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What is a whole-college evaluation?

Introduction

Teagasc is the agriculture and food development authority in Ireland and is the main provider of
further education in agriculture, food, horticulture, forestry and equine studies in Ireland. It
provides courses in seven colleges, three of which are in private ownership. Under the
framework of a Memorandum of Understanding between Teagasc and the Department of
Education Inspectorate, the Inspectorate evaluates the quality of the education and training
provision in those colleges.

The evaluation team for a whole-college evaluation comprised two members of the Department
of Education Inspectorate and a senior member of Teagasc staff not associated with the college
inspected.

How to read this report
During this inspection, the inspectors evaluated and reported under the following headings or
areas of enquiry:

1. The quality of management and leadership

2. The quality of teaching, training and learning

3. The quality of care and support for learners

4. The college’s self-evaluation process and capacity for improvement

Inspectors describe the quality of each of these areas using the Inspectorate’s quality
continuum which is shown on the final page of this report. The quality continuum provides
examples of the language used by inspectors when evaluating and describing the quality of the
college’s provision in each area.

This report is based on a selection of on-site lessons observed in a range of learning settings,
including the college farm in the college, on interaction with learners and review of their work,
meetings with the principal, with key staff members and with management and learner
representatives, completed staff surveys, completed learner surveys, and a selection of college
documents.

In the context of this report, the term teacher was used to represent all staff that contribute to
the learner experience in the college such as teachers, technicians, farm staff and support staff.

Teagasc and the college management were given an opportunity to comment in writing on the
findings and recommendations of the report, and their response will be found in the appendix of
this report.



Whole-college evaluation

Dates of inspection 15/10/24 — 17/10/24

Inspection activities undertaken Analysis of student and staff surveys
Observation of teaching and learning
Examination of students’ work

Interaction with students

Feedback to senior management team and

college staff

e Meetings with principal, assistant
principal and Head of Education for
Teagasc

o Meetings with key staff
Review of relevant documents

e Student focus group

College context

Clonakilty Agricultural College, established in 1905, serves as a hub for both education and
research activities on its campus. It is one of seven Teagasc colleges in Ireland and is part of
the Teagasc Signpost Programme. The college offers a range of courses from Level 5 to Level
8, delivered in partnership with Munster Technological University (MTU) and University College
Cork (UCC). In addition, it provides distance learning and other part-time courses for students
over the age of twenty-three.

In September 2024 the college oversaw the launch of the inaugural Level 6 Farm Technician
Apprenticeship. At the time of the evaluation, the college had an enrolment of 400 students,
including 152 part-time learners and 19 apprentices. The staff comprised twenty-four members,
including both the principal and assistant principal.

Summary of main findings and main recommendations:

Findings

e The college fostered a welcoming learning environment for students, supported by
enthusiastic and dedicated staff, and students felt supported throughout their college
experience both through formal college structures and through the approachability,
knowledge and experience of staff members.

e Leadership and management in the college were of a very high standard overall, with
clearly defined roles and responsibilities and comprehensive structures in place to
ensure all course requirements met both internal and external standards, while
maintaining a strong ongoing focus on holistically supporting learners.

¢ Most learners experienced well-planned and well-delivered lessons, with good levels of
student engagement observed in classes where expectations were high, and tasks
required active participation.

e Students expressed a desire for more formative feedback on their work and progress
and reported that some assessment components were duplicated across course
modules, resulting in a heavy assessment workload.

e College staff demonstrated an eagerness to upskill in teaching, learning and course
design, as reflected in their high level of individual reflection aimed at improving the
learner experience.

e The college maintained very strong links with the local community, regularly hosting a
variety of external groups who used its facilities, all of which contributed to enhancing
the learner experience.



e The college demonstrated a very high capacity for improvement, and by building on the
experience gained from introducing the Farm Apprenticeship model and incorporating
the perspectives of staff and students, there is an opportunity — with the support of
Teagasc — to develop a vision for the college as a high-quality provider of agricultural
education that is responsive to both current and future needs within and beyond the
region.

