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ABSTRACT
Shivaun O’Brien Maguire

The Development and Implementation of a Quality Framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres.
The desired outcome of this study is to develop and implement a quality assurance system for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. The study explores the development of the two programmes and specifically investigates the changes leading to a focus on improvement and quality. 

The literature associated with the study involves an examination of the concepts of quality and quality education as well as the origins of the quality movement in business and possible relevance of such approaches in an education setting. Key issues relating to quality systems in education are investigated including accountability, capacity building, professionalism and educational change. Various efforts to improve the quality of education provision are examined such as the school effectiveness, school improvement and quality assurance movements. Finally, the literature focuses on potential key elements of the quality framework: self-evaluation, inspection and planning.

An action research methodology is used as it allows for the development of knowledge together with the implementation of actions and it also supports the change process. Elliott’s model of action research is applied through four action research cycles: an exploratory phase; a consultation and development phase; a pilot phase and a re-development and national roll-out phase. The research findings focus on the views of participants following the pilot phase and their recommendations for improvement prior to national roll-out. Four years following the roll-out of the Quality Framework Initiative to all Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres, the research examines the implementation and impact of the of the initiative.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

The desired outcome of this study is to develop and implement a national quality assurance system for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres and following this to monitor its implementation and impact. In 2000, the author was seconded to the Department of Education and Science to coordinate the development of a Quality Framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. Both programmes are funded by the Further Education Section of the Department of Education and Skills and are regarded as second chance education programmes. This study outlines the context within which the initiative developed, the key influencing literature and the research methodology that was employed to develop and analyse the Quality Framework and to monitor its implementation and impact. The research project outlines the development of the Quality Framework from 2000 to the end of 2009. However, research was only formally initiated in 2004. While developments up to 2004 are outlined, the formal research findings arose from the data generated and analysed between 2004 and 2009.
Following the introduction, chapter two traces the development of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres and describes the current nature of the programmes. It illustrates how the origins of both programmes impacted on the quality of provision and how changes in legislation, policy and related social developments during the 1990s and early 2000s promoted the importance of second chance programmes and emphasised the need for higher standards and greater consistency in their delivery. The chapter describes developments that led to a recommendation in 2000 that a Quality Framework Initiative be developed. 
Chapter three reviews literature that was selected on the basis of its relevance to the main aim of the research and its usefulness in informing the study.  It starts by examining the concept of quality and quality education and outlines that there is no agreed definition of quality education in the literature. The origins of the quality movement in manufacturing are outlined and the relevance of business quality approaches to education is investigated. Key issues relating to quality systems in education are discussed including accountability, capacity building, professionalism and educational change. Various efforts to improve the quality of education provision are explored including school effectiveness, school improvement and quality assurance with particular attention given to Total Quality Management. The focus of the literature then narrows to specifically explore the theory and practice of self-evaluation, inspection and planning. 

Chapter four details the methodological approach to the current research study and outlines how the author considered the quantitative, qualitative, transformative and pragmatic paradigms before selecting a pragmatic mixed methods approach. This chapter also outlines the rationale for employing a pragmatic action research approach and the selection of a specific action research model. The action research approach brings together action and reflection in pursuit of a practical solution to solving the key research questions. As an action research study this study involves four action research cycles and the participation of a large number of stakeholders. Each cycle involves a number of steps: reconnaissance; general planning; developing action steps; implementing action steps and monitoring the implementation and effects.

The first and second action research cycles, namely the Exploratory Phase and the Consultation and Development Phase, are both outlined in chapter five.  Both cycles began before the study was formally initiated, however these stages are outlined as they provide a useful background to the later research findings. The entire approach to both phases is based on the literature of educational change. The recommendation that a quality framework would be developed demonstrates readiness for change. The exploratory phase involves mobilising interest and the consultation phase builds consensus, support and policy commitment among stakeholders. It also clarifies and negotiates the mechanism for change (Adelman and Taylor 2007). The consultation process involves working out the characteristics of the change project to ensure that changes will be clear, simple and practical and that the processes will be of high quality (Fullan 2001). The pragmatic orientation to action research used in this research project requires a focus on cooperation, collaboration, mutual understanding and problem solving, dialogical interaction and exchange (Johansson and Lindhult 2008). Each of these elements are in operation throughout cycles one and two as the research process begins to find answers to the key research questions and illuminates a model of quality assurance, namely the Quality Framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres.  

Chapter six outlines the third action research cycle, the Pilot Phase. In this cycle the research moves from consultation and development into testing the implementation of the newly developed quality assurance model. It describes how the Pilot Phase involved the piloting of centre development planning and internal centre evaluation processes in 44 out of a total number of 125 centres across 20 Vocational Education Committees and involving a total of 1,328 stakeholders.  The research questions during this phase focus on the overall experience and outcomes for participants in both processes as well as their views about the usefulness and appropriateness of the model going forward. 

Following the Pilot Phase, the Quality Framework processes and guidelines were further developed and refined before the initiative was rolled out to all centres nationally in 2006. Chapter seven describes action research cycle four, the Redevelopment and National Rollout Phase. It outlines the key actions undertaken in this phase: the redevelopment of the Quality Framework processes and guidelines; the further development of a support service; and the rollout, monitoring, maintenance and ongoing evolution of the initiative. In 2010, after four years in operation, the research employs the methodology of focus groups to examine the level of implementation and the impact of the Quality Framework Initiative in centres.
Finally, chapter eight outlines the conclusions and recommendations of the research project. It traces the various stages in the research process and highlights the key findings that resulted from the four action research cycles which are summarised as answers to the research questions for each phase. Based on the findings, and considering broader issues, the author outlines final conclusions which expand on the significance of the findings. In conclusion, proposed applications are set out in a list of recommendations which include recommendations for the Quality Framework Initiative itself, for a national improvement strategy and for further research.

CHAPTER TWO: CONTEXT

INTRODUCTION

The Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training programmes are among a suite of programmes provided by the Further Education Section of the Department of Education and Skills. They are regarded as second chance education programmes as they provide opportunities for early school leavers to return to education with a view to improving their education, social development and future employability.

This research deals with the development of a Quality Framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. Chapter two describes these programmes and how they developed. It goes on to describe how changes in policy led to a greater understanding of the importance of the programmes both nationally and within the education sector.  With greater recognition came a focus on improvement and quality which led to the recommendation in 2000 that a Quality Framework Initiative be developed for the programmes. 

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF YOUTHREACH AND SENIOR TRAVELLER TRAINING CENTRES

Senior Traveller Training Centres were established on an informal basis from the 1970s and Youthreach centres were established in the late 1980s. In 1983 the Travelling People Review Body stated that many teenage and adult Travellers were illiterate and unskilled and recommended the establishment of Senior Traveller Training Centres for the purpose of:
supplementing the educational deficiencies of young Travellers aged between 15 and 25 years, and preparing them to take up gainful employment or avail of further more advanced training at the end of the course.

(Travelling People Review Body 1983 p75)

Although, the age of the client group was Travellers between 15 and 25 years, the term “senior” differentiated these centres from Junior Education Centres for Travellers at post-primary level.
Both Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres were established as programmes for early school leavers following the passing of the European Council’s resolution on vocational training in 1983 committing all members of the European Economic Community to develop vocational preparation programmes including specific measures to assist young people who had left school without qualifications (European Council 1983). The programme offered a range of vocational skills as well as literacy and numeracy. At this stage Senior Traveller Training Centres were managed by FÁS under the Department of Labour.

Youthreach Centres developed out of the second European Action Programme on the Transition from School to Adult and Working Life which was operated by the Department of Education and ran from 1982-1986.  One of the programmes established in Ireland was “Further On Up the Road”, based in a disadvantaged area in Dublin’s south inner city and also known as the School Street Project (Stokes 1988). Most participants had left school before they were sixteen years of age, had experienced disadvantage both physical and social, and as a result many had a history of drug abuse and crime. The programmes provided a caring atmosphere where participants were respected and where their self-esteem and personal development were paramount. This out of school programme was due to end in 1986 but was sanctioned for a further two years by the Department of Education as part of the Social Guarantee Initiative leading to the introduction of the Youthreach programme in 1988. Important elements from the School Street Project were that it was based on the real needs of the young person, involved the development of self-confidence, was a community linked programme and provided basic skills and job sampling. The Youthreach Programme was based on this model. 

The Youthreach Programme was launched in 1988 by Mr. Bertie Ahern TD (Minister for Labour) and Ms. Mary O’Rourke TD (Minister for Education). The Irish economy during this period was characterised by high unemployment particularly among young people. As the time, Youthreach was delivered in Vocational Education Committee (VEC) managed Youthreach Centres and FÁS managed Community Training Workshops. It involved coordination between the Departments of Education and Labour at national level and between Vocational Education Committees and FÁS at local level.
The Youthreach Operators’ Guidelines (Departments of Labour and Education 1989) defined the target group as follows:

Youthreach is intended for young people who are typically at least six months in the labour market, are aged between 15 and 18 years, have left the school system without formal qualifications or vocational training, who are not catered for within traditional educational or training provision and have not secured full-time employment.

(Departments of Education and Labour 1989 p4) 

In 1998 responsibility for the administration of Senior Traveller Training Centres changed from FÁS to the Department of Education and Science following a recommendation made in the report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (Irish Government 1995). This move brought “major changes” (Griffin and Harper 2001) to the centres, particularly in relation to the programmes, which became more holistic and student centred. With such obvious similarities between Youthreach, Senior Traveller Training centres and Community Training workshops all three programmes were grouped under the umbrella term “Youthreach”. A shared objective for the programmes was set out in the 2001 Framework of Objectives for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres (Department of Education and Science 2001) as follows:

To provide participants with the knowledge, skills and attitudes required to successfully make the transition to work and adult life, and to participate fully in their communities.

 (Department of Education and Science 2001 p2)

Up to the late 1990s Senior Traveller Training Centres mainly catered for young people aged 15 - 25 years. From the early 2000s a more holistic approach to the education of Travellers resulted in the removal of the upper age limit and as a result adult Traveller parents were encouraged to participate in the programme (Griffin and Harper 2001). 

CURRENT PROVISION

Youthreach

Youthreach caters for 16 - 21 year old early school leavers. The objective of the programme is as follows:

The Youthreach programme seeks to provide early school leavers (16-20 years) with the knowledge, skills and confidence required to participate fully in society and progress to further education, training and employment.

(Department of Education and Science 2008a p63
Currently there are 104 Youthreach centres in operation nationally across 32 of the 33 VECs. They operate on a full-time basis for 226 days per year. The annual Learner Survey for Youthreach (Department of Education and Science 2009a) outlines the current situation with regard to the provision of the programme. There are currently 3,551 approved learner places nationally, with 3,452 learners enrolled at the end of 2009. Out of the total number enrolled, 1,952 were male and 1,500 were female. The age profile of the learners is set out in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1: Age Profile of Learners in Youthreach, December 2009

	Age
	Male
	Female
	Total

	15
	128
	85
	213

	16
	483
	292
	775

	17
	592
	417
	1009

	18
	473
	347
	820

	19
	184
	187
	371

	20
	67
	75
	142

	21-25
	25
	97
	122

	Total
	1,952
	1,500
	3,452


(Department of Education and Science 2009a)

As can be seen from Table 2.1, the average age of learners is between 16 - 18 years. More males attend the programme annually than females. Learners who attend Youthreach are mainly early school leavers who have not completed a Leaving Certificate. The educational level of learners on entry to the programme is outlined in the learner survey. Of the 3,452 learners enrolled in December 2009, 1,298 had achieved primary education, a further 68 had passed two subjects at Junior Certificate level, 250 had passed 3 - 4 subjects and 1,427 had completed the full award. Of those learners who had completed a Leaving Certificate 176 had passed 1-4 subjects and 87 had achieved the full award. A further 72 has achieved a Leaving Certificate Applied award. The vast majority of learners had joined Youthreach directly after dropping out of school while some learners  joined after becoming unemployed. 
Many learners present with specific challenges such as a disability, substance misuse or offending behaviour. From a total of 3,452 learners enrolled the numbers of learners experiencing these and other challenges are outlined in Table 2.2.

Table 2.2: Specific Challenges Experienced by Learners in Youthreach, December   2009

	Challenge
	Male
	Female
	Total

	Disability
	137
	54
	191

	Substance misuse
	729
	323
	1,052

	Ex-offender
	284
	64
	348

	Lone parent
	34
	228
	262

	Traveller
	228
	248
	476

	Homeless
	30
	25
	55

	In care
	66
	63
	129

	Refugee
	17
	9
	26

	Other
	225
	149
	374

	Total
	1,750
	1,163
	2,913


(Department of Education and Science 2009a)

From Table 2.2 it is evident that the majority of learners participating in Youthreach require specific supports. These challenges are reflected in the nature of the Youthreach programme that combines certified academic elements as well as an emphasis on personal, emotional and social development. While the latter is recognised as being extremely important in terms of outcomes for learners it is only the levels of certification achieved that are measured. The total number of learners that achieved certification in 2009 was 2,430. The number of awards certified in 2009 is outlined in Table 2.3.
Table 2.3: Certification Awarded in Youthreach During 2009
	Certification Level
	Male
	Female
	Total

	Junior Cert: 1 - 2 subjects
	23
	24
	47

	Junior Cert: 3 - 4 subjects
	22
	8
	30

	Junior Cert: Full Award
	81
	63
	144

	Leaving Cert Applied
	109
	126
	235

	Leaving Cert: 1 - 2 subjects
	8
	6
	14

	Leaving Cert: 3 - 4 subjects
	2
	3
	5

	Leaving Cert: Full Award
	19
	20
	39

	FETAC Level 1 Award
	1
	9
	10

	FETAC Level 2 Award
	7
	7
	14

	FETAC Level 3: 1 - 2 modules
	376
	294
	670

	FETAC Level 3: 3 - 4 modules
	181
	138
	319

	FETAC Level 3: 5 - 6 modules 
	91
	63
	154

	FETAC Level 3: Full Award
	104
	87
	191

	FETAC Level 4: 1 - 2 modules
	157
	137
	294

	FETAC Level 4: 3 - 4 modules
	67
	72
	139

	FETAC Level 4: 5 - 6 modules
	24
	42
	66

	FETAC Level 4: Full Award
	45
	76
	121

	ECDL
	47
	60
	107

	Other
	233
	223
	456

	Total
	1,597
	1,458
	3,055


(Department of Education and Science 2009a)

Not all Youthreach centres offer the full range of certification outlined above and, as programmes are not prescribed nationally, centre staff have some degree of flexibility in this regard. Typically, a relatively small 25 place centre might offer foundation programmes such the Junior Certificate and FETAC Levels 1-3. Larger, 75 place centres often provide these foundation programmes in addition to progression programmes such as the Leaving Certificate and FETAC Levels 4-5. FETAC Levels 1 and 2 focus mainly on literacy and numeracy. Level 3 develops personal and practical skills and knowledge whereas Level 4 and 5 focuses on specific vocational areas.

In terms of staffing, Vocational Education Committees are allocated 4,200 tuition hours annually per group of 25 learners. Staffing normally comprises a full-time Coordinator with one or more full-time resource persons and part-time teachers. In 2009 across the 104 Youthreach Centres staffing included 104 Coordinators, 225 full-time Resource Persons, 66 part-time Resource Persons, 80 full-time teachers, 486 part-time teachers and 168 staff described as tutors. According to the Department of Education and Science: 

In this inter-disciplinary approach, practitioners combine education, training, youth-work and adult education methodologies. Staff come from a variety of backgrounds including teaching, adult education and training, youth-work, welfare and health. This mix is regarded as essential, yielding a cross fertilisation of expertise from the different disciplines.

(Department of Education and Science 2008a p77)

There are no formal qualifications specified for employment as Coordinator or Resource Person. VECs select applicants with the combination of personal qualities and professional skills most likely to meet the needs of students. A high degree of motivation and commitment to the student-centred model of training is essential, as is a commitment to working with the target group. The number of qualified teachers working in Youthreach has grown over the past ten years. Two-thirds of Coordinators and a similar proportion of Resource Persons have recognised teaching qualifications. Almost 50% of part-time teachers have recognised teaching qualifications. (CHL Consulting Company 2006)

Senior Traveller Training Centres

Senior Traveller Training Centres currently cater for adult learner over 18 year years of age. Prior to 2008 and when this research project was initiated, Travellers who had left school early and who were aged 15 - 18 years could attend the programme. Following the Value for Money Review of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres (Department of Education and Science 2008a) it was recommended that all Travellers in this category should attend Youthreach. The current objective of the Programme is as follows:

The Senior Traveller Training programme is a positive action by the Department of Education and Science which seeks to provide an opportunity for members of the Traveller Community and other learners (18 years and over) to:

· engage in a programme of learning that acknowledges and respects their cultural identity
· acquire the knowledge, skills and confidence to participate fully in society (Traveller community and settled community) and enhance their employability
· progress to further education, training, employment or other life choices.

 (Department of Education and Science 2008 p63-64)
Currently there are 35 Senior Traveller Training Centres nationally across 22 of the 33 VECs. They operate on a full-time basis for 209 days per year. The annual Learner Survey for Senior Traveller Training Centres (Department of Education and Science 2009b) outlines the current situation with regard to the provision of the programme. There are 953 approved learner places nationally, with 1,020 learners enrolled at the end of 2009. Out of the total number enrolled 135 were male and 885 were female. The age profile of the learners is set out in Table 2.4.

Table 2.4: Age Profile of Learners in STTCs, December 2009

	Age
	Male
	Female
	Total

	16 – 17
	8
	27
	35

	18 – 19
	23
	90
	113

	20 – 23
	20
	136
	156

	24 – 25
	12
	69
	81

	26 – 29
	18
	96
	114

	30 – 34
	17
	95
	112

	35 – 39
	11
	110
	121

	40 – 44
	11
	75
	86

	45 – 49
	6
	65
	71

	50 – 54
	5
	62
	67

	55+
	4
	60
	64

	Total
	135
	885
	1,020


(Department of Education and Science 2009b)

As can be seen from Table 2.4, learners are generally female, aged between 18 and 40. In terms of entry level, of the 1,020 learners enrolled in December 2009, 492 had achieved primary education or less than primary, a further 229 had completed first to second year post-primary, 13 had achieved two subjects at Junior Certificate level, 27 had passed 3 - 4 subjects and 102 had completed the full award. Of those learners who had completed a Leaving Certificate 6 had passed 1-4 subjects and 20 had achieved the full award. A further 25 has achieved a Leaving Certificate Applied Award. Of the 1,020 learners enrolled, 73 had joined the programme directly from school while the remainder had joined as unemployed adults in receipt of social welfare benefits. Of the total of 1,020 learners, 274 learners had never been employed. 

As with Youthreach learners, many Travellers attending the programme present with specific challenges such as a disability, substance misuse or offending behaviour. From a total of 1,020 learners enrolled, the number of learners experiencing these and other challenges are outlined in Table 2.5.
Table 2.5: Specific Challenges Experienced by Learners in STTCs, December 2009

	Challenge
	Male
	Female
	Total

	Persons having a disability
	47
	98
	145

	Substance misuse
	19
	41
	60

	Ex-offender
	10
	11
	21

	Homeless
	0
	5
	5

	Lone parent
	3
	157
	160

	Other
	103
	242
	345

	Total
	182
	549
	736


(Department of Education and Science 2009b)

The total number of learners that achieved certification in 2009 was 739. The number of awards certified in 2009 is outlined in Table 2.6.

