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1. Subject Provision and Whole School Support

There is very good provision for languages in The King’s Hospital School.  All incoming first year students study a language.  They choose between French and German.  The current situation is that three first year groups take French and one takes German. Up till recently, students had a further option at the end of first year of choosing a second language from either French or German.  The trend over a number of years has been that no student opted to do a second language.  However, once Spanish was introduced as an option in second year considerable interest was shown in taking a second language and Spanish classes were formed.  The numbers taking German in the school are falling.  As part of school development planning the languages policy in the school is being reviewed.  In this context a survey of the incoming first year students for the year 2005-2006 has taken place.  Students were asked to indicate their preference between German, French and Spanish.  The results that have been returned to the school show an alarmingly low level of interest in taking up German.  This is a cause for serious concern. It is recommended that a ‘taster programme for languages be put in place for first year whereby students get the opportunity to try out the three languages for a set period of time before making their final decision about which language they choose.  This recommendation is in line with recent research conducted by the ERSI for the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment which has found that ‘taster’ programmes provide a positive method of ensuring informed decision making regarding subject choice.  In addition to this, the research indicates that reduced contact hours in the context of ‘taster’ programmes do not have a negative effect on student progress.
There is a very good provision for the teaching of German.  All classes receive the correct time allocation in line with syllabus requirements.  In the junior cycle, classes have four periods a week.  In Transition Year, students have three periods a week and at senior cycle level all students have five periods of German per week.  Double periods feature as part of the timetable for German in all years from first to sixth year.  Double periods are not conducive to language learning.  An eighty-minute time slot is particularly unproductive in junior cycle classes.  Language learning is best facilitated when there is regular daily contact with the target language.  It is therefore recommended that all German classes be allocated single periods where possible.

There are currently four teachers involved in the teaching of German in the school.  The staff is committed to ongoing continual professional development.  Members of the German department are members of the Gesellschaft der Deutschlehrer Irlans (German Teachers’ Association) and regularly attend in-service courses.  Members of  staff also attend in-service courses in the target language country.  Such commitment to professional development is most laudable.
There is considerable commitment to activities that support the teaching an learning of German outside of class time. Students from the senior cycle classes are involved in German debating and participate annually in the Siemen’s national debating competition.  Such activities are very beneficial to the students in terms of motivation and of enhancing their oral skills.  The provision of such co-curricular activities is very praiseworthy.

In terms of resources the subject is well provided for. There is a bank of materials including tapes, books, films, posters and other resources.  Students have access to a comprehensive range of German books in the school library.  These include short stories, novels, books on topics related to German culture and history as well as career information and booklets about using modern languages in the workplace.  There is also a library of ‘Lesekiste’ (easy readers) and magazines available in one of the ‘base’ classrooms.  The practice of making resources available to students that encourage them to read independently and for pleasure is to be very highly commended.  This practice encourages learner autonomy and provides challenge and motivation to the students who are interested in the subject.
The majority of German classes are held in either a ‘base’ classroom or a language laboratory.  The language laboratory is outdated at this stage and its layout renders pair and group work impractical.  It is suggested that due consideration be given to removing the ‘bench-like’ seating arrangement with a view to installing tables and chairs which would allow students some flexibility of movement.
The use of ICT to enhance language learning is currently not provided for.  Students of German do not have access to computer facilities in the school.  It is recommended that a plan for the use of ICT and language learning be drawn up by the Modern Languages department.  This plan could have some short-term objectives, such as allowing students to produce some written homework on computer and to carry out some research on selected German websites.  It is suggested that a long-term plan for the use of ICT in the teaching of German also be drawn up and that language students have access to the ICT facilities in the school.

Students of German have the possibility of taking part in an exchange with fellow students in German speaking countries.  These exchanges can take place on a short or longer-term basis.  The school has a partnership with a boarding school in Kiel in the North of Germany.  Transition year students participate in a pen-pal exchange.  The German department is concerned at the relatively low uptake of the group and individual exchanges to Germany.  It is recommended that new ways be explored to encourage students to avail of this wonderful opportunity to spend time in Germany and to attend school there.  This may be achieved by holding a parents’ information evening where the educational benefits of such exchange programmes can be highlighted.  It is also necessary to highlight the benefits to the students.  This may be done by encouraging students who have already taken part in the exchange to talk to all students in the junior cycle about their positive experiences in Germany.

2. Planning and Preparation

The school is actively engaged in school development planning.  Policies and procedures are constantly being reviewed and updated.  The modern language teachers meet as a faculty on a regular basis.  At these meetings students’ results in the State examinations are analysed, dates for oral examinations are established and planning and reviewing of ongoing work is also carried out.  Minutes of these meetings are recorded and copies were supplied as part of the inspection process.  The highly structured approach to departmental meetings is most praiseworthy.

The German department plans for the teaching and learning of German on a collaborative basis. A series of plans for each year was provided in the course of the inspection.  These plans were drawn up to a high standard.  The plans for German in the junior cycle included information on resources, educational and communicative aims and objectives.  Details regarding lesson content and type and date of assessments were outlined.  A common plan for German and French has been drawn up in the Transition Year Programme.  In addition to the aforementioned details, this plan included information on specific teaching and learning methodologies and interdisciplinary links.  The senior cycle plans outlined aims and objectives.  The themes that students would cover as well as information on the skills of language acquisition were specified.  A thorough and comprehensive approach to planning for the learning and teaching of German is this manner is most effective.
3. Teaching and Learning Processes

In all classes visited, the pace and content of the lessons were considered to be very appropriate to the level of the students.  Good advance preparation meant that classes were clearly structured and the appropriate methodologies were used.  In all of the lessons observed learning was well supported through the use of the blackboard, textbooks, German magazines, handouts and the OHP.