Recommendations:

e To build on the high-quality teaching practices observed, the college should set annual
targets for continuous improvement in teaching and learning, establish a teaching and
learning group to expand effective practices, and, in consultation with Teagasc, develop
middle management structures to support this priority.

o Staff should collaboratively identify and implement strategies that foster high
expectations for all learners by integrating key skill development into both theory and
practical sessions.

o All staff involved in course delivery should receive initial training in teaching and
learning, along with ongoing support at both the college and national levels through
Teagasc, to continually enhance their teaching and course-design skills throughout their
careers.

e The college should review and update its assessment practices to ensure students have
a balanced workload, minimise duplication of assessment requirements, and more
broadly incorporate elements related to attendance and skill development.

e The college business plan and internal quality assurance processes offer opportunities
to enhance the curriculum by incorporating both generic and bespoke key skills, and at
a national level, Teagasc should consider including skills-based learning outcomes in
module descriptors that are also reflected in student assessment.

e The college has a designated liaison person which is good practice; in collaboration with
Teagasc at a national level, it should update other aspects of child safeguarding
practices.

Detailed findings and recommendations
1. The quality of management and leadership

Clearly defined responsibilities and good communication

Leadership and management in the college were of a very high standard overall; roles and
responsibilities of the principal and assistant principal were well defined and complementary.
Responsibilities of the principal included the ongoing capital development of the college and the
establishment of external partnerships, while that of the assistant principal was closely aligned
to the educational development and pastoral support of students. The desire to holistically
support learners was an ongoing focus for leadership and the day-to-day running of the college
was very good.

Communication within the college was very good, noted by both teaching and farm staff, with
email being the main mode of communication. Students reported that communication was very
good and the logistics of college life were very well managed. Staff had established an efficient
system to ensure farm resources were available as needed to support practical sessions
throughout the week. Structures were in place to ensure all course requirements met internal
and external standards.



Extensive business plan to support college development

The college had an extensive business plan which was reviewed and developed on an annual
basis, to meet Teagasc requirements. The plan covered initiatives, resources and performance
indicators, as well documenting the extensive range of regular meetings with groups such as the
research staff, farm staff and education staff that are necessary to support the smooth operation
of the college.

The facilities were maintained and developed to a very high standard, due to good collaboration
and partnership between college management and farm staff. Oversight was very good, and
college leadership recognised the value and potential these facilities offered, including the
sports hall.

Building on the high-quality teaching practices observed, the college should set targets in its
annual business plan related to the ongoing improvement of teaching and learning. As a key
priority, the college should set up a teaching and learning group to review and expand the
effective practice seen in lessons, so learners consistently experience a very effective level of
teaching and learning. College leadership had noted the relatively high turnover of staff, mainly
due to how posts of responsibility were structured within the Teagasc organisation. It would be
very beneficial for the college, in consultation with Teagasc, to develop middle management
structures in the college that would simultaneously address issues with staff turnover and
ensure the retention of staff with teaching and learning experience.

College leadership fully recognised the importance of supporting staff participation in training
events, especially those offered by Teagasc that focus on teaching and learning. They made it
possible for staff to attend these events as resources allowed. It would be advantageous if
some of these teaching and learning opportunities could also be provided locally.

Standardised timetabling

A portion of the assistant principal’s time was dedicated to developing and maintaining the
weekly college timetable. While the intention — to ensure all learners have equitable access to
facilities and experiences — is commendable, managing and updating the timetable each week
for staff and students is a considerable commitment. The college should explore establishing a
more permanent timetable, consulting with Teagasc and other colleges as appropriate, so that
this effort can be redirected to other priority areas within the college.

Curriculum, partnership and future development

The curriculum offered by the college was extensive and included access to Level 8 courses.
Students felt that the courses offered were broad enough to suit their needs and praised the
recent introduction of the Farm Technician Apprenticeships, and the Agricultural Machinery
courses. The college’s partnership with MTU and UCC in delivering teaching for Level 8
programmes was a significant strength, with clear potential to expand this collaboration further -
particularly in supporting to the college with the overall development of modules. With the
college sharing its location with research activities through Moorepark, there is an opportunity to
further strengthen and build on this relationship to enhance student experience and outcomes.