Table 2.6: Certification Awarded in STTCs During 2009

	Certification Level
	Male
	Female
	Total

	Junior Cert: 1 - 2 subjects
	0
	39
	39

	Junior Cert: 3 - 4 subjects
	0
	13
	13

	Junior Cert: Full Award
	1
	6
	7

	Leaving Cert Applied
	8
	48
	56

	Leaving Cert: 1 - 2 subjects
	1
	17
	18

	Leaving Cert: 3 - 4 subjects
	0
	0
	0

	Leaving Cert: Full Award
	0
	0
	0

	FETAC Level 1 Award
	0
	0
	0

	FETAC Level 2 Award
	1
	28
	29

	FETAC Level 3: 1 - 2 modules
	23
	219
	242

	FETAC Level 3: 3 - 4 modules
	18
	191
	209

	FETAC Level 3: 5 - 6 modules 
	3
	63
	66

	FETAC Level 3: Full Award
	6
	81
	87

	FETAC Level 4: 1 - 2 modules
	12
	65
	77

	FETAC Level 4: 3 - 4 modules
	3
	13
	16

	FETAC Level 4: 5 - 6 modules
	0
	0
	0

	FETAC Level 4: Full Award
	0
	6
	6

	ECDL
	6
	10
	16

	Other
	22
	179
	201

	Total
	104
	978
	1,082


(Department of Education and Science 2009b)

In a similar manner to Youthreach centres, an individual STTC would not normally offer all the programmes outlined above. Programmes provided within each centres are normally based on the identified needs of the learner group and therefore may change somewhat, from one group to the next.

In terms of staffing, Vocational Education Committees are allocated 5,250 tuition hours annually per group of 24 learners. This allocation is greater than that for Youthreach centres and is used to employ a full-time centre Director and a number of full-time and part-time staff. In 2009, across the 35 Senior Traveller Training Centres, staffing included 35 Directors, 95 full-time teachers, 212 part-time teachers, and 20 staff described as tutors. Staff in Senior Traveller Training Centres were appointed on the basis of having relevant experience of working with disadvantaged groups in out-of-school settings as well as having an understanding of and empathy with the needs of the Traveller Community. A pay deal negotiated for staff in the mid to late 1990s achieved teachers’ pay and conditions of employment for Senior Traveller Training Centre staff. Since 1998 a third level qualification is required in relation to the position of Director. Those who were appointed prior to 1998 were facilitated to achieve a degree where possible. Qualified teachers who worked beyond the 167 day post-primary school year receive an honorarium (Department of Education and Science 2008a).

Management Structure

Both Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres are managed by Vocational Education Committees. In most instances Coordinators and Directors report to an Adult Education Officer as the programmes are part of the Committees’ adult and further education provision. Adult Education Officers are line managed by Education Officers where they exist and by the Chief Executive Officers. Since 1999, all Senior Traveller Training Centres have Boards of Management. The Boards are statutory subcommittees of VECs. They are responsible for the general operation and development of the centre but the VEC retains the human resource function. The composition of the Board is set out in Circular 48/99 (Department of Education and Science 1999) and includes representatives from the VEC, FÁS, local statutory bodies, the traveller community and staff. While the Department of Education and Skills has not issued a circular in relation to the establishment of Boards of Management for Youthreach Centres their establishment has become more common in recent years and where they exist they are also established as subcommittees of the VEC and perform similar functions as Boards of Senior Traveller Training Centres. 
ISSUES IMPACTING ON THE QUALITY OF CENTRES
The introduction of a second chance provision for early school leavers in Ireland was significant in that it provided support and assistance for disadvantaged early school leavers and was a move towards a more inclusive and equitable education system. In the main, the approaches used in Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres are consistent with internationally accepted good practice on out of school interventions (Department of Education and Science 2008a). Prior to the development of the Quality Framework Initiative it was clear that a number of concerns had been highlighted in relation to the programmes and these impacted on the development and quality of provision in centres.
The Youthreach Programme specifically was established at a time when youth unemployment was at a very high level. The 1996 CHL Consulting Group report on the staffing arrangements for the Youthreach Programme stated that:

Youthreach was established initially as a temporary, experimental programme. This status is reflected in the employment of staff who are engaged either on a one - year, renewable contract or on a part - time basis. The temporary staffing arrangements may have been appropriate at the time it was established. However, the programme is now in its eight year and is set to continue at least until the end of the current National Development Plan in 1999. The original staffing arrangements, and notably the levels of pay and conditions of employment, are no longer appropriate and are in urgent need of revision and updating. If this is not done, the programme is likely to suffer growing difficulties both in retaining skilled, experienced staff, and in attracting suitable new staff.

(CHL Consulting Group 1996 p1)

The report goes on to say that the temporary nature of the work together with the terms and conditions attached can be “interpreted as being a reflection of low status” (CHL Consulting Group 1996 p17) and that staff felt marginalised in a similar way to their client group, feeling that they “have no job security, no available career path, and little scope for increasing their income” (CHL Consulting Group 1996 p17). It is interesting to note that ten years later CHL (now under the name CHL Consulting Company) carried out an analysis of the duties of Youthreach staff on behalf of the Teachers’ Union of Ireland claiming that while some improvements have been made to the terms and conditions of employment of staff:
there continue to be areas of serious dissatisfaction among staff arising from Youthreach’s origins as a temporary programme which was positioned very much outside the mainstream education system. A key issue is the status of the full-time staff employed in Youthreach centres. 







(CHL Consulting Company 2006 p1)

Apart from the issues outlined above, the 1996 CHL report described some of the buildings that housed the programme as being “less than desirable” (CHL Consulting Group 1996 p8). Difficulties with premises stem from the fact that there is no capital budget for either the Youthreach or Senior Traveller Training Centres and as a result accommodation is often found in temporary rented buildings which were not intended for the purpose of education. This further reflects the temporary status of the programme at that time.

The 1996 CHL report also highlights the lack of clarity in relation to the roles and responsibilities of staff in centres. This had emerged from the non-prescriptive strategy adopted in the establishment of the programme and as a result it was reported that there was “considerable latitude in the range of tasks that are actually carried out by staff” (CHL Consulting Group 1996 p25).  This issue was further exacerbated by the “absence of prescribed credentials for posts in Youthreach” (CHL Consulting Group 1996 p25). The report recommended the standardisation of management and organisational structures and policies among the VECs involved in operating Youthreach programmes. 

In 1996 a European Social Fund evaluation of Youthreach was critical of the lack of counselling, certification, literacy programmes and progression. (ESF Programme Evaluation Unit 1996). A National Economic and Social Forum report (NESF 1997) also recognised the difficulties in Youthreach, Senior Traveller Training Centres and Community Training Workshops with accommodation, the lack of guidance and counselling, the provision of certification, childcare and progression options. A number of recommendations were outlined in this regard. A follow up report from NESF in 2002 (NESF 2002) examined the implementation of the recommendations and found that improvements in accommodation had not been tackled nor were the guidance and counselling needs of the programme addressed. Progression was reportedly still a difficulty.
The Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (Department of Education and Science 2006e) also raised concerns about poor outcomes and low levels of progression to employment or further education among Travellers in Senior Traveller Training Centres. The report outlines a concern that education providers have a low expectation of outcomes for Travellers and that this has contributed to the problem. The author would suggest that there was an ambiguity in the approach to teaching in Senior Traveller Training Centres. As the learners included a mix of young teenagers and adults it was difficult for staff to adapt a clear philosophical approach to teaching and learning. In working with young people Senior Traveller Training Centres did not appear to have adopted the youth-work philosophy of the Youthreach programme while work with adults did not appear to be influenced by the philosophy and principles of adult education. There is no evidence in Senior Traveller Training Centre literature that either of these approaches should underpin the work in centres. 

Improvement and development of both programmes were hampered by the absence of a support service. While a range of services and supports are automatically available to students, teachers and schools in the mainstream sector these are not available to the Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training programmes (Department of Education and Science 2008a).

It could be argued that the development of programmes in Further Education such as Youthreach, Senior Traveller Training Centres, Vocational Training Opportunities Scheme and Post Leaving Certificate programmes, was funding - led rather than an intentional strategy of the Department of Education and Science. Indeed the official strategy of the Department of Education and Science was to reduce the number of young people who leave school early so that the percentage of those who complete second level would reach 85 percent by 2003 and 90 percent by 2006 (Department of Education and Science 2008b). Such an aim may appear to be at odds with the further development of programmes for early school leavers. How could the Department of Education and Science propose to retain more learners at school while at the same time make the out of school provision more attractive to the potential early school leaver? 

More recent reports continue to highlight some of the on-going challenges facing the programmes. During 2006 the Inspectorate of the Department of Education and Science conducted an evaluation of six centres for education (4 Youthreach and 2 STTCs) and a composite report on the inspections was included in the Value for Money Review of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres (Department of Education and Science 2008a). While the report in general recognised the important roles of the programmes and highlighted various examples of good work it was clear that in a number of ways improvements were required as set out in the following examples:

Some programmes, or parts of programmes, were not adequately meeting the needs of the target group. In general, this was because the programme offered did not sufficiently challenge learners, or because the programme developed was not participant - focussed or participant-led. 

(Department of Education and Science 2008a p151)

Some of these buildings were workable, others were deemed to be unsuited to the effective delivery of the programme and in a number of cases there were serious health and safety implications. 

(ibid p154)

While there were some exceptions, there was generally a lack of cross-curricular and internal collaborative planning and preparation for lessons. 

(ibid p160)

Lesson plans usually pertained to the actual lessons being observed by inspectors and there was little evidence in centres to show that there was consistent practice in relation to their preparation. 

(ibid p160)

While there was some evidence of support for functional literacy in some lessons, this lacked professional underpinning which is necessary if the goal of improving literacy skills is to be an outcome of a learners’ time spent in a centre. 

(ibid p164)

The report further highlights the need to develop and improve the programmes and to provide specific guidelines and training in a number of key areas such as programme planning, teaching methodology and literacy. 

The reports outlined above highlight some of the issues that impacted on the quality of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. The main issues included the  temporary nature of the programme, the conditions of employment for staff, the lack of a capital budget, no access to a support service, the lack of guidelines in relation to key aspects of work such as classroom planning, teaching methodology, literacy and progression, and the inconsistencies in the operation of programmes across the country. The author would argue that the issues outlined above indicate that the programmes had a relatively low status within the education system. There was an obvious need for an improvement mechanism although it could be argued that improvements to the programmes would have also resulted from the provision of a capital budget, access to support services and the provision of operational guidelines and training for staff.
RAISING THE STATUS OF SECOND CHANCE PROGRAMMES
Despite the origins of the programmes and the various issues outlined above, a number of legislative, policy and social developments occurred during the 1990s and early 2000s that promoted the importance of second chance programmes and emphasised the need for quality and consistency in the delivery of such programmes. 

One of the most significant developments was the 1998 Education Act which stated that “ the Minister may from time to time designate a place to be a centre for education” (Education Act 1998 p 15). A centre for education was defined as:
a place, other than a school or a place providing university or other third level education, where adult or continuing education or vocational education or training, is provided and which is designated for that purpose under section 10 (4). 

(Education Act 1998 10 (4) p6)

Designation of centres did not occur until late 2004 and came about through a circuitous route. Under the Vocational Education (Amendment) Act 2001 the composition of Vocational Education Committees (VEC) was amended to include: 

2 members elected by parents of students who have not reached the age of 18 years and who are registered as students at recognised schools or centres for education established or maintained by the committee 

(Vocational Education Amendment Act p8)

New Vocational Education Committees were due to be established in September 2004 and as centres had not yet been designated centres for education, the Department of Education and Science issued circular No. F57/04 (Department of Education and Science 2004a) to Vocational Education Committees which set out the arrangements that were to be made for the establishment of new committees. The circular also included, as an Appendix, a list of the centres designated centres for education. The Appendix consisted of a comprehensive list of Senior Traveller Training and Youthreach centres. Regardless of the manner of designation the implication of the designation was significant. For the first time, Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres were recognised under Irish legislation. 

The Education Act 1998 made a number of references to the responsibility of the government not only to recognised schools but also to centres for education. This included the provision of support services to students such as assessment, psychological services, guidance and counselling and provision for learners with special education needs. One of the functions of the Minister is to:
monitor and assess the quality, economy, efficiency and effectiveness of the education system provided in the State by recognised schools and centres for education

(Education Act 1998 p11)

The functions of the Inspectorate under the Act are to visit centres for education and evaluate the organisation and operation of the centres and the quality and effectiveness of the education provided including the quality of teaching and effectiveness of individual teachers.

The Education (Welfare) Act 2000 saw the establishment of the National Educational Welfare Board (NEWB) which provides a comprehensive framework for promoting regular school attendance and tackling the problems of absenteeism and early school leaving.  Under the Act a child is recognised as someone under 16 years of age or someone who has not completed 3 years of post-primary education but who is under 18 years. At the time this included those who are eligible to attend both the Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centre programmes. What is significant here is that schools have to inform the Education Welfare Board of expulsions and on-going absenteeism. There were concerns that Youthreach and STTCs could become “dumping grounds” for schools wanting to expel certain students while at the same time there were hopes that improved working relationships could develop between schools and centres, and that a protocol for engagement between centres, schools and the Educational Welfare service could be developed. In particular, it was widely expected that centres would become prescribed as a programme of education under the Education (Welfare) Act. The National Educational Welfare Board (NEWB 2008) made recommendations in this regard:
Under Section 14 (19) of the Education (Welfare) Act, 2000 a proposal has been submitted to the Department of Education & Science regarding the prescription of educational programmes delivered outside of recognised schools (e.g. Centres of Education and Youthreach Centres), under section 14(19) of the Education (Welfare) Act, 2000. Under Section 14 of the Act, there is a requirement to ensure that every child is receiving a “certain minimum education”. The section provides for an assessment process which is supported by guidelines issued by the Minister. The Board’s proposal essentially means that education provision which has been either evaluated by the Department’s Inspectorate or validated through the FETAC framework would be prescribed and would not, therefore, be subject to assessment under the Act.
(NEWB  2008 p18)

While the Youthreach Programme is not yet designated as a programmes of education, many educational welfare officers refer students to the centres and the important role of the programme in this regard has been established. Annual reports of the NEWB (2005, 2006, and 2008) refer to the establishment of partnerships between the educational welfare service and Youthreach.

During this period, research, such as that conducted by the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI), has also played a role in developing a greater understanding of poverty and educational disadvantage. This is reflected in national policy since the 1990s with the prioritisation of issues such as poverty and educational disadvantage which has resulted in increased funding to address these issues. Various policies at national and European level have highlighted the importance of social inclusion and skill development and the further development of second chance education programmes. These include the Report of an inter - Departmental Committee on the Problems of Early School Leaving (Department of Labour and Department of Education 1988), the Programme for Competitiveness and Work (Irish Government 1994), Charting our Education Future: the White Paper on Education (Department of Education 1995), the Report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (Irish Government 1995), the European Social Fund Programme Evaluation Unit’s Evaluation Report: Early School Leavers Provision (ESF Programme Evaluation Unit 1996), Lifelong Learning for All (OECD 1996), the National Anti-Poverty Strategy (Irish Government 1997, 2003), Learning for Life: White Paper on Adult Education (Department of Education and Science 2000 ), the National Development Plan 1994 - 1999 and 2000 - 2006 (Irish Government 1993,1999), the National Children’s Strategy 2000 - 2010 (Irish Government 2000a), the EU Lisbon Agreement (European Commission, 2000) and the Concrete Future Objectives of Education and Training Systems (European Commission 2001).

It is not possible to discuss here the influence of all the policy documents outlined above but it is clear that the issues of poverty, educational disadvantage, early school leaving, adult education, traveller education and lifelong learning were very much on the national and European agendas during this period.

In terms of education policy, the author would argue that one of the main reasons why programmes for such as Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres became mainstreamed is because efforts by the Department of Education and Skills to retain young people in school have not resulted in a significant change to the numbers of students leaving school early. Early school leaving is an indicator of educational disadvantage and attempts by the Department of Education and Skills to retain students has, since the 1980s, led to the development of a range of measures aimed at reducing early school leaving. These measures include such initiatives as Early Start at primary level as well as the Home School Community Liaison Scheme, the School Completion Programme and the Disadvantaged Areas Scheme at second-level (Department of Education and Science 2005b).

Despite such investment, the rate of early school leaving has remained relatively stable from 1991 - 1999 with 77 - 80% of students remaining in school to Leaving Certificate level (Department of Education and Science 2008c). Although the participation rates for Travellers have greatly increased over the past ten years the retention rate is very low. The Survey of Traveller Education Provision in Irish Schools (Department of Education and Science 2005d) showed that only 56% of Travellers who enrolled in post-primary schools in 2002 remained in school to Junior Certificate level. Therefore, despite the various initiatives to retain students within the mainstream system, there is a clear requirement for a two pronged approach to alleviating educational disadvantage, prevention of early school leaving and second-chance education provision. 

The Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres were established at a time when there were high levels of youth unemployment. One could argue that the improved economy and the decline in unemployment since the 1990s would suggest that such programmes may no longer be required. The Value for Money Review of Youthreach and STTCs (Department of Education and Science 2008a) acknowledged that unemployment had decreased from 15.9% in 1993 to 4.33% in 2006. However the review stated:

Within these positive trends, certain groups are at particular risk. Of these, early school leavers and Travellers are pertinent to the present enquiry. Without intervention their isolation is likely to increase in the future as the European Union and Ireland embrace the ‘knowledge economy’.

(Department of Education and Science 2008a p28)

The recent downturn in the economy would suggest that early school leavers are now more at risk than any time over the period 1993 - 2006. This view is further supported by the National Youth Council of Ireland:
Even at a time when Ireland is experiencing the highest levels of economic prosperity for many years, Early School Leaving (ESL) still exists. Young people who leave school at primary level or before obtaining their Junior Certificate suffer lower economic prospects and the potential danger of falling into a poverty trap.

(National Youth Council of Ireland 2001 p1)

Early school leaving has long been associated with a number of social problems. Problematic drug use is associated with economic and educational disadvantage and early school leaving (Morgan 1999, Mayock 2000, Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs 2009).  There is a strong correlation between early school leaving and youth offending (O’Mahony 1993, 1997, Carroll and Meehan 2007). The link between early school leaving and poor levels of literacy has also been established. An evaluation by the Inspectorate (Department of Education and Science 2005c) showed that:

11% of our fifteen-year-olds can complete only the most basic of reading tasks. The study found that the achievement scores of students in designated 
disadvantaged schools were significantly lower than those of students attending non-designated schools. 
(Department of Education and Science 2005c p15)

Much of the work of the National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA) is based on the results of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 1997 International Adult Literacy Survey. The survey found that 25% of adults surveyed in Ireland did not show the literacy skills and confidence needed to take part effectively in society. Almost 30% of the labour force had lower secondary education or less. The report highlighted the link between early school leaving and low levels of literacy. It is clear from the research that given the educational and social problems that exist in Ireland, second chance programmes are an essential aspect of the government’s response to such issues.
More recent reports and policies continue to impact on the development of second chance programmes but these did not influence programmes before or during the initial development of the Quality Framework Initiative. Such policies include the National Action Plan against Poverty and Social Exclusion 2003 - 2005 (Irish Government 2002), School Matters, the Report of the Task Force on Student Behaviour in Second Level Schools (Department of Education and Science 2006c), the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (Department of Education and Science 2006e),  the National Development Plan 2007 - 2013 (Irish Government 2006), Tomorrow’s Skills: Towards a National Skills Strategy (Expert Group on Future Skills Needs  2007) and most significantly the Value for Money Review of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centre Programmes (Department of Education and Science 2008a).

