for Pupils



St. Joseph's school provides a well-managed and organised learning environment for its
students. A welcoming and inclusive culture is in evidence as the school caters for a
diverse range of students’ needs. Good classroom facilities have been developed over
many years. Effective classroom teamwork was in evidence during the course of the
evaluation. A broad and relevant curriculum is provided for students across the school. A
good range of resources has been put in place to support teaching and learning. There
is an appropriate emphasis on the development of independence, life skills and
participation in the local community. The ASD classes have been successfully included
into the work and life of the school. Good relationships have been developed with
external agencies, including NEPS and the National Council for Special Education
(NCSE) in support of the work of the school.



