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Incidental inspections in Post-Primary Schools
FEEDBACK FORM – Consultation with Education Partners
You are invited to provide written feedback regarding the draft Guide to Incidental inspection in Post-Primary Schools on the feedback form below. 

· Section A provides space for your general observations on the evaluation model as reflected in the text of the draft Guide to Incidental inspection in Post-Primary Schools circulated to the education partners following the launch of the consultation process on 10th June 2011.
· Section B provides an opportunity to comment on specific sections of the text of the draft Guide to Incidental inspection in Post-Primary Schools. If you have suggestions in relation to a section of the guide please suggest an alternative wording for consideration. Comments in relation to specific sections of the guide should be inserted in the last column to right.

· Please return the feedback form to suzanne_dillon@education.gov.ie by 29 July 2011 at the latest.

	Name of Organisation:
	Joint Response from Association of Secondary Teachers of Ireland  and (ASTI) and Teachers’ Union of Ireland (TUI) 

	Name of representative completing this Feedback Form:
	Moira Leydon, Assistant General Secretary  (ASTI) 
Bernie Judge, Education/Research  Officer (TUI)  



	E-mail address:
	(lower case) moira.l@asti.ie 
                     bjudge@tui.ie 

	Phone:
	01 – 6040170 (ASTI)
01- 4922588 (TUI)


	Section A

Incidental inspection in Post-Primary Schools Consultation

	Please use the space to the right to comment on the incidental inspection model as reflected in the Guide to Incidental Inspection in Post-Primary Schools.
	At the outset it must be stated that the teacher unions are vehemently opposed to the introduction of unannounced incidental inspections as an additional model of evaluation in post-primary schools. The context for this position is as follows: 
(i) Teacher morale has been severely impaired as a result of the cutbacks imposed since 2008 which include increased pupil: teacher ratio, removal of promotion opportunities, reduced take home pay and additional workload and responsibilities. It would be accurate to say morale is at an all-time low. The move by the Department to introduce unannounced incidental inspections will be viewed with suspicion and distrust and is likely to have a further negative impact on teacher morale.  The Department should be sensitive to the need to maintain teacher morale as a vital dimension of an effective education service. Interventions which are perceived as unnecessary or carrying the possibility of disciplinary outcomes (however unintended) in their purposes will not improve teacher morale but drive it further downwards.  

(ii) There is already a comprehensive evaluation framework in place for post-primary schools, including WSE (established model), WSE-MLL introduced in 2010/11, subject inspections and thematic inspections/ evaluations which provide sufficient material to inform school-based and system-based assessment of current service provision.  Therefore, the introduction of a further model of evaluation is unnecessary and unwarranted at this time.
(iii) The WSE-MLL already incorporates incidental inspection in that classes and teachers to be visited are not aware of this before the day of the visit. This model has not yet been bedded into the system or extensively reviewed in terms of what it adds to the overall evaluative model.  Without the benefit of this it is unwise to introduce another new dimension to the evaluative process. 
(iv) Teachers do not believe that a one-off, one-day visit to a post-primary school could allow any meaningful evaluation of the quality and effectiveness of the education service provided.

(v) At a time of significant reductions in teacher numbers and promoted posts together with a reduction in funding, services and supports to schools and students the teacher unions do not consider the introduction of an additional model of inspection appropriate. 
(vi) Moreover, moving to introduce an additional strand to school evaluation processes at a time of restricted resources at school and system level is not viewed by the unions as representing a good use of Department resources, especially given that essential supports are being curtailed. 

ASTI and TUI must also put on record the views of their members that a model of unannounced incidental inspection in schools is likely to be interpreted as a surreptitious mode of assessing the competence of individual teachers.  To this end, given that the Department has already indicated its decision to implement the unannounced incidental inspection model, the unions consider it imperative that a statement be included in the final Guide which clearly disassociates this from the agreed procedures for teachers experiencing professional difficulties under Section 24 of the Education Act. A suggested wording could be:
“The model of unannounced incidental inspections is aimed at evaluating the overall quality of education provided. It does not focus on individual teachers.  It should be noted that procedures are already in place under Section 24 of the Education Act for the school to respond to teachers who are experiencing professional difficulties. The outcome of an unannounced incident inspection in a post-primary school will not be used in any manner to address matters of teacher conduct, discipline or competence.    
In the light of the above points the Department of Education and Skills is urged to reconsider the introduction of unannounced incidental inspections to evaluate teaching and learning at this time. Without prejudice to the position of the unions the following observations are made in respect of the current draft of A Guide to Incidental Inspection in Post-Primary Schools as set out by the Department.      