While it is not possible to discuss here the importance of each of the reports and policies outlined above, the Report of the Task Force on Student Behaviour in Second Level Schools (Department of Education and Science 2006c) clearly demonstrates how the perception of programmes such as Youthreach has changed so dramatically within the education system over the past twenty years and how such programmes are now regarded part of a continuum of provision rather than a temporary initiative at the margins of the education system:
As the work of the Task Force developed, it became clear to us that there is a minority of students whose holistic needs cannot be met within the mainstream school, even when there are a number of supportive measures in place. Key informants argued that it is necessary and appropriate to have some form of off-site provision in place to cater for this minority. It is estimated that the number of children for whom out-of-school provision is required is in the 1% - 2% bracket......the Task Force is of the view that it is not necessary to put in place a totally new form of provision to cater for the needs of the minority of students for whom mainstream schooling is untenable while good examples of complementary provision exist already. 

 (Department of Education and Science 2006c p146)

Based on this acknowledgement, the Task Force recommended that the programme be prescribed, extended and provided with a greater level of support appropriate to the needs of participants.

The situation for Senior Traveller Training Centres was to take a radically different direction to the Youthreach programme. The Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (Department of Education and Science 2006e) promoted the integration of Travellers into the education system at all levels. Segregated provision such as that provided by Senior Traveller Training Centres was criticised by Traveller representative groups, such as Pavee Point, who recommended that Senior Traveller Training Centres should be “phased out over the next five years” (Pavee Point 2006 p1). The Department of Education and Science Value for Money Review of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centre Programmes (2008a) specifically recommended the phasing out of Senior Traveller Training Centres. However, it is important to note that this policy did not exist in 2000 at the time this research project was initiated.

MOVING TO A FOCUS ON QUALITY

The various legislation and policies outlined above have all contributed to the improved status of Centres for Education within the education system. Improved status brings with it improved expectations. The issue of quality provision was generally receiving greater attention across the Further Education Section at the start of the 2000s.

The Lisbon Agreement (European Commission 2000) stated that vocational education and training must be developed to contribute to life-long learning policies as well as supplying a highly skilled workforce that would increase Europe’s competitiveness and move towards the strategic objective that the European Union would become the world’s most dynamic knowledge based economy. The report on the Concrete Future Objectives of Education and Training Systems (European Commission 2001) identified areas for joint actions at European level which would support the achievement of the Lisbon Goals. One of these areas for action is to improve the quality and effectiveness of education and training systems in the European Union. As part of the Copenhagen process, the Ministers responsible for vocational education and training, together with the European social partners, defined specific areas and actions for intensifying European collaboration in vocational education and training. The Copenhagen Declaration (European Commission 2002), which is an integrated part of the Lisbon Agreement, stated that the development of high quality vocational education and training is one of the main priorities of the European Union. European countries agreed to promote co-operation through the sharing of models and methods of quality assurance as well as the promotion of common criteria and principles for quality in vocational education and training.
In Ireland, the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999 specifically requires that a provider of a programme of education and training shall establish procedures for quality assurance for the purpose of further improving and maintaining the quality of education and training that is provided. Because all Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres provide Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC) certification, there was an awareness that centres would be engaging in quality assurance processes and would, as the act sets out, have to conduct evaluations at regular intervals.

The Youthreach 2000 consultative process focused on all three strands of the Youthreach programme: Youthreach, Senior Traveller Training Centres and Community Training Workshops (Stokes 2000). It acknowledged that the programmes had changed since inception and that a broad body of experience and professional practice had emerged. The purpose of the consultation was to investigate how the programmes needed to evolve to meet the challenges of the next decade. The report that arose from the process made recommendations under 20 headings. While the report proposes a range of initiatives that would improve the overall quality of the programme at all levels, of particular importance to the current discussion is the following recommendation:

Centre-based planning - quality assurance: In consultation with the programme management and practitioners, the National Co-ordinators should agree a framework of quality indicators and quality assurance processes for the programme. In this regard, they should be mindful that extremely disadvantaged young people may find it difficult to achieve certain outcomes, such as certification and placement or progression. The other benefits deriving from their participation should be recorded and acknowledged as successful outcomes. Each centre should develop and adopt a team approach. This should include:

· a mission statement, or other expression of fundamental objectives and philosophy

· centre /workshop-based quality indicators

· a workshop / centre plan

· appropriate review processes, including active involvement of the participants

· an annual report

In the development of the above, centres and workshops should place the young person and the outcomes of her / his participation at the centre of all objectives, plans, processes and reviews.

(Stokes 2000 p48-49)

In the discussion section of the report the need for diversity in programme delivery was recognised and encouraged. However, variation in the quality of the programme was seen as an area of concern. The need to develop policies and protocols for the key aspects of programme delivery and the evaluation of programmes annually was also suggested. The submission from the National Association of Youthreach Co-ordinators (NAYC) called for:
a rigorous approach to evaluate effectiveness in achieving objectives and identifying and disseminating best practice

(Stokes 2000 p9)
The report continues: 

The view was expressed in one commentary that policy should be developed at national level, while allowing for a high degree of flexibility and autonomy at local level. At the same time certain aspects of the programme should be standardised.

(Stokes 2000 p9)

Shortly following the publication of the Youthreach 2000 consultative report the National Coordinator for STTCs produced a Consultative Report Designed to Contribute to the Future Development of Senior Traveller Training Centres (Griffin and Harper 2001). This report complements and supplements the Youthreach 2000 report by focusing specifically on matters pertaining to the cultural needs of participants in Senior Traveller Training Centres. In relation to quality the report states:

any quality framework adopted by the network should include mechanisms for monitoring, review, and evaluation of programmes

(Griffin and Harper 2001 p42)

Towards the end of 2000, the Department of Education and Science seconded Shivaun O’Brien Maguire (author), from her position as Coordinator of the Drogheda Youthreach programme. Her role was to explore the possibility of developing a Quality Framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. At this stage, the author was familiar with a number of quality assurance systems including those implemented in mainstream education in Ireland, the National Adult Literacy Agency quality framework and the FÁS Standard for Vocational Training SI/95 which had been developed by the National Rehabilitation Board and used in training programmes for people with disabilities. These quality assurance systems appeared to have many common features including quality standards, internal evaluation and external evaluation processes. However, they differed greatly in terms of how the improvement processes were implemented. The author understood that the development of a Quality Framework, specific to the programmes, would require a detailed investigation of quality assurance and improvement mechanisms in order to discover the choices in this regard. 
CONCLUSION

Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres were originally established as vocational training programmes and supported by European funding. From 1998 both programmes came under the remit of the Department of Education and Science and provided second chance education for early school leavers aged between 15 and 25 years. From the early 2000s the upper age limit was lifted for learners in Senior Traveller Training Centres. Currently there are 104 Youthreach Centres and 35 Senior Traveller Training Centres providing education for 3,551 and 953 learners respectively. Both programmes are holistic in nature and include certification in a range of subjects from FETAC Levels 1 - 4 as well as the Junior and Leaving Certificate. In addition, the programmes emphasise personal and social development, and support learners in addressing a range of emotional, behavioural and social problems. 
The author argues that both Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres were initially established as temporary programmes which were funding - led rather than an intentional strategy of the Department of Education and Science. This resulted in a relatively low status for the programmes which impacted negatively on the quality of provision. A number of legislative, policy and social developments occurred during the 1990s and early 2000s that promoted the importance of second chance programmes and emphasised the need for quality and consistency in the delivery of such programmes. A greater emphasis was placed on the need for quality systems across the further education and training sector leading to a recommendation made in the Report of the Youthreach 2000 Consultation Process that the national Coordinators should “agree a framework of quality indicators and quality assurance processes for the programme” (Stokes 2000 p48). 

The context set out in this chapter is particularly significant to the development of a Quality Framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. When the author initiated her work on the Quality Framework Initiative at the end of 2000 the two strands of the programme did not receive equal recognition within the education system. During the 1990s, both programmes argued for improved pay and conditions of employment. Staff in Senior Traveller Training Centres achieved parity with teachers in vocational schools while staff in Youthreach achieved improved but lesser conditions and were aligned to staff in FÁS Community Training Centres. This was a key issue throughout the development of the Quality Framework Initiative. The challenge for the author was to develop a single quality framework for both strands, each with differing pay and conditions of employment. The seeking of improved pay and conditions for Youthreach staff would become a central aspect of their eventual implementation of the Quality Framework when, in 2005, engagement with the Quality Framework Initiative became a key part of a productivity agreement for Youthreach staff.

Despite the differences between the two programmes both sought legitimacy and recognition within the Irish education system and engagement in the Quality Framework became a conduit for this. However, it is important to note that by 2010 when this research project was concluded, Senior Traveller Training Centres were being phased out by the Department of Education and Skills and Youthreach Centres were becoming more embedded into and recognised within the continuum of education provision.

The author considered the kind of quality assurance system/ improvement mechanism that should be developed for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres, bearing in mind the historical development of the programmes and the issues that impacted on the quality of provision The review of literature outlined in chapter three examines various approaches to improving the capacity of stakeholders and the quality of education and illuminates a number of choices in this regard.
CHAPTER THREE: LITERATURE REVIEW

INTRODUCTION

The desired outcome of the study is to develop and implement a quality assurance system for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training centres and following this to examine its implementation and impact. This chapter attempts to answer the key questions that emerged for the author at the early stage in the development of the initiative. What is quality, and in particular quality education? Where did the quality movement originate? What kind of quality assurance system/ improvement mechanism should be developed for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres? The key themes of accountability, capacity building, professionalism and educational change are explored. Efforts to improve the quality of education provision are examined in an attempt to elicit the usefulness or otherwise of improvement strategies such as school effectiveness, school improvement and quality assurance systems. The chapter concludes by proposing key elements of a quality framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres.

In reviewing the literature, the author decided to mainly focus on the literature of mainstream education despite the fact that Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres may be considered second chance programmes. The reasons for this decision are outlined below:

· Both Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres are the only second chance centres prescribed as Centres for Education under the Education Act (1998) and as such come under the responsibility of the Department of Education and Science Inspectorate. The author believed that whatever quality assurance system would be eventually developed, it would have to comply with the requirements of the Inspectorate. Because the inspection process in Ireland at the time only applied to mainstream provision it seemed prudent to focus on this area.

· It is difficult to isolate the literature on quality assurance in programmes for early school leavers as the international response to second chance provision is so varied. Programmes for early schools leavers and returning adults comprehend a potentially vast array of literature including the literature of adult education, vocational education and training, second chance education, youth-work and programmes for early school leavers. Programmes such as Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres are not replicated elsewhere.

· Much of the useful quality assurance and improvement literature is found in the literature of mainstream education. It appears (to the author) that the relevant issues have been thoroughly debated in the literature of mainstream education because it has been the focus of so much government reform in recent years. 

· Overall, the author was satisfied that the literature reviewed was relevant to the action research project and that it highlighted the critical points of current knowledge in relation to the development of a quality framework.

QUALITY

Introduction

In order to develop a quality framework it is important to first explore the concept of quality and more specifically the various concepts of education quality.  The discussion then moves to a focus on the origins of the quality movement in business and the theories of five quality experts: Deming, Juran, Ishikawa, Crosby and Peters. Their theories are examined for the usefulness or otherwise of applying such thinking in an education setting.

Concepts of Quality and Quality Education

Quality is defined as “the standard of something as measured against other things of a similar kind; the degree of excellence of something” (Oxford Dictionaries Online 2010). The concepts of quality most widely adopted by business practitioners include: satisfying customer expectations; creating value for the organisation; processes quality; continuous improvement; conformity with specifications; superiority in the product; total quality; best operative execution; and satisfying customer and other stakeholders’ expectations (Camisón and de las Penas 2010).
Despite the widespread use of the term “quality” throughout the education literature, there does not appear to be agreement about the meaning and implications of the term. Harvey (1995, 2006) and Harvey and Stensaker (2008) describe five concepts of education quality:

· Exception (quality is education that is exemplary, the pursuit of the highest potential in individual students, quality is achieved if standards are surpassed)

· Consistency (focus on process and specifications to meet aims, equitable experiences for students across the system)

· Fitness for purpose (preparing students for specific roles, instructional specialisation, quality is judged by the extent to which it meets its purpose)

· Value for money (the education provided reflects the investment)

· Transformative (positive social or personal change, enhancing and empowering the learner)

These concepts of quality, while not mutually exclusive, can represent particular visions of society and also reflect different views about the purpose of education. 

Notions of quality vary according to the philosophical perspective that informs the various education traditions (UNESCO 2005). Quality is defined differently in the humanist, behaviourist, critical, adult and indigenous traditions. Each differs in its ideology, epistemology and disciplinary composition. The quality of education will therefore be judged by the degree to which it serves the individual or social purpose of the particular education tradition. 
The multiple perspectives on the purpose of education and therefore the notion of quality education highlight the difficulty in defining educational quality. While the aims of education vary, the broad structure of education systems is similar throughout the world, suggesting the possibility of a universal approach to improving the quality of education systems. The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) describes education within schools as a productive system where school inputs are transferred into outputs through the engagement in school processes at both the school and classroom level (OECD 2005). Based on this, the OECD presents six different definitions of educational quality as follows:

· The productivity view: The quality of the education system is judged by the attainment of desired outputs and outcomes.

· The instrumental effectiveness view: The success of an education system is dependent upon the instrumental potential of certain levels and forms of inputs and processes. Input and process indicators are selected for their expected educational outcomes. This perspective attempts to identify conditions that influence performance.

· The adaptation perspective: Success in the education system relies on being able to adapt to change.

· The equity perspective: Success is defined in terms of fair or equitable distribution of inputs, processes and outcomes among all participants in education.

· The efficiency perspective: A quality education is one that achieves the highest possible outcomes at the lowest possible costs.

· The disjointed view: The success of the education system is judged by the performance of specified elements to what can be considered an acceptable level.

Armstrong (2000) asserts that quality is in the eye of the beholder:

The idea that there can be global agreement on definitions of quality is mistaken. All definitions are invariably situated in a context, and a reflection of the interactions between a range of agencies, including the individual learner whose needs and expectations form part of the equation. The definitions are a cultural product and are underpinned by cultural values. In short there is always an ideological as well as ethical basis to definitions of quality. The commitment to learning for a specific purpose reflects ideology, ethics and values. Quality cannot be understood nor defined outside this local frame of reference.  

(Armstrong 2000 p4)

This suggests that the quality of any programme can only be assessed or understood in terms of its specified purpose. This view also reflects the claim made by Berry who said that “educational quality cannot be isolated from these values which relate to what is perceived as culturally worthwhile in a society” (Berry 1997 p55). 

Origins of the Quality Movement

The history of the quality movement can be traced back to the establishment of guilds. From the late 13th century, craftsmen who were members of the guilds developed strict rules for the quality of services and products. The practice of marking quality products with a symbol was evident at this early stage. The quality of goods was inspected and controlled by the master craftsmen who trained young boys as apprentices. This practice dominated until the industrial revolution in the early 19th century when the factory system was introduced, bringing with it the concept of the division of labour and specialisation in the workplace. The late 19th century saw the introduction of Taylorism as a management approach. Frederick W. Taylor managed to increase productivity by introducing the planning of factories by engineers and the employment of managers and inspectors. While productivity increased there was a reduction in the quality of the products as individual workers did not have overall responsibility for quality.  This led to the evolution of quality control as an approach and the establishment of inspection departments working at the end of the production line checking the quality of goods against a predetermined specification and scrapping or reworking products that did not meet the required standard. Manufacturing companies in the USA introduced quality processes in the early 20th century and such processes became a particular focus during and after World War 2 (American Society for Quality 2007). In more recent years there has been a move from quality control to quality assurance as the former was seen as wasteful and expensive for companies. Quality assurance involves the concept of preventing faults occurring by building quality into the entire production process. Quality is therefore assured by having correct systems in place and allocating responsibility for quality to all workers. Such practices became popular in manufacturing in Japan from the 1950s and in the United States and Europe from the 1980s (Sallis 2002). 
Currently there are numerous methods and approaches to quality management in business, varying from an orientation towards the customer, the process, the human dimension, the system dimension, and those that involve a change of culture and of learning (Handfield, Ghosh, Fawcett 1998). Specific quality management initiatives include quality control, ISO9000 standards, EFQM model of Business Excellence and the Six Sigma methodology (Gutiérrez, Torres and Molina 2010).  

The Relevance of Business Quality Approaches to Education

Much of the literature on quality systems in education is based on the writings of the originators of the quality movement such as Edwards Deming, Joseph Juran, Kaoru Ishikawa, Philip Crosby and Tom Peters. Deming was credited as a catalyst for Japan's economic surge in well-made consumer goods. He was regarded by many as the father figure of the modern quality revolution and famously taught that ‘the consumer is the most important part of the production line” (Deming 1986 p174). He promoted the principles now regarded as part of Total Quality Management and in the 1970s his teachings became popular in the United States of America. Deming promoted a systematic approach to problem solving. This is known as the PDCA Cycle (Plan, Do, Check, Action). Rather than blame workers for poor quality, Deming promoted the concept of making sure that workers are sufficiently trained, and are given clear expectations and the resources necessary to carry out their function.  Among Deming’s “fourteen points for management” (Deming 1986)  he recommended that organisations create constancy of purpose, adopt a new philosophy of only accepting high standards, constantly improve the system of production, provide ongoing staff training and empowerment opportunities,  focus on leadership rather than traditional management, drive out fear of punishment, eliminate numerical work quotas and transform the culture of the organisation to ensure quality is the responsibility of all. All of these approaches can be and are usefully applied in education settings.

Like Deming, Juran was also involved in the development of the quality assurance movement in Japan in the 1950s. He focused extensively on management, organisational issues and leadership, and he also promoted planning and goal setting. Although his definition of quality as “product performance and freedom from deficiencies” has (to the author) no acceptable application in an education setting, the methods that he proposes in order to achieve improvement are extremely useful (Juran 1980, 1988, 1989).

Ishikawa is regarded as being part of the early Japanese quality movement. He also believed in total quality control, claiming that it would not succeed if it is only the responsibility of middle management or of a particular department. He argued that every employee in the company should be involved in quality control and quality assurance and he advocated the use of quality circles. Ishikawa recognised that the benefits to the company of operating a quality system included a lessening of cost and of complaints from customers as well as increased productivity and efficiency. However, other benefits he recognised could also be of interest to the education sector. Relationships and the flow of information between workers became smoother, employees’ humanity was respected, personnel development became possible, people began to speak a common language, decision making was speeded up and the company became trusted. According to Ishikawa, improving human relations is a prerequisite to improving quality. 