The college introduced the first Farm Technician Apprenticeships, supported by SOLAS funding
— a highly positive advancement. Although the evaluation took place just a few weeks after the
course began, the college was already actively exploring ways to enhance its delivery and
development, including making it easier for local employers to become approved apprenticeship
hosts. It is important that insights from both the college’s and students’ experiences are widely
shared to inform the ongoing evolution of the apprenticeship programme.

Comprehensive forward planning was implemented to ensure smooth transitions for incoming
students, effective delivery of practical work, efficient management of farm placements, robust
support for host farmers, and thorough validation processes, with clear communication of all
related information. The college maintained strong partnerships with local businesses, farmers,
and the wider community, which enriched the student experience, and its facilities were
regularly used by a variety of external groups.



Given the college’s extensive partnerships and the availability of currently unused student
accommodation, there are opportunities to reconsider the types and durations of the courses
offered. Exploring these possibilities would be valuable when planning the college’s future
development.

2. The quality of teaching, training and learning

The overall quality of teaching, training and learning was good, with some instances of very
good practice observed where students were able to engage actively with their learning and
fully benefit from both their own and their teachers’ expertise.

Good learner experiences

A warm and respectful atmosphere was evident in all lessons. Students felt comfortable asking
guestions, demonstrating their expertise and interest, while teachers responded thoughtfully,
often using these questions to enhance learning for the whole class.

Most teachers delivered well-structured and engaging lessons in both theoretical and practical
contexts. Students participated in a wide range of activities, with many lessons incorporating
group work and collaborative learning. Teachers were mindful of the extended lesson durations,
which could last up to two hours, and ensured the use of varied teaching methods — including
digital technologies — to maintain student engagement and support ongoing learning. While
students acknowledged that longer lessons, particularly theory-based ones, could be
challenging, they appreciated the teachers’ efforts to make lessons engaging. To further
address these challenges, teachers should consider integrating some of the active approaches
used in practical lessons in theory sessions.

The most effective lessons were those in which teachers clearly communicated their learning
objectives to students. Throughout these lessons, students had opportunities to discuss what
they were learning and connect it to their own experiences, including their home farms. In
several instances, students engaged actively and benefited from interacting with teachers who
demonstrated strong subject knowledge. This was most successful when teachers set high
expectations for participation and selected activities that encouraged active involvement, to
which students responded positively. Occasionally, students were able to reflect on their
progress during the lesson, either through teacher-led questioning or by using online quizzes
that helped both learners and teachers assess understanding.

In some lessons, students were largely passive, with teachers leading most of the activity and
requiring minimal input from students. To improve this, teaching staff should consistently set
high expectations across all lessons, making it clear that active participation, discussion, and
collaboration are essential parts of the learning process. For example, in one practical lesson,
students engaged in a lively discussion about additions to the herd, which led to deeper learning
and allowed them to use and become familiar with important terminology that will benefit them in
the future.

Digital technology was used effectively in some lessons and could be further integrated into
practical activities, such as having students photograph their work to enhance their portfolios.
Students noted that extensive notetaking was sometimes required, which they found to be an
ineffective learning strategy. Teachers addressed this challenge in various ways, and it would
be beneficial to share approaches that encourage students to create their own notes as a key
skill. Digital tools could further support this, especially during practical sessions where students
could use their mobile devices to document and reflect on their learning. This approach would
enable students to capture key insights from discussions with teachers, making the most of
teachers’ expertise, rather than relying solely on pre-prepared notes. In many cases, the most
meaningful learning occurred during interactive exchanges, where content was applied and
explained in a practical context.



Meeting learner needs by developing key skills

To further enhance the good practices already in place, teachers should look for ways to embed
key skills — such as critical thinking, collaboration, and communication — into their lessons and
make these skills more visible to students, encouraging them to take greater ownership of their
learning. For students to fully benefit, these skills need to be experienced regularly throughout
the college day, meaning they should be woven into the curriculum and brought to life through
varied learning experiences. Assessing these skills should also become an integral part of the
learning process.