Please provide any commentary you wish to make on specific sections of the draft Guide to Incidental inspection in Post-Primary Schools in the grid below
	Section B

Feedback on the text of the draft Guide to Incidental inspection in Post-Primary Schools

	Section No

	Section Name

	Insert any alternative wording or amendments to the text. Please refer to page, paragraph and line number

	Insert any general comments re this section


	1.

	Introduction                

	1.1

	What are incidental inspections?
	The text should make explicit reference to the
 independent nature of the different types of
incidental inspections and their purposes. The text
should also make clear to which incidental
inspections the Guide applies –all or those
focusing on teaching and learning.

The introduction should contain a plain statement along the lines of “Incidental inspections are aimed at observing one day in the life of a school or aspects of this”. As the current range of evaluation models do not include provision for such ‘authentic’ school visits this may assist in supporting an appreciation of their particular role.  

The reference to immediate developmental feedback should be qualified by the word ‘verbal’ (fourth paragraph, second line).  
A statement should be included at end of this section to assure a disassociation of incidental inspections from procedures dealing with teachers experiencing professional difficulties.

The closing sentence must clarify to which incidental inspections the Guide applies. In the event they apply to more than one type of incidental inspection each section should be adapted accordingly and appropriately to set out clearly what applies to the different types of incidental inspection or aspects of the inspection.  (e.g. 1.3- Purposes of incidental inspection(s); Section 2 - How are incidental inspections carried out?) 
	The Guide should state clearly to which education contexts unannounced incidental inspections will apply – schools, Youthreach etc. 

It is unclear whether the Guide addresses the protocols to be adapted for incidental inspections focusing on teaching and learning only (and therefore incorporating classroom visits) or also addresses other incidental inspections. This is unhelpful and will lead to confusion 

As discussed at our bilateral meetings, the 
current wording in the Guide does not provide 
an explicit exposition of the role of the 
unannounced, incidental inspections in post-
primary schools in serving as “an authentic 
school visit”.  ASTI and TUI recommend that 
the draft Guide be significantly rewritten to 

convey in an unambiguous fashion the nature 
and purpose of the incidental inspections.  
The teacher unions are adamant that in the event of incidental inspections being implemented, they must under no circumstances be used to inform cases of incompetence, indiscipline or misconduct against teachers or principals. Therefore, there must be no official written record of the visit to a school or a classroom.  While the visiting Inspector will make personal notes these will not be made available to anyone else. 
The fourth paragraph refers to incidental inspections complementing schools’ own self-evaluation processes. As pointed out during the consultation for WSE-MLL self-evaluation as a concept or an approach is not well developed in Irish schools.  Building capacity in this regard would require substantial investment and time. As such, reference to self evaluation without acknowledging that it requires investment and support is likely to fuel a sense of suspicion and distrust in external incidental inspections and evaluations. 

	1.2

	Incidental inspections as part of the Inspectorate’s work
		The Education Act requires schools to facilitate and co-operate with initiatives of the Inspectorate. Enormous pressure is coming to bear on the day to day life of schools arising from the budgetary cutbacks imposed since 2008. Teachers and principals are bearing the burden through increased workload, diminished resources and lower salaries. It is, therefore, disappointing and unreasonable that the Department is choosing to introduce a new dimension to external school inspection and evaluation at this time, placing further unnecessary pressure on school staff.  

	1.3

	Purposes of incidental inspection
	This section should again refer to the broad purpose of incidental inspections as that of enabling the Inspectorate to have an opportunity to observe the daily life of a school and aspects of the teaching and learning experience. This should set the context for more discrete objectives.  
The list of purposes should be clearly aligned to the type and focus of the incidental inspection to be carried out e.g. the purposes of an incidental inspection focusing on teaching and learning will be different from one focusing on compliance or on monitoring progress by schools in implementing recommendations from earlier inspections.    

If incidental inspections are to be used as part of broader thematic review, it would be appropriate to include a reference to this effect.
The final purpose listed in 1.3 refers to collection of data for research purposes. This should be explained to provide assurances that individual schools or teachers will not be identifiable in any composite reports that emerge. 
	As expressed earlier the guide in its current shape in unclear as to what type of incidental inspection is being addressed. The purposes as currently framed are unclear as to whether one inspection visit is to achieve all or some of the purposes listed.  This is unhelpful and will give rise to an undue level of pressure at school level. 