Ishikawa rejected the objective of ensuring only that a product should be free from defects. Products should possess qualities that provide positive advantages e.g. ‘easy to use’, ‘feels good to use’. Ishikawa regarded these as forward-looking qualities and considered the absence of flaws to be a backward-looking quality. Applying such thinking in an education setting, one is reminded of the practice of teaching to the test. Teachers operating in a standardised - based and assessment - focused quality assurance system may achieve ‘absence of flaws’ in test results. In terms of a quality education, one wonders if education should provide some added value. Only teaching what can be measured and tested will prevent teachers from ever experimenting to see what other ‘positive advantages’ can come from education (Ishikawa 1985).

According to Crosby (1999) zero defects should be the performance standard. In his publication Quality is Free (1979) he suggests that the way to quality is to work hard to find out how to do things properly while preventing problems in order to meet the customer’s need. He advocates the notion of making quality certain, that is “creating an organisation where transactions are completed correctly first time” (Crosby 1996 p1). Everyone should know what to do and do it. Management he claims, spend resources fighting situations rather than taking actions to prevent problems. This suggests the need to develop systems, policies and procedures, particularly in relation to the organisation and management of a school. He also advocates: commitment from management; establishment of a quality improvement team; quality measurement; quality awareness throughout the organisation; corrective action and goal setting. Crosby emphasises that quality is a process that goes on forever (Crosby 1996)

As a management theorist, Tom Peters writes extensively on creating successful organisations. His famous book In Search of Excellence (Peters and Waterman 1982) was very influential in the business sector in the United States of America. This book promoted the development of excellent relationships with customers, not only to meet customer needs but to exceed them. He focused on quality, and the development of a culture of quality within organisations, through the use of non bureaucratic structures, active and enthusiastic teams, paying attention to employees’ attitudes and relationships and by employing visionary managers. His book Thriving on Chaos (Peters 1987) outlined practices in order to achieve quality in organisations. He suggests that management be obsessed with quality in terms of what they say and how they act. He referred to “passionate systems” and claimed that failure is often due to systems without passion or passion without systems. This is a particularly relevant point in relation to the current research. In the author’s opinion, many Centres for Education up to 2000 demonstrated “passion” but few “systems” and needed to move from “heroism” to “professionalism” (Stokes 2005).
Peters promoted measurement of quality by workers and believed that quality work should be rewarded through incentives. In a similar vein to the other quality experts, he emphasised the importance of staff training, quality teams, quality circles and the never ending search for improvement. His most recent writing continues to promote the pursuit of excellence and innovation. He has written extensively about leadership and the importance of a hands-on leadership style. 
While the purpose of introducing quality assurance systems into business and manufacturing was primarily about profit making and company growth, the basis of the various approaches to quality outlined above is to improve how people work. It is reasonable to suggest that some of the methods used to improve the quality of work in business can also have an application in an education setting. While the purpose of improving how people work in business is to make money, the purpose of improving how people work in education is to improve the quality of the service that is provided. 

Certain aspects of the quality assurance systems used in the business world do not have a useful application in an education setting. The aim of producing products of the same standard is an aspect of quality systems that has been widely applied in quality assurance systems in education. Standardised testing and the setting of standards for student outcomes is the norm in many jurisdictions. This has proved problematic and is an aspect of quality assurance that the author would reject. The notion of competition is also problematic. While business quality systems encourage competition, the author rejects this as being a driving force for improvement in education, despite the widespread use of league tables. It is clear that not all aspects of the quality assurance systems used in business have relevance in an education setting and, therefore, care should be taken in selecting what may be useful while rejecting aspects that may be detrimental.

KEY ISSUES RELATING TO QUALITY SYSTEMS IN EDUCATION
Introduction

The purpose of introducing a quality assurance system for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres would be to develop the capacity and professionalism of staff and to improve provision. Similar objectives often form the basis of government reform strategies and these generally involve a combination of pressure and support. Pressure is applied through the use of various systems of accountability, while support is provided and encouraged through the provision of guidelines, training and staff development processes. Support is accepted as good and necessary. Pressure without support leads to resistance and alienation but support without pressure can lead to drift or waste of resources (Fullan 1992). But what capacities should be developed and for what purpose? When we look for teachers to be more professional, what does that mean? Introducing new practices involves change for all concerned. How can the literature of educational change inform the development of a quality framework? Does the manner in which a change process is introduced effect its long term implementation? These themes are discussed below under separate headings and the position of the author is set out in the conclusion.

Accountability

Accountability according to the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary (2008) is the quality or state of being accountable, an obligation or willingness to accept responsibility or to account for one’s actions. In Ireland, the increase in the need for formal accountability is as a result of “the increasing focus by government on how public funds are being used and the general reduction in trust in public institutions” (Boyle and Butler 2003 p24). There are different perspectives on how accountability can be demonstrated. 
Earl (1998) outlines two opposing views:

On one hand, accountability is seen as answering to a higher power that has the authority and mandate to judge quality, exercise control and order compliance. On the other hand, it is seen as emancipatory.  Improvement is predicated on the belief that change is an internal process that cannot be imposed. The power resides in the school or system to reflect on accumulated data and answer to their constituents by communicating findings and a plan for action.


(Earl 1998 p187)

Similarly, Anderson (2005) suggests that there are three types of accountability systems: compliance with regulations, adherence to professional norms and driven by results. Making schools more accountable has become part of reform strategies in many countries and has been guided by neo conservative and new right policies. The assumption underlying this move is that more accountability will improve schools, make them more responsive to students’ needs, and use resources more effectively. More fundamentally, “accountability systems are based on the expectation that students can and will achieve the goals of schooling” (Anderson 2005 p5).

Not all government accountability initiatives produce positive effects according to Leithwood and Earl (2001). It is a matter of how they are interpreted and implemented. Leithwood (2001) cites four approaches to accountability in government policy including: market; decentralisation; professional and management. Market approaches hold schools accountable by increasing competition for students. In doing so schools have to struggle and compete for resources in order to survive. Parents and students select schools and therefore schools are primarily responsible to these stakeholders. Decentralisation approaches hold schools accountable by giving them more discretion about how they meet goals established and monitored centrally. One of the aims of such a strategy is to increase the voice of stakeholders at school level. The responsiveness of stakeholders is thought to be increased when they have the power to make decisions about budget and curriculum. Devolution of decision making is also part of a broader reform strategy, “new managerialism”, within many public institutions (Peters 1992). In this approach the school principal is accountable to the board of management or regional management. Professional approaches hold educators accountable and increase the power of teachers in decision making, the underlying assumption being that teachers have the most relevant knowledge for making such decisions and the goal is to make use of this knowledge. In this approach teachers are responsible to parents, students and regional management. Control of entry to the teaching profession is central to this approach as well as the monitoring of professional standards by the profession itself. Management approaches hold schools accountable by requiring them to be more strategic, efficient and effective, to set goals and to operate rational administrative procedures. Such an approach usually involves the process of strategic or development planning. The organisation as a whole is accountable, with the principal holding most responsibility and being responsible to the next level in the management hierarchy (Leithwood and Earl 2000). Accountability approaches, in most jurisdictions, are generally a combination of the approaches outlined above. 

Educational accountability requires clear goals and standards, according to Normore (2004), who suggested that if expectations are known from the outset the chances for successful accountability systems are enhanced. The standards movement sought to raise achievement by setting standards for what students should know. The establishment of standards and systems of accountability was the first phase of educational reform for the New Labour government in England (Barber 2000). Accountability in the United States is also driven by standards with resources increasingly being tied to assessment outcomes (Scheffel et al. 2000). As standards are increasingly linked to assessment, Scheffel notes that districts are developing standardised curricula, texts and methodology. Chicago school teachers are presented with a “virtual script”. However, the danger with such a regimented style is that the teacher will focus on the script, not the child (Steinberg 1999).

According to Leithwood (2001) most accountability policies do not work. He also raises concerns about teachers teaching to the test in an attempt to avoid negative sanctions, suggesting that excessive instructional time is spent on test preparation, and the taught curriculum becomes narrowed to the few subjects, and the (often) low level objectives, being tested. Whatsmore he suggests that the quality of learning is further affected by accountability when one considers orientations towards learning. Students adopt two distinct goals or orientations towards their own learning: an intrinsic or mastery orientation and an extrinsic or performance orientation (Pittman 1998). Leithwood posits that “when students are given extrinsic rewards for engaging in activity that is initially intrinsically interesting to them, they show a decreased interest in engaging in that activity subsequently” (Leithwood 2001 p3). As accountability requires constant assessment and grading, the desire to learn at a deep level is eroded by a desire to get good grades. Leithwood further criticises accountability practices in suggesting that it is “ethically indefensible” to hold teachers accountable for student achievement when responsibility should be more broadly shared. Market approaches also are criticised. While such strategies offer more choice to parents and students they also have the effect of separating students by race, social class and cultural background, resulting in greater educational inequality. 

Legislation in the United States currently requires elementary and secondary schools to test students in order to determine levels of proficiency. Schools that do not meet expected levels of proficiency will be sanctioned and will have to initially offer students the chance to transfer to other public schools. Continued failure will result in the complete restructuring of schools by the authorities (Jhoff 2007). In some states, schools that outperform receive cash awards from the state (Scheffel et al 2000). The weakness of this model is that it does not reward schools that start at low levels of performance. 

Mintrop and Sunderman (2009) claim that the sanctions - driven approach to school performance is likely to fail and recommend an alternative to the current sanctions approach. They suggest a greater recognition by government of the external factors that affect student performance and an acknowledgement that schools alone cannot overcome social and economic inequalities in society. They recommend comprehensive investments in student welfare in the areas of health and community building in addition to the provision of incentives to attract and keep good quality teachers. At school level, they recommend capacity building measures, guidance, positive pressures, professionalisation in teacher training programmes, instructional supervision, learning communities, professional networks and soft power accountability systems redesigned to support and inspire educators.

Accountability is associated with feelings of responsibility. When people feel responsible for aspects of their work they accept responsibility for improving it, but when people feel that they are unfairly called to account for something they try to beat the accountability system without really improving their work (Learmonth 1999). Thrupp et al. (2003) question whether teachers, principals and trustees of schools really believe that schools can make a substantial difference to student achievement despite government policy and school effectiveness research. They concluded from research in Britain and New Zealand that teachers hold a rather modest view of their ability to make a difference. Hence, schools should only be held accountable for student achievement to a limited extent due to the overwhelming influence of family background. Given such feelings, the pressure to perform during inspection can lead to “impression management by way of fabrication”, including the manipulation of statistics and indicators (Thrupp and Willmott 2003). 

The demands of accountability force teachers to focus on summative assessments (Helsby 1999). Thrupp and Willmott (2003) argue that accountability requires administration and this leads to increased workloads which in itself reduces the curriculum and the time that teachers have for informal engagement with learners. Sahlberg (2009) is critical of competition between schools and the use of test-based accountability. He claims that “increased competition and individualism are not necessarily beneficial to creating social capital in schools and their communities” (Sahlberg 2009 p45). He questions whether such accountability practices increase the quality and efficiency of education and supports the argument made earlier by Leithwood (2001) that high stakes testing is restricting students’ conceptual learning, creativity and innovation.

The degree to which accountability is a key aspect of educational reform in any country depends on the nature of government’s vision and educational goals. Governments that are economic and market oriented tend to seek high levels of accountability for student outcomes and implement a centralised intervention for failing schools. In other countries the happiness of the child and values of social justice and equality drive the education strategy (Sun, Creemers and de Jong 2007). Similarly, Gleeson and Ó Donnabháin (2009) ask an important question in relation to the nature of education accountability: “is it primarily about the efficiency of the system or the quality of the personal, social, cultural and moral development of the community being educated?” (Gleeson and Ó Donnabháin 2009 p28). 

Capacity Building

Improving the quality of education provision is a long term and complex business. It is probably true to say that different schools and centres for education may at any given time have different capacities to improve on what they already do. Introducing change without addressing the ability or capacity of an organisation to change is unrealistic. 

Capacity building is defined as:

any strategy that increases the collective effectiveness of a group to raise the bar and close the gap of student learning. For us it involves helping to develop individual and collective knowledge and competencies; resources; and motivation.

(Fullan 2006 p9)

Wilkins (1999) highlights the importance of enhancing schools’ capacity, suggesting that this can result from actions taken both inside and outside the school. Internal approaches could involve: putting people at the centre; establishing a positive climate; challenging low expectations; developing a deep understanding of the change process; modelling, supporting and promoting professional learning;  cultivating development friendly norms;  working together; changing structures where necessary; broadening leadership; fostering creativity; promoting inquiry and reflection, self-accountability and collective responsibility. It is clear that Wilkins recognises that change in an organisation requires change in people. In practice this may involve devoting time to team processes which establish trust, improve communication, recognise feelings, celebrate success and promote shared decision making. 

External approaches to the development of capacity involve: respecting professionalism; providing continuing professional development; assisting schools in interpreting data; creating critical friends and making high quality education a priority for all. Wilkins argues that reform strategies that involve blame do not respect professionalism. Inspection can sometimes have devastating impacts on staff professionalism and morale (Jeffrey and Woods 1996). The real challenge in the education system is not just to improve aspects of practice through the introduction of new initiatives. The real challenge is the institutionalisation of the long term capacity for continuous improvement (Fullan 1992).  

Senge (1990) promoted the idea of learning organisations which he states are:

 ...organisations where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning to see the whole together. 
(Senge 1990 p3)

All people have the capacity to learn but not all working environments are conducive to learning. Senge recognises five basic disciplines of organisational learning: shared vision; personal mastery; mental models; team learning and systems thinking. Many staff teams engage in the development of vision or mission statements and in doing so set out a mutual purpose and encourage a sense of commitment. The notion of personal mastery recognises the need for individual learning as a pre requisite for organisational learning. Personal mastery is the discipline of “continually clarifying and deepening our personal vision, of focusing our energies, of developing patience, and of seeing reality objectively” (Senge 1990 p139). Individuals with a high level of personal mastery are continually learning. Mental models are “deeply ingrained assumptions, generalisations, or even pictures and images that influence how we understand the world and how we take action” (Senge 1990 p8). Senge recommends that teams and individuals develop the ability to reflect on actions and challenge assumptions. Team learning is defined as “the process of aligning and developing the capacities of a team to create the results its members truly desire” (Senge 1990b p236). Senge claims that when teams learn together the organisation develops and individual members grow more rapidly than would be the case otherwise. The importance of dialogue is highlighted and the idea of people talking with rather than to each other. Finally, the fifth discipline is systems thinking. This is the conceptual cornerstone of his approach. Senge promotes the notion of understanding wholes not parts and to see organisation as a dynamic process. This understanding will lead to more appropriate action. In an educational setting this has a very useful application. With high levels of activity and stress in schools it would be easy for teachers to be reactive and to look for immediate and short term solutions to problems. By looking at the bigger picture teams can identify the consequences of actions. 

What Senge suggests may have an application in the development of the quality framework. Indeed, elements of his thinking can be readily recognised as being part of the school improvement and school reform strategies. But should teachers simply teach and let management manage? Do teachers need to think of the school system or simply focus on activity in the classroom? Do teachers need to work as teams or as individuals who specialise in specific subject areas? Clarke claims that a “disturbing and problematic redefinition of the teacher’s role and identity is occurring” (Clarke 2001 p23) as a result of the performance culture in education. Reform of the school system has led to the delegation of management duties and increased expectation on teachers in identifying problems and finding solutions as well as integrated activity within and between schools. According to Clarke this has led to a loss of time for teachers resulting in feelings of being unable to cope, being inadequately prepared, a sense of frustration and anxiety. Secondly it has resulted in fragmentation which results in a sense that “their work life is more managed, less intuitive, more controlled, less fluid, more observed, less spontaneous, more contrived, joyless and less creative” (Clarke 2001 p31). Rather than a sense of coherence teachers experience “a state of shapeless, disjointed time blocks of curriculum related content which disengages both pupil and teacher from any longitudinal construction of meaning and purpose to their learning” (Clarke 2001 p31). Finally, Clarke claims that teachers are torn between attending to the requirements of performance management at the expense of fundamental teaching values. 

Hopkins (2005) sees the issue of central control versus local empowerment as a crucial policy conundrum. Hopkins recognises that it takes capacity to build capacity and recognises a need to build capacity into the system. He sets out key drivers that have the potential to deliver “every school a great school”. These include: professionalised teaching; networks and collaboration; and intelligent accountability. Developing the capacity of teachers by supporting them to develop the required range of teaching strategies requires a radically different form of continuing professional development. Hopkins proposes a strong focus on peer coaching, sustained practice, collaboration and the establishment of schools as professional learning communities. He also recommends performance management and performance related pay. While most of these “drivers” could be described as measures to support professional development, the author would disagree with the use of performance related pay as a quality enhancing practice as it could lead teachers to teach only those aspects of the curriculum that can be easily measured or are tested.
The development of networks and collaboration is the second driver.  Hopkins claims that this supports improvement and innovation and develops a vision of education and best practice that is captured, specified and transferred. The development of partnerships with parents is also encouraged. The final driver, intelligent accountability, suggests a move from an externally imposed form of accountability to professional accountability. Hopkins warns that any move from prescription to professionalism needs to ensure that the original purpose of the accountability system is maintained. Hopkins sees leadership as a catalyst for systemic change, with a focus on setting direction, developing people and the organisation.

In his review of large scale educational reform Fullan (2009) claims that large scale reform beyond 2009 will involve:

a new emphasis on capacity building, especially with respect to ‘deep instructional practice’ and in strategies for ‘raising the bar and closing the gap’ in student achievement

(Fullan 2009 p110)

Professionalism

Improving the capacity and professionalism of teachers are key aspects of educational reform. While this proposition may not appear problematic initially, it does raise the question: what capacities are being improved and for what reason? Rikowski (2006) suggests that government reform is not leading to the true development of professionals but rather the training of teachers to deliver government policy.  Rikowski characterises professions as: providing an important public service, involving a theoretically as well as practically grounded expertise, having a distinct ethical dimension which calls for a code of practice; requiring organisation and regulation for purposes of recruitment and discipline and requiring a high degree of personal autonomy for effective practice.

Jackson (2006) argues that the traditional interpretation of professionalism involved notions of trust, respect and autonomy while the new professionalism is more audit based and where the professional is held accountable through measurable performance. New managerialism and neo liberalism undermine teacher professionalism according to Rikowski (2006) and change what it means to be a teacher:
It places practically, morally and ideologically the development of capital and markets above that of teacher autonomy and professionalism. The restless restructurings of schools and the schools system, the changes of roles and responsibilities, the policy fever and all the rest pursued under the neoliberal banner continually disrupt, undermine and reconfigure claims to teacher professionalism, and its social substance. 

(Rikowski 2006 p4)

New managerialism brings management techniques from the private sector in order to improve the productivity of the public sector. Thrupp and Willmott (2003) critique the writings of those who promote such thinking in the education system and describe them as “textual apologists” for “new managerialism”.