Drawing on the expertise that teachers already possess, several steps can be taken to develop
these key skills further. In the short term, teachers could incorporate elements of key skills into
the learning intentions of individual lessons, clarifying what they want students to focus on. In
the medium term, the college’s teaching and learning group could examine this area in more
depth and include objectives related to key skills development in the college’s business plan.
Over the longer term, it would be highly beneficial for the college, in partnership with the
curriculum development and standards unit (CDSU) at Teagasc, to embed these skills into
module descriptors, ensuring they are a core part of each module’s intended learning outcomes.

Teachers’ reflection on and commitment to improving learner experience
Teachers consistently demonstrated strong commitment and dedication to enhancing the
learning experience, as evidenced throughout the evaluation. Many reflected thoughtfully on
their lessons, seeking ways to improve, and showed genuine enthusiasm for discussing
effective planning and strategies to support all students.

However, for modules linked to MTU, UCC, and the new Farm Technician Apprenticeship, some
teachers had to design courses with limited guidance. They found the course outlines to be
insufficiently detailed and expressed uncertainty about aligning their teaching with the intended
outcomes. These teachers indicated a need for additional support in this area. It would be
beneficial for college management, either through Teagasc or by fostering closer collaboration
with MTU and UCC, to address this issue and provide the necessary guidance for those
delivering these programmes.

Since there is no formal requirement for teachers in Teagasc colleges to hold a teaching
gualification, many staff members expressed a desire for training specifically aimed at effective
teaching and learning. To ensure positive outcomes for all students, it is important that everyone
involved in course delivery receives initial training in core teaching and learning strategies. In
the longer term, staff should also have access to ongoing professional development, supported
both locally within the college and nationally through Teagasc, to continually enhance their
teaching and course design skills throughout their careers. The recent introduction of more
tailored training opportunities for staff by Teagasc will support this ongoing development.

Formative feedback and assessment workload

College management provided very good oversight to ensure that courses met externally
established standards, including those related to assessment. While students received informal
feedback during lessons and more formal feedback in mentor meetings, many expressed a
desire for more formative feedback on their work to help them understand how to improve.
Students also indicated they would benefit from more detailed written feedback on assignments,
enabling them to enhance the quality of their future submissions.

Although the majority of students felt that the feedback they received was helpful for their
learning, a significant number disagreed. Teachers should explore ways to use feedback on key
assignments and other coursework to support students’ ongoing development, adopting an
assessment for learning approach. ldentifying opportunities within modules to provide this
feedback — and allowing students time to act on it — would help support their progression as
learners.

Both students and host farmers observed that certain assessment components were duplicated
across different course modules, resulting in an unnecessarily heavy and repetitive assessment



workload. While students felt supported by college staff in managing these demands, it is
recommended that the college, in collaboration with Teagasc and other partners, review and
update current assessment practices to ensure a more balanced workload. This review should
aim to minimise duplication and more broadly incorporate elements related to attendance and
skill development. The farm placement handbook was specifically highlighted as an area where
duplication occurred; it is advised that Teagasc, in consultation with students, colleges, and host
farmers, develop the handbook into a more effective tool for evidencing student learning.

3. The quality of care and support for learners

Supporting learners through structures

The quality of care and support for learners was good, and students acknowledged teachers’
approachability, knowledge and experience as key factors in helping them feel supported.
Distance learners also expressed satisfaction with the support provided for their learning. The
positive atmosphere and strong sense of care for students were evident throughout the
evaluation and reflected the college’s vision that it is “underpinned by the willingness and desire
of staff to provide the best training and academic opportunity to the people of the southern
region.”

The college’s mentoring system worked very well for learners. Each teacher was assigned a
small group of students, meeting with them individually at scheduled times. While the primary
aim of mentoring was to support student attendance and academic progress, college leadership
observed an increasing number of students presenting with personal issues and recognised that
access to professional support would be highly valuable. The assistant principal had completed
training in counselling studies in the past year, and another staff member planned to do the
same. These positive initiatives should be supported by Teagasc, as they reflect the college’s
commitment to providing holistic support for students.