The unions accept that the Inspectors’ notes may in a limited fashion inform composite reports on general issues and practices.  However, the unions believe such reports have limitations. They have deep concerns about the outcomes from such visits being used to draw up aggregate data or findings. Such practice may lead to inaccurate data or conclusions. In turn, this could lead to misrepresentation of the general practice in the system or outcomes of the system. 
It is further noted that composite reports of any shape must not identify individual schools or teachers.     

	2.

	How are incidental inspections carried out? 

The confusion about the type and focus of incidental inspections being addressed in the Guide arise again under the opening remarks in Section 2 - How are incidental inspections carried out? 

Current wording in ambiguous and needs to be revised to provide more clarity on what exactly will arise once an Inspector arrives in a school.  In its current shape the Guide slips ‘in and out of’ addressing incidental inspections focusing on teaching and learning and other incidental inspections. If the intention is to blend these in some instances this must be clearer and the points addressing the different focuses should be listed separately. 
Greater clarity could be provided by inserting the following ‘When teaching and learning is the focus of the incidental inspection….. before the sentences   “Inspectors may conduct unannounced inspections of lessons in a subjects or programme area, or they may adopt a cross curricular approach, evaluating learning and teaching across a range of subject or programmes. Inspectors may also, for example, evaluate the quality of education provided to a class group or to individual students or groups of students for part of the school day” 
It may read more clearly if these sentences were placed at the beginning of 2.1.  

The unions note their general policy position that school inspections and evaluations should not be carried out in the month of May. 
Taking into consideration their policy positions on carrying out inspections and evaluation the unions request that unannounced incidental inspections not be carried out in the first two weeks of the academic year and most especially in May. Schools are very complex organisations and sites of activity at all times. Organisational, operational and learning complexity increase considerable towards the end of the yea and it is unrealistic to expect schools to cater effectively for an unannounced visit at this time of year. Furthermore, teacher confidence in the purpose of incidental inspections will not develop if they are carried out at times that are particularly busy.  

The Department has indicated that written reports will not emanate from the incidental visits. This must be more strongly stated

in the introductory remarks and should be re-iterated in this section.  The Guide should also note that a school cannot place any written report of the visit on its own website.  The unions advise a further section be introduced in Section 2 on reports to address the following:   
1.Written reports will not emerge from the incidental inspection
2. Findings may inform composite national reports but aggregated data will be treated with extreme caution 
2. Schools will not publish a report on incidental inspections on their website.


	2.1

	Carrying out the incidental inspection 

	In the first sentence the reference to the deputy or principal or other t    teacher in charge should be a stand-alone sentence to provide  absolute clarity on the 
Expectation. 

The third and fourth sentence should clearly state that the feedback to the teacher and principal will be verbal in nature and that written notes will not be provided by the Inspector.    
The inclusion of ‘where appropriate, a relevant teacher’ in the last sentence (in tandem with providing feedback to the principal) in unclear in intent.  Does it imply that in some instance it will be important that a teacher, not only gets individual feedback, but is aware of how this is presented to the principal?  Is it referring to overarching feedback on programmes?  It should be clear in what incidences this would be considered important or essential and what criteria would apply?    

	The teacher unions underline the need for an explicit assurance that the outcome of an incidental inspection will not be related in any manner to the established process for responding to issues in relation to teachers experiencing professional difficulties or associated disciplinary procedures or any other competency related matters. Written feedback would undermine such assurance and diminish the supportive nature on the incidental   visit being promoted by the Inspectorate.  A focus on verbal feedback is, therefore, paramount to teacher confidence in this regard.    

	2.2

	Initial meeting with the principal
	Under the second point it should be identified clearly that the draft schedule will not include visits for the first timetabled period or the last timetabled period of the day.   

	Again confusion arises as to purpose of different types and different focus of incidental inspections visits.  The second two points only apply when the visit is about teaching and learning and incorporates classroom visits.  

In respect of the draft schedule for lesson visits, the unions do not consider that PGDE students or casual part-time teachers should be included in this schedule. 

	2.3

	Lesson visits
	The list under the third bullet point should be reworked to reflect the comments in column to the left e.g.  

Review of teacher’s planning & other documentation: 
 In accordance with the DES “Guide to Subject Inspections at Second Level,” it would be appropriate to insert an additional statement after the 5th point to read as follows: “In relation to teachers’ planning and other documentation, it is expected that teachers will be able to indicate to the Inspectors a broad written plan of their work on a termly and yearly basis. Teachers will not be expected to have individual lesson plans. The focus will on the practice and interaction during the lesson visited”.   
In the third point the unions believe the words ‘to make observations’ should replace ‘to base judgments’ This change should be made throughout the document as necessary e.g. point 6 of list under third bullet point should read ‘Making Observations to inform verbal feedback to the teacher; remove the word  ‘judgments’ in the fourth bullet point and so on.  