The high levels of educational reform in recent years may have contributed to the deterioration of the relationship between teachers and students. Without such pressures, teachers “would be able to devote their time and attention to their students in such a way that would allow the development of trusting healthy relationships in schools” (Tuffs 2006 p10). The author wonders if teachers should spend all their time with their students. Is it not better that teachers use some of their time for planning, personal reflection and evaluation? After all, how can the work of teachers improve unless they engage in activities that improve their understanding and capacity? One of the roles of an external accountability system is to “help build a local capacity for examining and taking action on assessment data” (Sun, Creemers and de Jong 2007 p96).

Rikowski (2006) suggests that one of the “great illusions of the age” is that teachers perceive themselves to be professional while at the same time helping to deliver neoliberalism. He calls for teachers to struggle against these trends. The notion of activist teacher professionals is also promoted by Sachs (2003).  Jackson (2006) suggests that teachers need to be actively engaged in the definition of their own professionalism. This should start in teacher training and continue afterwards through continuing professional development as “involving them in the articulation of their own identity would raise self esteem and re-define ‘trust’ as a positive feature between government and teachers” (Jackson 2006 p10).

Hargreaves and Goodson (1996) promote the concept of teacher professionalism being more about the collaboration of colleagues rather than implementing external mandates. Fullan (2001) recommends that professional learning communities develop the ability to differentiate between “worthwhile” and “nonworthwhile” (Fullan 2001 p272) reform strategies. Discussing teacher professionalism, Day and Smethem (2009) claim that “good colleagueship, sensitive and purposeful leadership and their own sense of purpose may be more powerful levers to enhance quality than compliance” (Day and Smethem 2009 p154).

Educational Change

Lewin’s (1947) “freeze phases” are the underlying basis for many change theories. “Unfreezing” involves getting ready for change and understanding that change is necessary. During this phase there is a move towards motivation for change. The “change” phase is not an event, it is a process. In making the transition, support is important. Throughout the change phase it is necessary to build consensus and communicate a clear picture of the desired change so that people do not lose sight of the goal. The final stage of “freezing” is about establishing stability. The changes are accepted and become the norm. This stage may need continued reinforcement of the change to ensure that it is accepted and maintained into the future.

Levin (2008) proposes an approach to change based on his experience of Ontario’s reform strategy. His focus for change is on teaching and learning, improving outcomes across a broad range of areas, reducing the gaps in outcomes among different population groups and supporting positive morale among educators, students, and parents.  In doing so he is cognisant of the need for a change process that does not put unsustainable demands on staff on an on-going basis, and one that increases the capacity of the school or system to continue to be successful.
Strategies for facilitating systemic change are outlined by Adelman and Taylor (2007) who recommend that systemic change should begin by creating readiness for change and this involves articulation of a clear and shared vision for change; mobilising interest, consensus and support and policy commitment among stakeholders; clarifying the mechanism and feasibility of change and negotiating agreements with decision makers and implementers. They suggest that these activities are followed by processes for enhancing and developing necessary infrastructures, building capacity, redeploying resources and establishing accountability procedures. Key tasks in a cross-system change process include developing prototypes and large-scale replication. Overall, these activities “call for a high degree of commitment and relentlessness of effort” (Adelman and Taylor 2007 p68). Many of these recommendations are also reflected in O’Donnell and Boyle’s framework for understanding and managing culture. The framework identifies six key issues that public service managers need to address for the purpose of creating a more developmental and performance oriented culture within an organisation including: creating a climate for change; leaders as champions; employee engagement and empowerment, team orientation; tracking cultural change; and training, rewards and recognition (O’Donnell and Boyle 2008).

Fullan (1998, 2001, 2007) highlights the complexity of educational change. He suggests nine interacting factors that influence change in practice. Successful change depends on the degree to which each factor supports the implementation of change. The nine factors are outlined below:

The Characteristics of the Innovation or the Change Project

1. Need

2. Clarity

3. Complexity

4. Quality/ Practicality

Local Characteristics

5. Local Management 

6. Community

7. Principal

8. Teacher

External Factors

9. Government and Other Agencies
The characteristics of the Innovation

It is important that any proposed change reflects perceived needs among those who are expected to implement changes. This is crucially important considering the various forces competing for attention in any educational organisation. Clarity about the goals and the means by which goals are to be achieved can be problematic. Both vagueness and over specification can lead to misinterpretation.  According to Fullan, complexity refers to “the difficulty and extent of change required of the individuals responsible for implementation” (2001 p51). If the proposed changes are too ambitious the project may fail while small changes may not make any real difference. While a proposed plan may be deemed excellent, the capacity of staff teams to implement such changes may be poor, resulting in frustration and discontent. This suggests a need for on-going support. The final factor relating to the project concerns its quality and practicality. The amount of time spent in preparation of the roll-out of a project may impact on its quality. Educationalists are concerned with the practicalities associated with implementation. It is therefore important that these have been worked out and tested.

Local Factors

Learners, centre staff and local management are among the key stakeholders at local level. If the local management authority has a proven track record of competently managing change it is more likely to be successful in managing further change. Like teachers, such organisations can develop a capacity for change. The role of local management is significant. Not only have they to show support for change they have to participate in the change process and demonstrate through actions and not just words that change is being managed. Teachers often follow the direction provided by the Principal. Principals are also in a position to make the structural changes and provide the resources required. Some teachers have greater capacity for change than others depending on their experience, stage in their career, personal characteristics and values. Teachers can be influenced to change through the development of a culture of learning. The discussion in relation to local factors highlights the importance of a participative change process. 

External Factors

This refers mainly to the relevant government departments. The Department of Education sets priorities for the education system and develops policies and programmes. The successful implementation of such programmes or initiatives can be hampered by the lack of on-going communication between those who develop initiatives and those who implement them. Fullan describes the traditional pattern of communication as ‘episodic events’ rather than the national and local elements having a ‘processual relationship’. Problems of misunderstanding follow. The need for the establishment of implementation units, the provision of resources and on-going staff development is required in order to stimulate and sustain change at local level. Introducing change and initiating implementation are important phases in the change process. By the time these changes are complete a great deal of effort and resources may have gone into reform initiatives but continuation is not necessarily guaranteed. For sustained change all key influencing factors must continue to work together. Change has to become embedded into the structures and practices of the organisation. As there will always be a turnover of staff, continuing support is required to assist new staff and administrators.

More recently Fullan outlined his ‘six secrets of change’. These include: love your employees; connect peers with purpose; capacity building prevails; learning is the work; transparency rules and systems learn (Fullan 2008). Fullan argues that behaviours change before beliefs and that shared ownership is more of an outcome of quality processes than a precondition. This would imply that resistant stakeholders may have to experience quality processes before they change their views. He also promotes the idea of professional learning communities as outlined by Dufour et al. (2005). 

Conclusion

The author accepts the need for accountability but feels it works both ways. Not only should schools be accountable to government, government should be accountable to schools and centres and should demonstrate how they are being resourced, guided, supported to increase internal capacity and how decisions are made at national level that affect the school at local level. Staff in centres should meet set standards for the organisation and management of the centre in a flexible and responsive manner. In this sense they should be viewed as professionals and should be in a position to account for their class and managerial work. Inspections and audits should ask staff to explain rather than to comply. They should have some freedom in how they respond to learner needs or how resources are managed but this should be backed up by reflection on their own practice and supported by opportunities for professional dialogue within the staff team and by opportunities to improve one’s own practice.

Standards are important in clarifying expectations. The author believes that flexible organisational and management standards should be established. However, programme content and outcomes should not be prescribed for programmes that are primarily about meeting learner needs. If there are excellent systems in place for the assessment of learner need and the development of individual learning plans, together with evidence of implementation of plans, reviews and progress, there should also be an acceptance of different outcomes (both soft and hard) for learners. The work of Rychen and Salganik (2003) on the development of key competencies may be useful in this regard. Centres should report on learners’ progress on an individualised basis rather than there being expectations of achievement for an entire group of learners. 

The characteristics of a profession as set out above involve a theoretically as well as a practically grounded expertise. This highlights a difficulty for staff in Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. Currently there is a lack of clarity about the purpose and nature of the work that takes place in centres. The notions that Youthreach involves a mix of education, training and youth-work or that STTCs should operate from an adult education perspective have not yet been comprehensively documented in a theoretical and practical sense. It is extremely difficult for staff to articulate what professionalism means and what teaching activities are valid. It would be preferable if the purpose and nature of the programmes were  first clarified before proceeding with the development of a quality framework but as that is not the case the author acknowledges the possibility of having to re - align the quality framework at some point in the future in the event of further clarity being achieved.

The development and implementation of a quality framework involves a systemic change process. The literature on managing change offers extremely useful recommendations in relation to how the author should initiate and support the change process. While the literature emphasises the importance of improving the quality of teaching and learning, the author questions whether this is the most important starting place for change with regard to Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. Chapter two gave an indication of some of the areas requiring further development in centres. The lack of operational guidelines and guidelines for good practice suggest that many centres have yet to establish basic systems for many key areas of work. Many of these basics are a “given” in the literature of school change and improvement. To the author, it may be more prudent to establish basic systems before focusing on improving how staff work with learners to meet their needs.

IMPROVING THE QUALITY OF EDUCATION PROVISION
Introduction 

The literature of quality assurance, school effectiveness, school improvement, education management, school planning and evaluation, human resource management and change management would generally suggest that the quality of an education system can be improved. The literature points to the notion that organisations that provide education can offer a better service to their clients if they manage better, lead better, plan better and evaluate practice. It also suggests that teachers can become motivated to work harder, more efficiently and more effectively. While much of this thinking had received widespread acceptance and has become central to education policies in many countries, it is certainly not without its critics. 

Beckman and Cooper (2004) argue that the application of new managerialism to education has been justified as a means of simultaneously cutting costs and raising standards and that it is part of a drive to neoliberalism and marketisation in educational services (Hursh 2005). The proliferation of educational management texts reflects what Thrupp & Willmott (2003) consider to be the dominance of managerialism in education. Thrupp and Willmott (2003) argue that the dominant education management approach does not address social justice issues and that this managerialist approach actually deepens inequality. Thrupp outlines education’s inconvenient truth: “ enrolling our children in predominantly middle class schools has real implications for the schooling and subsequent life chances experienced by the children who attend low socio economic schools” while claiming to have solutions to working class disadvantage in education which do not threaten middle class advantage (Thrupp 2007 p85). Thrupp and Willmott reject the “problem solving” approach which suggests that there are school based solutions to school based problems and instead, promote a critical perspective on education. They suggest that schools perpetuate social inequality “through reproducing the values and ideologies of dominant social groups and the status rankings of existing social structure” (Thrupp and Willmott 2003 p4). While not being anti-management they are anti-managerialism and have outlined their key concerns about the prevailing educational management approach as follows:

· the politics of its literature support a neo-liberal approach
· it promotes the decline of the teacher as a professional educator
· it is mostly informed by positivist social science which has an implicit secreted theory which is individualist, ahistorical, monocultural and functionalist
· it disregards context and the social dimension of education and is therefore too technicist and too generic
· it is regarded as a predominantly male activity
· it implies predictability of outcomes when in reality many educational activities have unpredictable outcomes
· it borrows indiscriminately from general management literature
· it assumes that failure is located in institutions and their staffs
· it creates the illusion of autonomy for education managers without recognising government control
· it is anti-educational in that it does not focus on pedagogy and curriculum and promotes inappropriate links to business
· it distracts from more important educational and social justice issues
· it fails to reflect on all these issues as it pursues an unquestioning approach to management issues (Thrupp & Willmott 2003).
Regardless of the critics, there has been large scale reform of public education systems across the world since the early 1990s, driven by economic needs and a drive towards international competitiveness. Educational reforms are influenced as much by business groups and business practices as they are by the educational community (Young and Levin 1999). While some reforms, such as the National Literacy and Numeracy strategies in England, have demonstrated successful outcomes (Fullan 2002) there is a great deal of investment that has not demonstrated a good return. Following the implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act in the United States, the Comprehensive School Reform Quality Centre (CSRQ) carried out a review of the effectiveness and quality of 18 widely implemented school improvement models. In relation to evidence of positive effects on student achievement, five models were rated as moderate, five rated as limited and eight rated as zero. While this research indicates that some models are more effective than others, it also recognises that little evidence has been developed to demonstrate the effectiveness of many models and, furthermore, the effectiveness of any school improvement model depends on the quality of implementation (CSRQ 2006). 

The following pages will briefly outline some of the arguments made by the key proponents of school effectiveness, school improvement and quality assurance, as well as the counter arguments put forward by dissenters. Drawing from the various arguments the author will establish an argument for the development of an improvement mechanism for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres (namely the Quality Framework) and will propose the key parts or building blocks of this quality assurance system.

School Effectiveness

Central to the school effectiveness movement is the concept that schools differ in performance even when they are similar in terms of pupils’ innate abilities and socio- economic background (Scheerens 2000). The movement emerged in response to studies conducted in the 1960s and 1970s by Coleman (1966) and Jenks (1972) which found that there is a strong correlation between family wealth and student achievement and that it is non school factors, particularly family background, that cause the difference in academic achievement. In attempting to refute this claim, school effectiveness writers since the 1970s claim that schools can make a difference to educational outcomes: (Brookover et al. 1979, Purkey and Smyth 1983, Mortimore et al. 1988, Levine and Lezotte 1990, Scheerens 1992, Cotton 1995, Sammons, Hillman and Mortimore 1995, Teddlie and Reynolds 2000). 
The school effectiveness literature has attempted to identify the factors that contribute to school effectiveness. Table 3.1 summarises the key effectiveness enhancing characteristics of schools in five review studies (Scheerens 2000 p45-46).

Table 3.1: Effectiveness-Enhancing Conditions of Schooling in Five Review Studies 

	Purkey and Smith, 1983
	Levine and Lezotte, 1990
	Scheerens, 1992
	Cotton, 1995
	Sammons et al. 1995

	Achievement-oriented policy
	Productive climate and culture
	Pressure to achieve
	Planning and learning goals
	Shared vision and goals

	Co-operative atmosphere, orderly climate
	
	Consensus, co-operative planning, orderly atmosphere
	Curriculum planning and development
	A learning environment, positive reinforcement

	Clear goals on basic skills          
	Focus on central learning skills                                               
	
	Planning and learning goals, 
	Concentration on teaching and learning

	Frequent evaluation
	Appropriate monitoring
	Evaluative potential of the school.
	Assessment (district, school, classroom level)


	Monitoring progress

	In-service training
	Practice oriented staff development
	
	Professional development, collegial learning
	A learning organisation

	Strong leadership
	Outstanding leadership
	Educational leadership
	School management and organisation, leadership and school improvement, leadership and planning
	Professional leadership

	
	Salient parent involvement
	Parent support
	Parent/community involvement
	Home-school partnership

	Time on task, reinforcement, streaming
	Effective instructional arrangements
	Structured teaching, effective learning time, opportunity to learn
	Classroom management and organisation, instruction
	Purposeful teaching

	High expectations
	High expectations
	
	Teacher student interactions
	High expectations

	
	
	
	
	Pupil rights and responsibilities


(Scheerens 2000 p45-46)
Generally, the proponents of school effectiveness claim that when the characteristics tabled above are present in a school, they make a difference to the life chances of pupils in that school. MacGilchrist et al. (1997) suggest that if schools develop these characteristics they would become more effective. They acknowledge the work of Sammons et al. (1995) but suggest that while all characteristics are important they are not of equal value. They argue that the core characteristics of an effective school are professional high quality leadership and management, a concentration on teaching and learning and a learning organisation. Schools that have these characteristics are in a better position to develop the other characteristics. MacGilchrist et al. (1997) describe such a school as an “intelligent school”. It has the ability to “bring these core and related characteristics together to provide a coherent experience for pupils in each classroom, department and school as a whole” (MacGilchrist 1997 p28).

The school effectiveness movement in general has been criticised because it emphasises the responsibility that the school has for raising standards rather than the responsibility of government (Goldstein and Woodhouse 2000). Elliott (1996) states that there is no agreement among educational researchers on what an effective school is and that many researchers:
do not accept the central assumptions of the school effectiveness research paradigm, namely a mechanistic methodology, an instrumentalist view of educational processes and the belief that educational outcomes can and should be described independently of such processes.

(Elliott 1996 p199)

He questions the findings of school effectiveness research stating that they are best viewed as “ideological legitimisations of a socially coercive view of schooling” (Elliott 1996 p199). 

Responding to the critics of school effectiveness, Reynolds and Teddlie (2001), claim that “inventing” the discipline of school effectiveness has resulted in considerable advances in knowledge and has improved the chances of further educational advance. School effectiveness research is:
destroying assumptions of the impotence of education, and maybe also helping to reduce the prevalence of family background being given as an excuse for educational failure by teachers.

 (Reynolds and Teddlie 2001 p103)

A key claim is that school improvement models based on school effectiveness research can positively impact on the achievement of students, especially those from lower socio economic status environments (Teddlie and Reynolds 2001, Reynolds and Teddlie 2001). School effectiveness research claims that schools can account for 12-15% of the variance in student achievements (Teddlie and Reynolds 2001). Numerous studies back up the claim that schools can have an impact beyond social class (Levine and Lezotte 1990, Scheerens 1992, Bosker and Witziers 1996, Teddlie and Stringfield 1993). Studies also show evidence of the success of school improvement projects (Bryk, Sebring, Kerbow and Easton 1998, Elmore and Burney 1998). The school effect on determining success for students is challenged by writers who claim that the child’s social background is the biggest single factor in determining educational success (Merrett 2006, Nash 1999, Thrupp 1999). Although school effectiveness writers are not unified in their recommendations, a number of common themes appear in the literature including:  the promotion of national goal setting in terms of student outcomes; central control; cycles of implementation, evaluation, feedback and reinforcement, external evaluation; school accountability; supportive school culture and strong community support (Sun, Creemers and de Jong 2007). 

Despite the considerable support for the school effectiveness movement it has received much criticism. The main thrust of the criticism is that:

school effectiveness research is a socially and politically decontextualised body of literature which, wittingly or unwittingly, has provided support for the inequitable educational reform programs of neo-liberal and managerial governments 

(Thrupp 2001 p7).

It is apparent to some that politicians and government officials use such research to blame head teachers for failing schools (Elliott 1996). Despite the arguments made by school effectiveness proponents about the successful influence of such research on schools, Thrupp (2002) argues that such research is  not only inadequate to bring about the changes that are needed to provide social justice in education but that it provides an active distraction from the larger agenda. Governments can therefore make claims of reform without any discussion of deeper social problems. 

School Improvement

School improvement has been described as a specific branch of the study of educational change (Sun, Creemers and de Jong 2007). The school effectiveness movement identifies what factors are important to improving quality whereas the school improvement research tries to identify how schools are to become effective (MacBeath and Mortimore 2001) and place its emphasis on promoting change in schools (Stoll and Fink 1996).  As defined by Hopkins:
school improvement is a distinct approach to educational change that enhances student outcomes as well as strengthening the school’s capacity for managing change.