Teaching was learner centred, for example in a junior cycle class observed students had brought photographs of family members to class.  Students then used these photographs to talk in German about their families and practise the vocabulary they had learned for the names of different relatives.  A further example occurred when students were asked whether they found an exercise ‘schwer oder einfach’ (difficult or easy).  Asking students to reflect on what they are learning in this way ensures that they are kept at the centre of the teaching and learning processes.  Relating classroom activities and exercises to the student’s own interests and lives in this manner is to be commended.

Each year a number of native German speakers attend The King’s Hospital school for an entire academic year.  The native German speakers do not attend the German classes.  Nevertheless, these students represent a wonderful in-house resource. For example, in one junior cycle class observed a young native German student spent the first ten minutes ‘visiting’ the class. The purpose of her visit was to tell the students about her own family in Germany and to ask the students some questions in German about their own families.  The opportunity provided to the students to come into contact with a native speaker of their own age in this manner is most effective.  The students clearly enjoyed the experience and their interest levels were high.  In addition, a competition has been organised whereby two native speakers will examine the students’ notebooks and choose a winner.  The involvement of native German speakers in the teaching and learning processes is most praiseworthy.  It is recommended that where possible all students of German in the school have the opportunity to come into contact with native speakers during class time at some stage during the year.
Teaching methodologies and lesson content were carefully planned to take into account the needs of the learners.  For example, in a senior cycle class a role-play ‘Interview fur die Schulerzeitung’ (Interview for the school newspaper) was being prepared.  This is prescribed material for the Leaving Certificate examination.  A hand-out based on the role-play was carefully prepared for the students based on the role-play.  Care was taken to render the vocabulary of the role-play more accessible.  Phrases and structures were simplified.  The layout of the handout was designed in such a way as to render comprehension easier.  Facilitation of different levels of student ability in this manner is most laudable.

In many of the classes observed cultural awareness was woven into lesson content in a most skilful and interesting manner.  For example, in a junior cycle class students were learning the names of the different months of the year in German. As an aid to this, they were shown an authentic calendar, which had been made by native Germans who had visited the school in the past.  Each month had different pictures associated with it and many references were made to life in Germany.  In a senior cycle class observed the cultural component was introduced when talking about the school system in Ireland and in Germany.  In another senior cycle class the students were comparing what German people eat for breakfast vis a vis what Irish people eat.  Raising the students’ awareness of the culture of the target language community is in keeping with the requirements of the syllabus and highly commendable. 
In the classes observed German was used as the medium of communication to a high level.  It was clear from observation that this was common practice.  In one classroom it was noted that common phrases used in the classroom situation were on display on the wall.  The students were able to understand all instructions and were also able to ask for help in the target language.  While interacting with the inspector, students across all levels were able to comprehend and produce German.  The extensive use of the target language in the classroom is an essential part of the process of language learning and teaching and is most effective.

Students’ work was very well organised.  It was clear from the inspection of files and notebooks that students are assisted in the organisation of their vocabulary and grammar notes.  Their notebooks were kept in very good order.  All support on the part of the teachers in assisting students with the organisation of their learning materials is most praiseworthy.
German classes are held in ‘base’ classrooms.  The rooms are decorated to a high standard.  Maps of Germany and Europe are displayed on the wall along with large samples of students’ work.  There was also a section of the classroom dedicated to displaying useful classroom vocabulary in German.  This high standard of display in the ‘base’ classrooms is to be very highly commended as it provides a very good learning environment for the students.

Discipline was very well maintained in the classes observed.  This was due to the skilful management of learning activities, which ensured that students were kept on task at all times.  The nature of student – teacher interactions was positive.  This created an atmosphere that was conducive to learning and is to be commended.
4. Assessment and Achievement 
A range of assessment modes is implemented regularly by the German department.  These include the use of oral questioning in class, homework and short written tests during class time.  During inspection of copies it was noted that written work is corrected thoroughly on a continuous basis.  Monitoring of the students’ homework in this way is most effective.

Assessment of student learning and progress is done on a continuous basis.  Students sit formal tests at Christmas and Summer.  Parents/Guardians receive a written report of these results.  These formal term examinations comprise aural and written components at junior cycle level.  It is recommended that an oral assessment be introduced for junior cycle classes.  This assessment could be done during class time in the form of short individual questions to the students.  In the senior cycle oral examinations are held regularly in preparation for the Leaving Certificate examination.  Currently teachers assess their own students orally.  It is recommended that where feasible the students be given the opportunity to have an oral assessment with a teacher who is unfamiliar to them as this affords the learners good practice and preparation for the Leaving Certificate examination.
Summary of Main Findings and Recommendations

· The numbers of students taking German are falling.
· German is very well provided for in terms of human and material resources.

· There are many cross-curricular activities to support the learning of German.

· Individual lessons and yearly work schemes are methodically planned.

· The teaching and learning of German is carried out to a very high standard with dedication and commitment.

· The classroom environment is positive and supportive and most conducive to learning.

Within the positive context of the strengths of teaching and learning in The King’s Hospital, the following recommendations are made:

· A ‘taster’ programme for languages is introduced for first years.

· Language classes be allocated single periods where possible.

· A plan be drawn up for the use of ICT in language learning.

· New ways be explored of promoting exchange programmes provided by the school be explored.

· Oral assessment be introduced into the junior cycle.

· Staff  other than the class teacher carry our oral assessment in senior cycle.
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