The fifth bullet point should be reworded to replace the word ‘recommendation’ with ‘advice’ and to reflect that any written record an Inspector keeps will not be provided to the teacher or the principal.  It should be re-iterated here that Inspectors’ notes will support their own work and may inform national composite reports but that schools or teachers will not be identifiable in such reports.  

The sixth bullet point in this section should carry the qualification that ‘verbal’ feedback will be provided to the teacher. The last point in the list should read ‘To give advice on actions that might be taken by the teacher.  

The 7th bullet point should delete the word ‘recommendation’
	The teacher unions believe it would be inappropriate for the incidental inspection model to depart from the requirement for evidence of planning as set out in the 2004 Guidelines. A clarification on the nature of the planning and other documentation to be reviewed would alleviate teachers’ concerns re the purpose of the model as outlined above.

Teachers have concerns about non-subject specialists evaluating the quality of classroom teaching and learning outside their expert subject area. A clear statement needs to be inserted to clarify that Inspectors will not necessarily be subject specialists in terms of the classes visited as the focus of the visit is on the overall learning environment in the classroom and not on the teachers’ subject expertise. It might be useful to refer to the template for teaching and learning provided in “Looking at our school”. 

The unions oppose the idea that such incidental visits could inform strong judgments on practice issues.   To make observations is more reflective of the supportive intent of the inspection and affirms the equal/peer status of both professionals involved.

The unions also believe that the use of the word ‘recommendation’ is too strong. Incidental visits focusing on teaching and learning can only be cursory in nature. Provision of ‘advice’ on action that could be taken is more in keeping with the cursory glance that will emerge and the supportive spirit of the visit as advised by the Department. 
The unions note that in some classes a delay in commencing the lesson may have particular impact on overall direction during class and completion of practical activity (e.g. science practical) and teachers should be afforded assurance this will be taken into consideration. 

Inspectors will also need to be cognizant that students may not have their full suite of class notes, homework activity or project work in school on a particular day. It should be clear that a review of student work will focus on the day in question and current activity.  

The provision of feedback to individual teachers must be at a mutually agreed time to accommodate a teacher’s normal timetable and any other commitments they have on the day of the visit.  

	2.4

	Feedback to the principal
	In the opening sentence the reference to ‘a relevant teacher’ being present requires clarification. This should only be pursued in certain circumstances.  In the event of this being important it must be clear that the discussion (or part of the discussion) for which a teacher acting in the role of co-ordinator is present must be broad and general in nature and will not focus on an individual teacher’s work. 
In the list under the second bullet the reference to recommendations should be dropped in keeping with the point made earlier. The focus should be on providing advice. The list again draws us back to the confusion as to the purpose and focus of this Guide. 

	The teacher unions do not support including a member of the teaching staff in the feedback process with or instead of the principal. 
While the deputy or other teacher in charge can accommodate the visit, feedback should be given to the principal or deputy. Therefore, if the principal and deputy are both absent on the day of the visit the feedback session should be arranged as soon as possible thereafter at a mutually agreed time.    

Requiring a teacher in charge, a subject co-ordinator or programme co-ordinator to attend such a meeting would place these staff members in an  inappropriate situation where they may have to listen to criticism of aspects of colleagues’ work (even if the latter are not formally named). On balance, in the interests of collegiality and in order to avoid any unnecessary misunderstandings re the role of the incidental inspection model, where necessary, a two-stage feedback process should be put in place. Feedback in the first instance to the principal and deputy, and, secondly where relevant, to a co-ordinator e.g. Transition Year, LCA or Subject Co-ordinator.  

	2.5 

	Review of inspections
		
	3. 

	Publication and revision of this Guide

				As set out in the opening comments the unions are opposed to the introduction of unannounced incidental inspections. However, in the event that they are implemented it is paramount that there is an opportunity for a comprehensive review of the model no later than one year. 
A review should give careful and particular attention to the revisions appropriate for the various contexts in which the incidental inspection model applies i.e. schools or other centers of education.  


				

	


We would be grateful if this form could be returned by e-mail to suzanne_dillon@education.gov.ie by 29 July 2011 at the latest.
Evaluation Support and Research Unit,

Inspectorate,

Department of Education and Skills.












10 June 2011.