(Hopkins 2005 p2-3)

School improvement policies have now become central to education policies throughout the industrialised and developing world (UNESCO 2005). Barber (2000) contextualises educational change in a socio-political frame of economic, social, democratic and global imperatives. Thrupp and Willmott (2003) accuse Barber of being an overt textual apologist of school improvement policy in Britain, arguing that Barber contests the social limits of reform and uses school improvement arguments in support of managerial and performative policies. Wrigley (2000) advises that Barber does not speak as a detached academic but on behalf of government and suggests that problems of social inequality result from a concentration of control and ownership and not as a result of poor schools. School improvement is being promoted as a solution to poverty and that the “equality of opportunity” agenda is becoming an alternative to welfare (Wrigley 2000). 

While the characteristics of improving schools have been widely documented (Hopkins et al. 1994, Stoll and Fink 1996, Harris 1999, 2002) there is less research about how improvement was achieved (Harris 2000). There are few detailed studies of successful school improvement projects in action and very few comparative studies have been carried out (Sammons 2006). However, Sammons (2006) does outline two improvement projects that have been shown to have a positive effect on teaching and learning outcomes. These are the Improving Quality for All project in the United Kingdom (Hopkins 1996) and the Manitoba School Improvement Project in Canada (Earl and Lee 1998). 

Despite these examples, school improvement research has been criticised for: dealing inadequately with the issue of schools in challenging circumstances; a lack of attention to pedagogy and a complacent attitude to curricular and educational aims and priorities in a world of globalisation, neo-liberal politics, poverty and war (Wrigley 2006). The school improvement movement has responded with a more recent focus on schools in challenging circumstances (Sammons 2006), pedagogy (Hopkins 2001) and equity (Ainscow 2010). Coe suggests that “much of what is claimed as school improvement is illusory” (Coe 2009 p375). He suggests that many improvement programmes were not evaluated or were poorly evaluated. He criticises evaluations that were based on perceptions of participants and suggests that these were lacking any “counterfactual or reporting selectivity” (Coe 2009 p363).

Hopkins (2005) claims that school improvement initiatives over the past decade have focused on planning at the school level. This approach often called development planning, “provides a generic and paradigmatic illustration of a school improvement strategy, combining as it does selected curriculum change with modifications to the school’s management arrangements or organisation” (Hopkins 2005 p10). The work of Fullan (1998, 2001, 2002, 2006, 2007) with his focus on change management has also had a significant influence within the school improvement movement. In Hopkins’ analysis, contemporary and effective school improvement initiatives tend to:

· Focus on specific outcomes, which can be related to student learning, rather than succumbing to external pressure to identify non-specific goals such as ‘improved exam results’;

· Draw on theory, research into practice, and the teachers’ own experiences in formulating strategies, so that the rationale for the required changes is established in the minds of those expected to bring them about;

· Recognise the importance of staff development, since it is unlikely that developments in student learning will occur without developments in teachers’ practice;

· Provide for monitoring the impact of policy and strategy on teacher practice and student learning early and regularly, rather than rely on ‘post hoc’ evaluations;

· ‘Pull all relevant levers’ by emphasising the instructional behaviour of teachers as well as school level processes;

· Pay careful attention to the consistency of implementation.

(Hopkins 2001 p11)

As a self professed school improvement activist, Hopkins (2001) suggests that many educational initiatives developed under the banner of school improvement are inadequate or unhelpful. His proposed strategy for educational change focuses on student achievement, classroom practice and management arrangements that support teaching and learning. Hopkins argues for real or ‘authentic’ school improvement, claiming that primarily school improvement efforts need to drive down to the learning level so that they impact directly on learning and achievement: “creating powerful and effective learning experiences for students is the heartland for school improvement” (Hopkins 2001 pxii). Sammons (2006) argues for the need to focus on organisational and pedagogical change simultaneously, in order to achieve positive effects. Thrupp and Willmott (2003) recognise that among school improvement writers, Hopkins does acknowledge the importance of context but they criticise the fact that he does not recognise the damaging effects of government policy.

School improvement research has identified and focused on a broad range of factors and related strategies for improvement including: teaching; learning processes; student outcomes; context; support from improvement, accountability, capacity building; school development planning; evaluation; networking; professional development; external standards; school culture; role of local management and the influence of centralisation or decentralisation (2007 Sun, Creemers, de Jong).

Merrett (2000) researched the factors and strategies that have led to the improvement of a broad range of secondary schools and concluded that schools can be improved by deliberate and concerted efforts. Merrett outlined 11 key factors and related strategies that resulted in the schools’ improvement: leadership; ethos of the school; a focus on the quality of teaching and learning; teamwork and collaboration; development planning; staff development; governance; changes to the curriculum; monitoring evaluation and review; inspection; and local management). Similarly, Sammons (2006) listed some of the processes of improvement including: clear leadership; developing a shared vision and goals; staff development and teacher learning; involving pupils, parents and community; using an evolutionary development planning process; redefining structures, frameworks, roles and responsibilities; emphasis on teaching and learning; monitoring, problem solving and evaluation; celebration of success; external support, networking and partnership. 

Quality Assurance Systems 

It could be argued that the implementation of quality assurance systems in education is similar in many ways to the “school effectiveness” and “school improvement” movements, as all approaches are concerned with improving the quality of the service provided to learners. However, “quality assurance” is a field of literature in its own right and therefore it warrants a specific examination. The application of various quality systems in education are outlined here with a particular focus on Total Quality Management. The arguments made by those advocating the application of quality assurance systems in education are set out alongside the arguments made by the critics of such practice. While it would be unusual to find writers who disagree with the notion of a quality education, there is considerable resistance in many sectors to the introduction of quality assurance systems. In the conclusion, the author claims the value of introducing a quality assurance system for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training centres and selects key aspects that may prove useful in this regard. 

The application of business quality models to the education system began in the early 1980s. Governments were concerned about the performance of education systems and increasingly looked for a return on investment. There was also a growing recognition of the link between the quality of the education systems and the ability of a country to compete in a global economy. In Britain, the government in the 1980s and 1990s decentralised management of schools to local level and applied an open market policy to schools where parents could select their school of choice. At the same time, in Canada and the USA, the government introduced standards, value-for-money audits and performance indicators for schools (Murgatroyd and Morgan 1993). Quality has emerged as a key issue in education and within a relatively short period of time “a quality industry has grown up creating an ever increasing bureaucratic load on those responsible for the actual delivery of education and training” (Mark 2005 p1).

According to EQUIPE (2008) quality models can essentially be situated on two axes:

· Control - Enhancement/ Improvement

· Internal - External Specification

Control models seek to build checks into systems that will reveal problems and provoke responses that bring about a return to the norm or standard. Typically, they rely on specifications defined externally (either external to the institution or to the particular team). They tend to include inspection by an independent ‘outsider’.

Enhancement / improvement models seek to build in a continuous process of review and reflection that promotes continuous adjustment and response to feedback. Typically they include bottom-up peer group processes.

Internal models are designed and implemented by the team or institution itself; they may draw on one or more pre-designed models but are essentially ‘home grown’.

External models are those designed by outside agencies, often national or international. Typically these include standards or norms agreed by representatives from the sector and their customers. 

(EQUIPE 2008)

According to Murgatroyd and Morgan, quality assurance: 

refers to the determination of standards, appropriate methods and quality requirements by an expert body, accompanied by a process of inspection or evaluation that examines the extent to which practice meets these standards

(Murgatroyd and Morgan 1993 p 45)
Quality assurance is practiced in different ways. The work of government inspection, curriculum standards, and standard public examination systems are all aspects of quality assurance systems. The apparent success of quality management in industry has prompted its application in the service industries and the public sector including education. In order to examine the relevance of quality systems in education it is important to examine the differences between education and industry and to explore whether these differences matter. 
Tribus (2005) claims that quality management practices can make as great a difference in education as it has in industry. In transferring quality management from industry to education the basic principles are unchanged but their application involves new elements. He outlines the difference between education and industry as follows:

· The school is not a factory.

· The student is not a ‘product’.

· The education of the student is the product.

· Successful completion of the product requires the student to participate as a worker co-managing the learning process.

(Tribus 2005 p49)

Kwan (1996) suggests that education differs from manufacturing in four ways: objectives, processes, inputs and outputs. Effective companies are profitable companies. The objectives for education are more complex, particularly when one considers the earlier discussion regarding the concepts of quality education. The objectives of education vary greatly depending what one considers to be its purpose. Education is also a long term objective. Not only is it difficult to identify indicators for its effectiveness it is also difficult to measure its outcomes. 

In terms of process, Kwan compares teaching and learning with assembly lines. Assembly lines follow a step by step process whereas the interactions between teachers and students are more complex due to the nature of human behaviour. It is therefore difficult to provide teachers with a standardised set of instructions for such interactions.

The quality of inputs in industry can be controlled by purchasing standard requirements. Inputs in education are subject to considerable variation. Most primary and second level schools cannot control who enters the education system although such control is possible to some degree in higher education. It is also difficult to determine the quality of the outputs in education. Although there is widespread measurement of attainment in the education system it remains a contentious issue with disagreement on what should be measured and how. If one considers the notion of the product satisfying the needs of the customer, it is complicated by the range of customers for the product of ‘education’.  The customers for education can include students, parents, teachers, school management, employers and society in general. Whose needs should be given priority? Should education be about the holistic development of the individual child/ student or should it be about the nation’s preparation for economic competitiveness? (Kwan 1996).  

Garbutt (1996) questions the possibility of setting standards for learners considering the diversity of humankind and the fact that school is only one area of influence for the student. She suggests that the ‘production time’ in education is between ten and twenty years and many outputs are difficult to measure on an annual basis.  She questions:

do we ignore aims such as developing citizenship, a common value system, a desire for a fairer, more caring world, because they are difficult, indeed some may say impossible, to measure? Do we try harder to find ways to assess them? Or do we just concentrate on those outputs which are easy to assess? 

(Garbutt 1996 p17)

Educational organisations have adopted a variety of quality systems. One of the dominant approaches to quality management and quality assurance is Total Quality Management (TQM) and many of the quality assurance systems that have developed in education are adaptations of TQM and therefore it warrants further examination.

TQM is a management philosophy, the theoretical foundations of which emerged mainly from W. Edwards Deming but is also attributed to the work of Joseph Juran, Philip Crosby and Kaoru Ishikawa, whose work is briefly outlined earlier in this chapter. When theorists apply TQM in an educational setting it generally involves an interpretation and application of Deming’s ‘14 Principles’ (Deming 1986) and Juran’s ‘10 Steps for TQM’ (Juran 1989). According to the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) (2001) the TQM approach assumes that all people within an organisation are responsible for quality assurance. The SAQA outline five principles of TQM as follows:

· There is a need to create an appropriate culture within an organisation that will empower people to take responsibility for quality improvement

· The organisation should adopt a customer orientation whereby customer needs are agreed and where customers are an integral part of delivery

· Management should be informed by objective information rather than subjective or hearsay evidence

· People-based and participative management approaches are employed that emphasise team work and problem solving

· Continuous quality improvement is the objective of TQM and therefore an organisation should remain cognisant of its purpose.

In addition to the principles outlined above, Berry (1998) also lists problem prevention, individual responsibility and commitment to staff training as key principles of quality management. Problem prevention suggests that quality is built in at the design stage rather than the focus of an inspection at the end stage. Members of an organisation are required to take responsibility for their own performance rather than looking to an external power to control behaviour of individuals. The nature of the training recommended by Berry would focus on how to work in a quality environment, and on the use of problem solving techniques and tools and would involve people at every level in the organisation. Similar applications of Deming’s and Juran’s key principles are outlined by Mukhopadhyay (2005). 

Advocates of Deming’s philosophy clearly believe that TQM can be successfully applied in an educational setting as it is based on a humanistic philosophy which “values the self esteem of those who learn and those who teach” (Tribus 2005 p46). While comparisons between education and industry are interesting, for the author the application of TQM is more about how to bring out the best in people rather than applying production line systems to education.

Garbutt (1996) advocates the application of TQM to education. She recommends that schools should look at the way services are provided and should identify the factors which affect the way in which such services are delivered. She claims that TQM in a school requires:

clarity of vision, a planned approach, appropriate organisation, selecting areas for improvement, formation of project or action teams, involvement for everyone, strategies to change attitudes, training in quality techniques, team work, problem solving, consistency and good communications. It includes measurement of improvements in financial terms and the opportunity to understand the process.

(Garbutt 1996 p18)

According to Gore (1993), TQM has a logical application to schools when one considers that it is about continuous improvement which reflects the purpose of schooling in the first instance. Berry (1997) outlines a number of reasons why TQM would be compatible with school organisations as follows:

· Theoretical compatibility: School processes already reflect TQM philosophy

· Educational compatibility: TQM values people and their achievements.

· Equity principles: The contribution of and training of everyone is important to the TQM processes.

· Ethically comparable: TQM is based on responsibility, commitment and trust.

· Compatible with existing organisational structures: TQM can operate with the current structure of educational organisations.

· Long-term commitment to improvement: TQM is a long-term approach to development which reflects the notion of education as a lifelong development for individuals and society.

Contradictorily, critics reject quality systems as they appear to challenge traditional educational values in an attempt to economise the sector (Kenway 1994). Berry (1998) suggests that:

within schools the notion of a ‘quality system’ is problematic in that such organisations are politically, structurally and functionally different from the manufacturing context from which the ‘quality system’ concept originated. 

(Berry 1998 p102)

The TQM requirement for the use of statistical analysis for decision making, for example, is culturally removed from the accepted intuitive and professional judgement based process of decision making (Berry 1997).  

Murgatroyd and Morgan (1993) promoted the application of TQM to schools claiming that it provides:

a comprehensive framework from within which school-based administrators and managers can make a sustainable difference to the quality and performance of the schools for which they are responsible.

(Murgatroyd and Morgan 1993 px)

They highlight four ideas that are central to their thinking as follows:

· Schools involve a chain of relationships between ‘customers’ and ‘suppliers’. There are internal customers (working for the school) and external customers (who seek services from the school)
· All relationships between customers and suppliers are mediated by processes. The key to quality is through process improvement
· The people best placed to make process improvements are those nearest the customer for that process
· Schools must determine their own strategy for quality and this involves choices
In this model, the students are at the top of the management pyramid. Teachers are next in order of importance as they are closest to the customer. The quality of the processes of teaching and learning facilitation is of key importance. This thinking concurs with other reviews of research which indicate that factors that are closer to the students’ learning process have the strongest impact (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 2005). Teachers are seen to be supported by management in this customer driven hierarchy. The work of management is to understand the detail of the work practices and processes engaged in by teachers, to analyse obstacles to improvement and to listen to teachers’ ideas on how the quality of the service can be improved. TQM is essentially how people are managed at work and how leadership can influence the movement of the school culture to think in terms of the four key themes set out above.

While Murgatroyd and Morgan apply quality to the organisation and management of the school, other writers prefer to focus on a quality learning model. An example of such thinking is evident from Glasser (1986, 1990, 1993, 1998). Glasser is an advocate of the Deming approach.  He promotes ‘choice theory’ (1998), which states that:

· All we do is behave

· Almost all behaviour is chosen, and

· We are genetically driven to satisfy five basic needs: survival, love and belonging, power, freedom and fun.

He suggests that quality education should meet these basic needs. His writings emphasise the importance of the relationship between the teacher and the student. The teacher encourages students to take responsibility for their own learning and the quality of work produced. Any problems that arise are solved by the teacher and students working together. Teachers have to explain how, what they teach will be useful to the students. The curriculum emphasises speaking, writing, calculating and problem solving for both individuals and groups. Students are taught to and asked to evaluate their work for quality. All tests are open book. A corps of good students is trained to serve as tutors for other students that need on-to-one tutoring in any subject. Greene (1994) is an advocate of Glasser’s paradigms for creating quality schools. He rejects improvement efforts that focus on ways to make students conform and ways to correct misbehaviour. He proposes that schools focus on quality, eliminate coercion and have students evaluate their own work.

Central to the notion of quality is the concept of quality culture. It is a core principle of the TQM model and the development of a quality culture and change management within organisations has been the focus of many writers (Acker-Hocevar 1996, Detert, Schroeder & Mauriel 2000, Beaudoin & Taylor 2004, Fullan 2007). Linked with this issue is the role of leadership in developing a quality culture (Senge 1990, Berry 1997). 

Berry (1998) presents a quality systems model for the management of quality in New South Wales schools which contains elements of TQM but which uses language that is more palatable to education personnel. The use of language is an important issue as despite the seeming compatibility between TQM and education, the use of the business language may be off putting to education personnel. Using the TQM approach but not the TQM language may be a viable option in an education setting. Critics of the use of TQM in schools claim that it is inappropriate to transplant the language, methods and models of business into a school setting (Kohn 1993). Murgatroyd and Morgan (1993) claim that such criticisms are weak because the language of customers and suppliers are appropriate considering the payment of taxes and fees for education. They would also claim that the use of such language is in keeping with the nature of devolved governance and accountability. 
Two main forms of negative criticism against TQM have been identified by Bergquist et al (2005). One claim is that TQM has failed to deliver what was expected although there is some debate about whether some organisations properly adopted TQM. The second claim is that there is a lack of consensus about the definition and main characteristics of TQM and that TQM is not linked to other management theories.

The use of the word ‘customer’ often produces much ideological debate as the customer perspective is associated with a market perspective (Bergquist et al. 2005). Gerwitz and Ball (2000) are critical of the influence of ‘new managerialism’ in the education sector with its emphasis on cost effectiveness and customer-oriented ethos. They claim that this is a move away from ‘welfarism’ with its commitment to equity and social justice.

It is clear that the proponents of TQM do not claim that learners are the only customers in the education service as outlined above. However, much of the criticism seems to focus solely on the issues related to the concept of learners as the primary customers. Murgatroyd and Morgan propose that the school should examine all the work of the school from the customer’s perspective. Accordingly, schools should see the student “as an honoured guest who is making, by their very presence, a direct personal and financial contribution to the well-being of the school” (Murgatroyd and Morgan p 1993 p100). They highlight the usefulness of consulting with students with regard to how the school can improve its service.

Recognising the usefulness of the learners’ perspective implies a shift of power from the professional teacher to the student. Bergquist et al. (2005) suggests that consultation with learners does not mean that the teacher has to strictly follow the learners’ wishes. Students by their very nature may not have all the information that would allow them to judge the quality or appropriateness of an education programme. Eagle and Brennan (2007) contend that a simplistic application of ‘the customer is always right’ slogan within an education setting would be corrosive to the educational process and is likely to have results that are contrary to the best interests of the students themselves. Eagle and Brennan set out a straw-man position as follows:

Education is an industry like any other, and the primary purpose of an industry is to satisfy its customers. Students are seeking the easiest way to obtain a qualification, and so expect pre-packaged learning delivered by happy, smiling service delivery staff. If the service delivery staff fail to smile sufficiently, or insist that learning demands time, concentration and effort, or give objective grades based on assessed performance, the student-customer will exercise their legitimate right as a consumer and will complain (or at least will give low scores on teaching evaluation questionnaires). Accordingly, educators have come under pressure to reduce academic standards, to provide teaching materials in fast-food style chunks, and to give inflated grades for mediocre work. Students have happily relinquished responsibility for their learning to their educators, and believe that failure to achieve desired assessment outcomes should be blamed on the educator rather than the student. 