Additionally, the college had developed its own local system for reviewing student achievement,
which both teachers and students found more effective than the Teagasc Quercus system.
Through the mentoring process, students were able to review their grades and identify areas for
improvement. The college should consider sharing its experience and practices in this area with
Teagasc and other colleges, as it represents very good practice in supporting both the
academic and pastoral needs of students.

The college principal provided updates to the Head of Education in Teagasc regarding Child
Safeguarding matters. The deputy principal has been appointed as the local designated liaison
person and is also the deputy designated liaison person for the Teagasc organisation at
national level. However, formal arrangements for Child Safeguarding still need to be established
to ensure adequate support for both students and staff. It is encouraging that some staff
members, such as the principal and assistant principal, have completed the Tusla Children First
training. Ensuring that both staff and students feel confident in addressing any issues or
discussions related to safeguarding is essential. The college should also consider offering
training for staff to better support learners who may be vulnerable adults.

Meeting individual student needs

Relationships within the college were exceptionally strong, fostering a genuine spirit of
collaboration in meeting students’ educational, social, and emotional needs. Students spoke
highly of the assistant principal and course coordinators, highlighting their important role in
providing comprehensive day-to-day support. The college’s initiative to offer an after-college
space, where teachers were available to help with homework and assignments, was particularly
valuable and greatly appreciated by students.

An access officer was available to provide individualised learning support. When students first
enrolled, they underwent a needs assessment to identify an additional support required.
Although the proportion of students needing such support was relatively low, it was very positive
that these assessments were conducted and that the results were communicated to teachers.
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Teachers observed a broad range of ability levels within their classes and expressed interest in
further training to better support all students on a daily basis. Since most support needs related
to literacy and numeracy, Teagasc’s experience in building this expertise in other colleges will
be highly valuable and could be integrated into ongoing efforts to enhance high-quality teaching
and learning.

Students in the focus group expressed a desire for greater involvement in college life and in
decision-making processes. They were satisfied with the range of extra-curricular activities
available and recognised the challenges of organising such activities for a student body drawn
from a wide geographic area. There was clear potential to engage students more effectively in
college processes. Given the valuable ideas students shared about effective teaching and
learning, involving them in the formation of the college’s teaching and learning group would be
highly beneficial.

Physical environment to support learning

The physical learning environment was generally welcoming. However, some classrooms
would have benefited from a different arrangement, as their existing layouts did not always
support collaborative or discussion-based teaching and learning. While certain teaching
strategies can help overcome these spatial limitations, teachers should make use of moveable
furniture to create spaces that encourage students to work together and interact.

In some practical areas, the addition of teaching resources — such as large whiteboards and
display spaces — should be considered in building specifications to better support learning.
These facilities make it easier to share learning objectives and give students opportunities to
reflect on their progress during lessons, particularly over longer sessions. Such adjustments
would not only foster greater student engagement but would also contribute positively to their
overall wellbeing.

4. The college’s self-evaluation process and capacity for

improvement

The college demonstrated a strong capacity for self-evaluation and ongoing improvement, as
reflected in continual facility upgrades and the encouragement of staff to pursue professional
development opportunities. The existing self-evaluation process primarily focused on ensuring
that courses met established standards and overseeing the development of physical
infrastructure. Moving forward, the college should set specific self-evaluation targets related to
teaching and learning within the robust framework of its business plan.

Achieving these targets will depend on Teagasc’s support in providing resources for middle
leadership roles dedicated to teaching and learning, as well as incorporating student
perspectives into college operations. The combined experience of college leadership, teachers,
students, and external partners — alongside initiatives such as the Farm Technician
Apprenticeships and collaborations with MTU and SETU — creates a strong foundation for
developing a vision of Clonakilty as a leading provider of agricultural education, with a clear
emphasis on delivering high-quality teaching and learning.

The draft findings and recommendations arising out of this evaluation were discussed with the
principal, assistant principal, college staff, Teagasc Head of Education and Head of CDSU at
the conclusion of the evaluation.



10

Appendix

COLLEGE RESPONSE TO THE REPORT



Part A Observations on the content of the inspection report

Clonakilty Agricultural College welcomes the findings of the Whole College Evaluation report. It
affirms the dedication, professionalism, and strong sense of community that underpin the
college’s work. Clonakilty Agricultural College is particularly pleased that the report highlights its
welcoming learning environment and the enthusiasm of the staff, all of which contribute to an
excellent student experience.