(Eagle and Brennan 2007 p55)

Eagle and Brennan acknowledge that this is one side of the argument and that some of the arguments are implausible. They propose that students should understand the long-term needs of all stakeholders rather than the short-term wants of the students themselves. 

Tribus (2005) suggests negotiation with learners about what constitutes a quality experience and proposes that as learners grown older they should be given more latitude with respect to what they decide to study and how. This thinking is also reflected by Berry’s recommendation that the definition of quality education should be “a negotiated phenomenon drawing on student, parent, professional and department expectations and aspirations” (Berry1997 p60).

Quality may not require a managerialist form of leadership yet the critics would suggest that a managerialist approach, which assumes that the organisational structure is hierarchical in nature, goes hand in hand with the TQM. It is evident from the previous discussion that this is not the case, in fact the opposite is true. Glasser (1990) highlights the misconception that often exists and leads of criticism of Deming’s teachings:

When this criticism is examined, however, it becomes clear that what is being criticised is not what Dr. Deming teaches but rather the distortion of his non-coercive ideas by managers who are only paying lip service to Deming as they return to the traditional, coercive management practices that have been associated with the problems Deming has shown how to solve. 

(Glasser 1990 p3)

Kelly (2007) outlines some of the coercive practices that have been central to government reform in the United States.  He suggests that the use of punishments and rewards have only served to frustrate and block improvement despite the spending of millions of dollars. He claims that it is the system that is at fault not the workers. He criticises what he calls “the 11 futile practices”: raising taxes to provide more funding for education; merit pay; across the board salary increases; passing state and federal legislation, regulations and mandates; increasing accountability; raising certification requirements for teachers; removing job security; firing managers; assessing performance; raising standards for teachers work and reporting on teachers performance in the media. Kelly promotes the restructuring of the system and the introduction of Deming’s system of continuous improvement in place of the policies that, he suggests, defeat their own purposes.

Srikanthan and Dalrymple (2003) claim that many of the difficulties with quality management as reported in the literature seem to stem from implementation rather than any theoretical weakness in the overall philosophy. Bergquist et al. (2005) conclude that TQM generates benefits for educational organisations if used properly. However, different interpretations of TQM exist and it is sometimes difficult to assess what proper application of TQM actually means. The difficulty of implementing a quality model of education as informed by Deming’s thinking poses a challenge to the system of education and examination that currently exists in most jurisdictions. Proponents of such thinking, such as Glasser (1990), give examples of where this thinking has been applied.  

Kwan (1996) questions the superiority of TQM as compared with other management theories. She suggests that management theories have long recognised the importance of developing relationships of trust leading to empowerment and therefore TQM is not the only means for effective management. She cites Maslow’s (1943, 1970) and Herzberg’s (1959) motivational theories, as well as the systems theories, as widely used approaches for improving organisations. She also argues that TQM is not the only philosophy that recognises a customer oriented focus and highlights the importance of customers in marketing theories. She suggests that “TQM may just be used as a fashionable gimmick” (Kwan 1996 p31). Leonard and McAdam (2002) claim that TQM was not developed by one individual nor is it clear where it was first used. They suggest that the thinking enshrined in TQM has always existed in one form or another and could be attributed to technical, humanistic and social disciplines.

In more recent years there has been what McAdam and Welsh (2000 p121) call “an explosion of interest” in quality awards.  Organisations that achieve quality awards have demonstrated compliance with a recognised standard. While many educational organisations may not seek a ‘kite mark’ to demonstrate quality such awards act as a badge or quality mark which can be used for competitive advantage in what appears to be an increasingly competitive educational environment. Berry (1998) recognises that international quality standards and quality marks offer a stringent approach to the audit and review of a quality system. Such practices provide organisations with a framework to develop, implement and audit their quality systems. The European Quality Award (EQA) which is delivered by the European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM) is widely used in Europe, in private, public and voluntary sectors, and is generally referred to as the Business Excellence Model. This model is based on two other quality awards, the Malcolm Baldridge Award and the Deming Prize. All three models are based on the TQM principles outlined previously. 

Conclusion 

An examination of school effectiveness, school improvement and quality assurance literature reveals a high level of similarity between the three approaches. All three promote the belief that education can make a difference to the educational outcomes of learners, despite socio-economic background. There is also general agreement that effectiveness, improvement and quality can be achieved though evaluation, planning, problem solving, shared goals, cooperative inquiry, staff training, strong leadership, high expectations, involving stakeholders, celebrating success and concentrating on teaching and learning.

Teddlie and Reynolds propose that the proponents of school effectiveness research and their critics fundamentally see the world in different ways, stating that the former are “pragmatists with an action oriented, mixed methods research agenda aimed at changing schools as they currently exist” while the latter “prefer to examine the existing social order... ask how that social order developed, and then attempt to change it” (Teddlie and Reynolds 2001 p76).

As a pragmatist, the author would agree with Reynolds and Teddlie (2001) when they accuse their critics of being pessimistic and passive and suggest that they do nothing more than talk about change. After concluding a rigorous attack on school effectiveness, school improvement, human resource management, school development planning, school leadership and school change proponents, Thrupp and Willmott,  in their conclusion, suggest that “for reasons of space, we cannot provide detailed policy prescriptions, and thus our normative discussion here is brief” (Thrupp and Willmott 2003 p232). The author wonders if the critics have any real solutions. Thrupp and Willmott do however outline some brief policy conclusions as follows:

· A substantial and enduring investment in education and training at all levels

· Genuine devolution of authority to schools and colleges 

· Co-operation, not competition, as being the norm

· Education for citizenship with a politically robust curriculum

· More critical and self reflective curriculum 

· Development of a teaching profession with ability and desire to embrace such a curriculum

· Curriculum that is local and culturally sensitive, balanced with a national curriculum

· The ending of league tables and performance management systems

· Focus on children’s needs not just those that can be quantatively measured.

The author cannot disagree with the conclusions outlined above but suggests that if substantial and enduring investment in education and training were to occur, the need for quality management of such an investment would be crucial. Studies show that apart from in developing countries, greater levels of funding alone do not necessarily improve the quality of an education system (UNESCO 2005).  

The OECD’s PISA (2007) survey of the knowledge and skills of 15-year-olds shows that while some countries like Korea, Poland, Mexico and Greece have seen significant improvements in student performance, across the OECD area as a whole learning outcomes have generally remained flat, while expenditure on education in OECD countries rose by an average of 39% between 1995 and 2004. Some studies have found that variations in schools resources do not have strong effects on test performance (Hanushek and Kimko 2000, Hanushek and Luque 2003). It is clear that it is not only the amount of funding provided to schools but how it is used. The processes of education management and the processes of teaching and learning are also likely to affect student outcomes. 

According to UNESCO (2005) resources are a more important determinant of pupil achievement in resource poor environments than in the richer ones. The author would make the same claim for “poorer” and “richer” programmes within the Irish education system. Currently the resources and supports provided to mainstream education in Ireland are significantly greater than those of programmes such as Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres (as argued in chapter two). Additional supports such as a capital budget, resources for special needs and parity of salary for teachers would certainly improve the quality of the service provided. As additional resources are provided and the programme becomes “richer” the main impetus for improving the quality of the programmes will result from the implementation of an appropriate quality assurance system.

While care should be taken in the application of managerialist trends in education policy and practice, much of the literature in this area does have a useful purpose. As set out above, it is possible to sort through the school effectiveness, school improvement and quality assurance literature and select the aspects that can be usefully applied in a further education setting while avoiding those that are a cause of concern. The programmes offered in Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres have not suffered the more negative effects of marketisation, new managerialism and neo liberalism. As is the case in mainstream provision in Ireland, there are no league tables and there are no standards set for learner achievement. The curriculum remains culturally sensitive and there is a focus on the learner’s needs. Attitudes of caring and respect and empathy are still valued. However, despite the positives the programmes do not yet operate to their full potential, as set out in chapter two. The challenge facing the programmes is to retain what is good and incorporate practices that would further enhance the capacity of the staff to achieve the objectives of the programme.

Much is written about various quality assurance systems in education which are generally based on the principles and practices of Total Quality Management. Having reviewed the literature the author is convinced that TQM is more person centred than the critics might suggest in fact it is based on a humanistic philosophy. This approach starts from a place of trust, believing that people want to do their best if shown how, rather than a place of mistrust, which suggests that people will generally try to avoid work if they can unless forced to do so through a system of punishment and reward. Government reform efforts generally involve trying to get people to improve their performance. The key difference in various improvement efforts is the approach used to get people to improve. Those who believe that the best way to change behaviour is through the use of punishment and rewards use a “control” approach. Those who believe that the best way to change behaviour is through a combination of support and challenge use an “enhancement” approach. TQM clearly advocates the latter.  While some systems claim to use both approaches, the author would argue that if punishment of schools for failure is an aspect of a system then it is predominantly a “control” approach regardless of the fact that  supports are also provided.  

TQM represents a useful conceptual framework for the development of a quality framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. It has a clear focus on improving systems and processes. The author believes that the introduction of a specifically designed and carefully implemented quality assurance system based on the TQM philosophy could make a significant contribution to the development of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. As such the quality framework would attempt to:

· create an appropriate culture within an organisation that will empower people to take responsibility for quality improvement
· promote the importance of the learner and involve learners in quality processes;

· use evidence based approaches to management
· ensure that stakeholders are clear about their purpose
· use problem solving processes
· engage in processes that build teamwork and capacity
· establish and improve systems
· provide continuing professional development
It is important to set clear expectations for the programmes through the development of quality standards and to provide staff with opportunities to reflect on practice, to plan and to implement improvements. The quality standards would not be used to measure compliance but rather to clarify expectations and best practice. This internal system could be supported by an external system of inspection that would operate in a supportive rather than punitive manner. Despite the author’s confidence in TQM as a useful philosophy, she has concerns about the language of TQM and even use of the term itself. She is concerned that staff and management may reject a business originated model due to the negative and often incorrect assumptions that have become associated with it.  However, adopting the philosophy and the approach will provide a starting point for the development of the framework.
The author does not feel that it is appropriate to borrow an already developed quality assurance system from another organisation, even one within the education sector.  The author would agree with Shepherdson (1993) when he states that:

It would be possible for a system to be ‘bought in’- but this does not generally engender ownership or indeed, commitment by all. Most alternatives are superstructures rather than infrastructures - built on rather than built in. It is essential to grow the system within the organisation rather than impose a structure for accountability. 

(Shepherdson 1993 p42)

For this reason it is useful to consider the literature of change management which is outlined earlier in this review. In this regard it is important to give further thought to the research methodology. An approach that enhances the change process should be considered. While the effectiveness literature has identified key factors for improvement, the improvement literature has identified improvement strategies and processes. The TQM philosophy and approach provide a conceptual framework that can be used as a foundation on which to build selected approaches.

EVALUATION AND PLANNING AS KEY ELEMENTS OF A QUALITY SYSTEM

Introduction

The key themes of evaluation and planning from the quality assurance, effectiveness and improvement literature will now be further explored. These themes are selected because they would appear, to the author, as having the potential to form the key building blocks of a quality framework of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. The practice of evaluation and planning also reflects the principles of TQM. They appear to have the potential to create a culture that will empower people to take responsibility for quality improvement. A focus on the ‘customer’ can be built into the evaluation and planning processes and learners can actively participate in such processes. Evaluation and planning are participative management approaches that emphasise team work and problem solving. Evaluation and planning are looked at separately. Each theme is discussed theoretically and this is followed by an examination of applications in both the Irish and English post-primary education systems. The choices within themes are also explored and useful applications are extracted for their relevance to the development of a quality framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres.

Evaluation

While evaluation as an activity has a long history it is a very young discipline (Scriven 1996). Madaus and Stufflebeam (2000) identify seven important time periods in the evolution of program evaluation from 1900 to 2000. The scope of this work does not allow the author to trace its development in detail but what is significant is that as it evolved, various model and theories developed. Greene, Benjamin and Goodyear claim that evaluation “has the potential to make a difference, to improve life quality or life chances for at least some people in some places, to make a better program, to inform a better policy” (Greene, Benjamin and Goodyear 2001 p25). According to Schwandt, evaluation “helps us live more intelligently in the world” (Schwandt 2003 p353). 
The purpose of evaluation in an education context is described by McNamara and O‘Hara (2008) in terms of a spectrum with accountability at one end and teacher professional development at the other. Governments increasingly expect education programmes to demonstrate efficiency and effectiveness and this is mainly checked through the external evaluation process of inspection whereas the professional development needs of teachers is associated with self-evaluation processes.

The term evaluation has a broad meaning and therefore it is more useful to look specifically at programme evaluation.  The vast literature on the topic of evaluation confirms that there is much difference of opinion on the purpose of programme evaluation and the approaches and procedures that should be used. Madaus and Kellaghan (2000) present a collection of twenty definitions of programme evaluation which differ according to the evaluation approach and highlight the range of epistemological and ideological positions within the field. The  evaluation approaches include: objective/goal based; experimental; decision oriented; consumer oriented; cost- based evaluation; legal model; management theory based; internal evaluation; external evaluation; formative/ summative evaluation; social science theory based; merit oriented; responsive; inquiry oriented; empowerment evaluation; naturalistic evaluation; the critic/ connoisseur; expository storytelling; illuminative evaluation and evaluation as persuasion.

Fitzpatrick, Sanders and Worthen (2004) set out a classification framework for evaluation and identify five clusters of evaluation approaches: objectives oriented approaches; management oriented approaches; consumer oriented approaches; expertise oriented approaches; participant oriented approaches. Because the purpose of the QFI is primarily focused on the development of the Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres and the building of capacity among staff and learners, the participant oriented approaches are particularly relevant. However, the QFI will also serve accountability requirements and this would suggest that the expert oriented approaches such as inspection may form a key building block of the QFI. 

Approaches to evaluation differ in fundamental ways because they are understood in terms of varying ideological stances. In general the approaches can be located on a continuum from subjectivist to objectivist. Stake (2004) outlines the differences between these approaches but refers to them respectively as responsive/interpretive (qualitative) and standards-based/criterial (quantitative). Criterial evaluation emphasises the use of scales and formal measurement in an objective manner and can be seen as a highly rational approach to perceiving programme quality. Standards-based evaluations emphasise the need for explicit criteria and standards and the formal process of comparing measured performance to these standards. This scientific slant is widely accepted and esteemed as it appears to ensure objectivity. Responsive evaluation can be seen as an attitude rather than a model. Evaluations can be made more responsive. As such, the evaluation changes as the program changes and it is this responsiveness to key issues or problems with a determination to understand that is a key feature of the approach.  Stake (2004) described responsive evaluation as follows:

being responsive means orienting to the experience of personally being there, feeling the activity, the tension, knowing the people and their values. It relies heavily on personal interpretation. It gets acquainted with the concerns of stakeholders by giving extra attention to program action, to program uniqueness, and to the cultural plurality of the people. Its design usually develops slowly, with continuing adaptation of evaluation purpose and data gathering in pace with the evaluators becoming well acquainted with the program and its contexts. 

(Stake 2004 p86) 

Responsive evaluation is in reality both criterial and interpretative but with more emphasis on the latter. A controversial aspect of responsive evaluation is its interpretative nature, the determination of programme quality from continuously refined observations and judgements rather than numerically comparing performance indicators to standards as is the case in criterial evaluation. 

Current models of evaluation continue to focus on issues of efficiency, effectiveness and accountability of organisations:
This form of evaluation tends to centre on defined inputs and measurable outputs / outcomes, with an assumption that causal relationships may be found between inputs and outputs. Means of assessing these indicators have primarily been quantitative, for instance through the use of large-scale surveys, often linked to administrative data.

(Pitcher 2002 p477)

Guba and Lincoln (1989) have documented the development of evaluation methodologies during the 20th century. They have identified four “generations” of evaluation claiming that the first three are positivist in nature, and propose that the naturalistic approach is the fourth generation of evaluation methods. They claim that traditional approaches to evaluation can disempower less powerful stakeholders. In Fourth Generation Evaluation it is the claims, concerns and issues of stakeholders that serve as the focus of the evaluation. The process of expressing and discussing their claims, concerns and issues is known as “hermeneutic dialectical negotiation” which Guba and Lincoln explain as follows:

.hermeneutic because it is interpretative in character, and dialectic because it represents a comparison and contrast of divergent views with a view to achieving a higher-level synthesis of them all
(Guba and Lincoln 1989 p149)

Lay and Papadopoulos (2007) claim that Fourth Generation Evaluation is a participatory pluralistic process and agrees that it particularly serves disempowered stakeholders whose interests can be put on the agenda.  This approach also promotes the sharing of accountability and facilitates the expression of diverse views and values and is likely to result in a commitment to the change process among stakeholders. Lay and Papadopoulos applied the Fourth Generation Evaluation principles to an evaluation of a social programme and concluded as follows:

Following constructivist principles provided an excellent opportunity for the different stakeholder groups to reflect on the project and deepen their knowledge and understanding of one another’s perspectives and values regarding it. It also provides a framework through which they could jointly and collaboratively contribute to the project’s ongoing development. 

(Lay and Papadopoulos 2007 p503)

Rather than dismiss experimental and quantitative methods, Stake promotes the combination of responsive and standards-based evaluation approaches. This combination is often referred to as a mixed methods approach. Greene, Benjamin and Goodyear (2001) also promote a mixed methods approach to evaluation. They argue that evaluation involves the study of complex and dynamic and contextually diverse, social phenomena. Therefore, evaluators need to marshal all their methodological expertise in an attempt to gain better and useful understanding. They suggest that this is particularly important for social and educational programme evaluation. Such an approach can enhance validity, and achieve more insightful understanding and a greater comprehensiveness of findings. 

Patton (1997) is an advocate of the pragmatic approach to evaluation.  His approach, Utilization Focused Evaluation is concerned with the usefulness of the evaluation and he focuses on the design and implementation of evaluation so as to maximise its potential usefulness. Patton advocates participatory evaluation which promotes the involvement of the end users in the evaluation process. This has two uses; it means that the findings of the evaluation will be more relevant and meaningful to them and it also leads to the development of capacity to usefully engage in future evaluation processes. This issue raises the question of internal versus external evaluation. The traditional view is that an external evaluator brings independence, objectivity and credibility. Early evaluation literature focused primarily on external evaluation and it still remains the dominant approach. Internal evaluations can be criticised for lacking objectivity and scientific rigor as they are conducted by individuals who have a vested interest in demonstrating positive results and who are not particularly skilled in evaluation techniques. The external evaluation is often carried out by an external expert who will produce findings. However, a great deal of the learning that occurs during the course of the evaluation involved learning for the evaluator, learning that leaves when the evaluator leaves.  Patton outlines the process outcomes of evaluation:
Process use refers to and is indicated by individual changes in thinking and behaviour, and programme or organisational changes in procedures and culture that occur amongst those involved in the evaluation as a result of the learning that occurs during the evaluation process.