The recognition of the college’s capacity for improvement and its commitment to innovation -
especially through initiatives such as the new Farm Technician Apprenticeship - reflects the
progressive ethos of the college. The college fully embraces the recommendations provided
and see them as valuable opportunities to further enhance teaching, learning, and student
support. This report provides a strong foundation for the next stage in our journey as a centre of
excellence in agricultural education.

Part B Follow-up actions planned or undertaken since the completion of the inspection
activity to implement the findings and recommendations of the inspection.

Clonakilty Agricultural College is committed to addressing the recommendations of the WCE to
enhance teaching, learning, & student support with emphasis on the following:

¢ Inresponse to the recommendations, the college will develop a structured Teaching and
Learning Action Plan to promote continuous improvement. The college has embarked
on establishing a Teaching and Learning Group. This group will share best practices,
foster innovation in pedagogy, and support staff in enhancing lesson quality and student
engagement.

e The college acknowledges the recommendation to develop the middle management
structures that ensure continuity, promote staff leadership, and address challenges
arising from staff turnover. These new structures will support both academic and
operational priorities and will be referred to Teagasc senior management to explore how
they can be developed.

e The college is committed to enhancing key skills integration across both theory and
practical sessions. Teaching teams will collaborate to identify effective methods of
embedding communication, collaboration, and critical thinking into daily learning
experiences. The college will work with Teagasc Senior Management to continue to
invest in professional development, ensuring that all staff involved in course delivery
receive initial and ongoing training in teaching, learning, and course design.

e To address feedback on assessment, the college will work with Teagasc Curriculum
Development and Standards Unit (CDSU) to review assessment practices with a view to
reduce duplication, balance student workload, and expand opportunities for formative
feedback.

e The college will review its child safeguarding policy, reaffirming it is in line with
Teagasc’s national guidance to ensure a safe and supportive environment for all
learners.

Through these focused actions, Clonakilty Agricultural College reaffirms its vision to be a
leading centre of excellence in agricultural education, responsive to the evolving needs of
students, industry, and the wider community.
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The Inspectorate’s Quality Continuum
Inspectors describe the quality of provision in the college using the Inspectorate’s quality
continuum which is shown below. The quality continuum provides examples of the language used
by inspectors when evaluating and describing the quality of the college’s provision of each area.

Excellent

Very good

Requires
improvement
to achieve a
good
standard

Requires
significant
improvement
to achieve a
good
standard

Description

Provision that is excellent is exemplary

in meeting the needs of learners. This
provision provides an example for other
schools and settings of exceptionally high
standards of provision.

Example of descriptive terms

Excellent; exemplary; outstanding;

exceptionally high standard; with very
significant strengths

Provision that is very good is very
effective in meeting the needs of learners
and is of a very high standard. There is
potential to build on existing strengths to
achieve an excellent standard.

Very good; of a very high quality;
very effective practice; highly
commendable; very successful;
notable

Provision that is good is effective in
meeting the needs of learners. There is
need to build on existing strengths in order
to address the aspects to be developed
and achieve a very good standard.

Good; of good quality; effective
practice; competent; useful;
commendable; good standard;
strengths outweigh the shortcomings;
appropriate provision although some
possibilities for improvement exist

Provision that requires improvement to
achieve a good standard is not
sufficiently effective in meeting the needs
of learners. There is need to address
certain deficiencies without delay in order
to ensure that provision is good or better.

Fair; less than effective; less than
adequate; less than sufficient;
evident weaknesses that are
impacting on learning; experiencing
difficulty; shortcomings outweigh
strengths; must improve in specified
areas; action required to improve

Provision that requires significant
improvement to achieve a good
standard is not meeting the needs of
learners. There is immediate need for
significant action to address the areas of
concern.

Weak; poor; ineffective; inadequate;
insufficient; unacceptable;
experiencing significant difficulties;
serious deficiencies in the areas
evaluated; requiring significant
change, development and
improvement to be effective
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