(Patton 1997 p90)

Patton (1997) outlines four process outcomes: enhancing shared understandings; supporting and reinforcing the programme; increasing participants’ engagement, sense of ownership and self determination; and organisational development.

Participation of stakeholders in decision making is a widely promoted value in many domains including those outlined above. Flynn (1992) outlines the arguments in support of participative approaches:

· Ethics:  people should have the opportunity to be involved in decisions that affect their future.

· Expediency: it can be hard to get people to accept decisions made by others.

· Expert knowledge: those who are most closely involved with a particular area of work are the best people to made decisions about the work.

· Motivating force: being involved in the decision making process allows participants to better understand the rationale for changes and they are therefore more likely to implement recommendations.

Hofman, Dijkstra and Hofman (2009) compare internal and external school evaluation. They claim that the: 

external function focuses on the safeguarding of the quality standards of schools, and in most European countries a National Inspectorate of Education is responsible for this task. In this respect the government maintains strategic control over the goals of the education system, based upon standards, objectives, and criteria of success regarding the outcomes of a school.

(Hofman, Dijkstra and Hofman 2009 p49)

In comparison, the self-evaluation function is the responsibility of the school and is an internal process to “safeguard their quality and improve the teaching-learning process and their school performance” (Hofman, Dijkstra and Hofman 2009 p49). As a function of school improvement, school self-evaluation can be described narrowly as the measurement phase within a quality assurance system or more broadly as a systematic process (Hofman, Dijkstra and Hofman 2009). 
MacBeath (1999) encourages schools to speak for themselves through engagement in self-evaluation. His work has been hugely influential on the practice of self-evaluation in Great Britain and Europe. His philosophy is similar to that of TQM in that he believes that “development and change come from within” (MacBeath 1999 p105). He believes that people are natural learners and that feedback is critical to individual learning. On a similar note to Patton (1997), he believes that participation engenders commitment. His guidelines for engaging in self-evaluation are more a framework than a detailed set of instructions and include: start with the end in mind; create the climate; promise confidentiality; take a risk and engage a critical friend. Engaging in self-evaluation also requires self-evaluation criteria which can be developed by the stakeholders or adapted from various sources including MacBeath’s list of 50 indicators. The idea of a critical friend or external facilitator is of particular interest to the author. According to MacBeath (1999), the contribution of an external expert brings objectivity, challenge and support. The critical friend assists the process without taking away ownership of the process and can work with a school over time building up a good working relationship. It is even better if the critical friend works with a number of schools and brings expertise and knowledge to the process. 

Fitzpatrick, Sanders and Worthen (2004) identified twelve emerging trends in the area of programme evaluation. Of these, the author notes those which she feels have particular relevance for the development of the QFI.

· Increased priority and legitimacy of internal evaluation.

· Expanded use of qualitative methods.

· A strong shift toward combining quantitative and qualitative methods in each program evaluation rather than depending exclusively on either method.

· Increased acceptance of and preference for multiple-method evaluations.

· Increased concern over ethical issues in conducting program evaluations.

· Increased use of evaluation to empower a program’s stakeholders.

Meuret and Morlaix (2003) claim that there is some evidence that self-evaluation in schools may enhance school effectiveness and improvement but state that “it is more praised by policymakers than it is liked and really used by the schools” Meuret and Morlaix (2003 p54). Within school self-evaluation two key approaches are outlined including the “Technical Model” which “rests on quantitative indicators which are often imposed or strongly suggested by the authorities” while the “Participating Model rests on stakeholders’ judgements” (ibid. p55). In the Technical Model the evaluation is outcomes driven whereas in the Participating Model it is process driven. Acknowledging the paucity of studies regarding the effects of school self-evaluation Hofman et al. (2009) conclude that primary schools that have an advanced self-evaluation system are, on average, of a higher quality in a range of key areas in comparison to schools that implemented few self-evaluation measures.

The Practice of Inspection in Mainstream Education in Ireland and England
As the Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training centre are currently part of education provision by the Department of Education and Skills and particularly in light of the Education Act (1998) which sets out the responsibility of the Inspectorate for the quality of work in such centres, it seems appropriate to look more closely at the actual practice of self-evaluation and inspection in the Irish system. A further exploration of the English system is also undertaken in this regard. The purpose of the latter is to highlight how concepts such as self-evaluation and inspection can have such different applications and implications even for two education systems that are consistent in many other ways. As the development of the QFI is not merely an academic exercise, the usefulness of examining the actual implementation of such quality assurance approaches within real education systems will signal lessons for the future development of the QFI. In practice it is apparent that there are significant differences in the nature and implications for schools of inspection processes in different jurisdictions. Therefore, inspection should not be seen as a single concept. The inspection systems operating in Ireland and England are set out below as examples of how these can differ.
The legislation dealing with school inspection in Ireland is the Education Act (1998) which sets out the responsibilities of the Inspectorate. In general terms, the Inspectorate evaluates and reports on the quality of education provision and promotes an integrated approach to quality assurance in Irish schools. According to the Inspectorate, quality is best achieved through a combination of complementary measures: school self-evaluation; support for school development planning; teacher in-career development and dedicated support services; school-designed or teacher-designed assessment and reporting to parents; standardised assessment instruments; State certificate examinations; external evaluation of schools by the Inspectorate; programme evaluations by the Inspectorate focusing on aspects of curricular provision; system evaluation through participation in international studies and periodic national surveys of attainment (Department of Education and Science 2004b).
Currently in Ireland, the external evaluation of schools by the Inspectorate occurs through the Whole School Evaluation (WSE) process which was phased into schools in 2003-04. Evaluations take place on a regular cyclical basis. WSE aims to:

· Facilitate the full participation of the whole school community in the evaluation process; 

· Contribute to school development by affirming good practice in schools and ensure that advice and support are available to schools to help with further development;

· Ensure school and system accountability by providing objective, dependable, high quality data on the operation of the individual school and the system as a whole; 

· Enable teachers and schools to use the criteria for school self-review and improvement, so as to encourage other quality assurance approaches; 

· Contribute to system development by providing information which can inform the discussion and modification of education policies. 

(Department of Education and Science 2004b p14)

This inspection process evaluates schools under the headings of management, planning, curriculum provision, learning and teaching, and support for students. 

A customer survey conducted by the MORI research agency on behalf of the Inspectorate (Department of Education 2005a) claimed that there is a high degree of satisfaction among teachers and principals with the way in which the Inspectorate are conducting evaluations in schools. One output of the WSE process is the publication of a WSE report which is available to the general public. Despite this transparency, concerns have been raised about reasonable levels of accountability regarding the performance of teachers, particularly from parents and the business sector. League tables, as published in the UK, are prohibited in Ireland under Section 53 of the Education Act 1998. 
Although the purpose of the inspection process is to “monitor and assess the quality, economy, efficiency and effectiveness of the education system” (Education Act 1998, Section 7 (2) (b)) it would appear that inspection in the Irish system is a collaborative process which identifies and affirms the strengths of the school and makes recommendations for improvement. McNamara and O’Hara (2006) describe inspection in the Irish context as a “softly, softly approach” and highlight the general and superficial nature of school reports and the overall absence of quantitative data that would help inspectors to objectively assess the performance and operation of schools.  The emphasis on overall school performance does not address problems at classroom or subject department level (McNamara, O’Hara and Ni Aingleis 2002). The approach to evaluation in Ireland demonstrates an interest in cooperation and partnership rather than accountability as is outlined by McNamara, O’Hara, Boyle and Sullivan: 
the absence of a neo-liberal ideology coupled with the corporatist approach adopted in Ireland, in the form of ‘partnership’ between the state and the ‘social partners’ such as the trade unions, has undoubtedly limited in practice the extent to which managerialist notions such as performance related pay or stringent appraisal of work quality can be employed.

(McNamara, O’Hara, Boyle and Sullivan 2009 p107)

McNamara et al (2009 p108) describe the situation with regard to school and teacher evaluation in Ireland as a “consensus approach to evaluation”.  
The author acknowledges that the question of teacher incompetency is not addressed through the inspection process. However, Revised Procedures for Suspension and Dismissal of Teachers are outlined in Circular 59/2009 (Department of Education and Science 2009d). Under such procedures incompetent teachers may be suspended or dismissed. In addition, one of the key functions of the Teaching Council will be to investigate complaints relating to the fitness to teach of registered teachers. These processes could be considered more appropriate as mechanisms for dealing with incompetent teachers rather than the inspection process which appears to be more about supporting improvement.
In England the 1992 Education Act led to the establishment of Ofsted (Office for Standards in Education) and, unlike the Irish system, it is privatised. Since its establishment, the framework for inspections has been revised a number of times and the current operating system is carried out under section 5 of the Education Act 2005. The purpose of school inspections is to provide “an independent external evaluation of its effectiveness and a diagnosis of what it should do to improve, based upon a range of evidence including that from first-hand observation” (Ofsted 2010 p4). Even looking at what is inspected suggests that this inspection is more detailed than an inspection in the Irish system. In England inspectors must report on:

· the quality of the education provided in the school

· how far the education meets the needs of the range of pupils at the school

· the educational standards achieved in the school

· the quality of the leadership and management of the school including whether the financial resources made available to the school are managed efficiently

· the spiritual, moral, social and cultural development of the pupils at the

school

· the contribution made by the school to the well-being of those pupils

· the contribution made by schools to community cohesion.

(Ofsted 2010 p7)

An inspection in Ireland would not include a specific examination of and a reporting on such potentially sensitive areas as the standards achieved by the school or the effective management of resources. Therefore, while both processes are termed ‘inspection’ what has emerged in practice in Ireland is “considerably diluted” (McNamara and O’Hara 2008 p11). Accordingly, while the nature of an inspection visit in England appears to be very similar to that in the Irish system the possible consequences for the schools differ greatly. In England the judgements made by the inspection team are demonstrated through a grading system. Schools may be judged as follows:

Grade 1 
Outstanding
Grade 2 
Good

Grade 3 
Satisfactory

Grade 4 
Inadequate

(Ofsted 2010 p12)

In addition, the publically available inspection report includes the views of parents and pupils. Schools causing concern may require special measures and schools in the category of “special measures” are publically named but can be removed from this category pending the demonstration of adequate levels of improvement (Ofsted 2008).  Given the nature of the English inspection process, it is not surprising that the negative emotional impact of inspections on teachers is reported (Perryman 2007). She suggests that:

Teachers experience a loss of power and control, and the sense of being permanently under a disciplinary regime can lead to fear, anger and disaffection.... the sense of being perpetually under surveillance leads to teachers performing in ways dictated by the discourse of inspection in order to escape the regime. Lessons are taught to a rigidly prescribed routine, school documentation and policies closely mirror the accepted discourses of school effectiveness and the whole school effort is directed away from education and towards passing inspection. It is this sense of relentless surveillance which leads to negative emotional consequences.


(Perryman 2007 p173-174)

Similarly, Ehren and Visscher (2006) report that inspections can lead to stress, pretence and fear of any innovation that might conflict with inspection criteria. It is important to note that Perryman’s research considered the inspection framework from 2003. Since the framework was revised in 2005 it would appear to have yielded a more positive response from head-teachers, teachers, parents, pupils, governors and local authorities than the previous regime (Ofsted 2006). In Ofsted’s own evaluation of the new inspection process it claims that the inspections are shorter and are carried out at very short notice with smaller inspection teams and with less demand on teachers’ time. One major improvement was a greater emphasis on school self-evaluation which will be discussed at a later point. These findings were backed up by an evaluation carried out by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) which also claimed that respondents were satisfied with the new inspection process and that many found it less stressful (NFER 2006). 

The Practice of Self-Evaluation in Mainstream Education in Ireland and England
Meuret and Morlaix (2003 p53) claim that school self-evaluation “is on the educational agenda in all European countries” and that it is perceived “as one way to enhance the responsiveness of schools to the needs of their intake, as well as to allow them to improve (Meuret and Morlaix 2003 p54). McNamara and O’Hara (2004) question the application of positivist research principles to the evaluation of social processes such as education. They propose a process centred approach where judgements are being made by teachers rather than an external evaluator. By engaging in the self-evaluation process teachers become empowered and develop as professionals as opposed to experiencing the disempowerment that often results from external evaluation or inspection. 

The practice of self-evaluation is relatively new to schools in Ireland. In 2003 the Inspectorate published Looking at Our School : An Aid to Self-Evaluation in Second-Level Schools (Department of Education and Science 2003). The purpose of this document was to facilitate self-evaluation as a central component of the continuous planning process and as such it:
..provides schools with a framework for supporting an internal review of school procedures and for promoting school effectiveness and improvement in the broad areas of management, planning, learning and teaching, and supports for students. This framework is also used by the Inspectorate in conducting whole-school evaluations and as a basis for other external evaluations of the work of schools and centres for education.
(Department of Education and Science 2006b p3)

The Looking at Our School (LAOS) document highlights the responsibility of schools in identifying good practice and areas for improvement. It recognises the importance of internal recognition and acceptance of the school’s strengths and weaknesses for change to occur. The document highlights the importance of school management and staff having access to instruments and methodologies that will assist them in self evaluation and review. However, apart from the detailed evaluation themes there appears to be very little in the way of guidelines on how schools are to conduct such self evaluations. 

While the author recognises the significance of introducing the concept and practice of self-evaluation to schools in Ireland, the lack of guidelines relating to implementation would suggest that there is no real intentionality in the Department of Education’s efforts. Basic practicalities of implementation have not been set out and a number of questions arise. At what time during the school year should self-evaluation occur and at what frequency? Is time being allocated specifically to ensure that self-evaluation will occur? What stakeholders should be involved in the self-evaluation process? Should self-evaluation reports be published and what format should be used? Will self-evaluation processes be supported by the provision of a support service including facilitators of the self-evaluation process? Will management and staff receive training in the development of evidence to support the self-evaluation process? McNamara and O’Hara (2005) have also identified a number of problems with the LAOS framework including:

... the unrealistic extent of the framework itself; the lack of required data collection and evidence generation to support schools’ statements about their strengths and weaknesses; lack of clarity about the status of the final reports and the responsibility for following up issues identified; and finally the role of the key stakeholders, particularly parents and students, in the process.

(McNamara and O’Hara 2005 p276)

 In an overall statement, McNamara and O’Hara have concluded that:

it is arguable that the DES has the right theory, but whether the process suggested for implementing it in practice is either coherent or workable is a different matter entirely.

(McNamara and O’Hara 2005 p276)

While the practice of Whole School Evaluation is now a regular and accepted feature of school life the uptake of self-evaluation is almost non-existent and had “failed to take hold” (McNamara and O’Hara 2006 p577). Staff in schools use the LAOS framework to gather evidence and prepare for inspection. However, the concept of engaging in on-going self-evaluation did not appear to be an expectation among principals (McNamara and O’Hara 2006). The author would argue that the reasons why WSE is implemented are the same reasons why self-evaluation is not implemented. WSE has clear guidelines, structures and supports; self-evaluation does not.  Until the Department of Education and Science set out the answers to the most basic questions of who, what, where, when and how, it is unlikely that self-evaluation will become integrated in to the normal practices of schools.

In England the changes to the Framework for the Inspection of Schools in 2005 included a strong emphasis on school self-evaluation as a starting point for inspection as well as the schools’ planning processes. By 2010, Ofsted reported that:
Self-evaluation is now a well-established activity in maintained schools, providing the basis for their planning for development and improvement. Inspection takes account of and contributes to a school’s self-evaluation.

(Ofsted 2010 p11)

There appears to be a clear expectation that self-evaluation will have occurred at some stage prior to inspection as schools are asked to record self-evaluation findings in a standardised self-evaluation form which is used as a basis for discussion during inspections:
Schools are strongly encouraged to record the outcomes of their self-evaluation in Ofsted’s online self-evaluation form (SEF) for schools, whose structure matches that of the evaluation schedule of judgements for school inspections. They are also encouraged to update this SEF in line with the school’s own review process. Additionally, schools are encouraged to submit their SEF each time it is updated.

(Ofsted 2010 p11)

The inspection of the school’s capacity for sustained improvement specifically involves an examination of:
the school’s self-evaluation, and whether this provides the school with an accurate appraisal of its effectiveness, and whether its plans reflect what it needs to do to consolidate success and secure further improvement

(Ofsted 2010 p17)  

The centrality of the self-evaluation process is highlighted by the following comment: “the quality of self-evaluation is a good indicator of the calibre of the school’s leaders and managers and of the school’s capacity to improve” (Ofsted 2010 p11). An evaluation of the post 2005 system of inspection outlined a positive response from stakeholders at school level to the promotion of self-evaluation as an integral part of school improvement as well as the use of the Self-Evaluation Form and the incorporation of self-evaluation into the new schools’ inspection process. Having engaged in self-evaluation, schools agreed that the inspection findings were a vindication of their own findings (NFER 2006).

There is an obvious contrast between the application of a self-evaluation process in Irish and English Schools. In England there is a clear expectation that self-evaluation will regularly occur in schools, not only in advance of inspection. Information yielded from the self-evaluation process is documented on the Self-Evaluation Form and is central to the inspection process. No such prerequisite is in place in the Irish system. In England self-evaluation is set out as a specific area for inspection in the common inspection schedule and is reported on in the inspection report. In Ireland, the self-evaluation process is not an area for inspection and self-evaluation activity is not reported on in inspection reports. This is particularly surprising when one considers that the quality of school planning is inspected and reported on whereas self-evaluation, a recognised aspect of the planning cycle, is ignored. Despite the introduction of a self-evaluation process to Irish schools the absence of any requirement to implement a self-evaluation process suggests a lack of intentionality on the part of the Department of Education and Skills.

Planning
The second potential building block of the quality framework is planning. The school effectiveness and improvement literature highlights planning as one of the factors that when present in a school makes the difference to the life chances of pupils in that school.  Earlier in the literature review it was claimed that school improvement initiatives over the past decade or more have focused on planning, or development planning as it is more commonly called, at school level.
According to Hargreaves and Hopkins, development planning in the 1990s became “a more inclusive and sophisticated school based strategy for managing change” (Hargreaves and Hopkins 1994 pix). It is a process that involves school management, principals, teachers and support staff and as such the process is as important as the plan that is produced.  These stakeholders are asked to consider the changes required of the school from national and local initiatives and to organise how they will implement such changes in an organised and purposeful manner. The planning process results in a shared vision, aims, values and sense of direction among those who have responsibility for implementing the plan. 

The guidelines provided by Hargreaves and Hopkins (1991) outline four main processes in development planning:

· audit: a school reviews its own strengths and weaknesses;

· construction: priorities for development are selected and then turned into specific targets;

· implementation: the planned priorities and targets are implemented;

· evaluation: the success of implementation is checked.

(Hargreaves and Hopkins 1991 p4)

This basic cycle is similar to Deming’s Plan, Do, Check, Act improvement cycle which as pointed out earlier is the basis for quality assurance systems:
At its best, development planning draws the school staff and the school’s partners together in the creation and implementation of whole-school policies and planning.

(Hargreaves and Hopkins 1994 p3)

The School Development Planning Initiative (SDPI) in Ireland proposes a similar basic framework involving a cycle of four phases including review, design, implement and evaluate and which is built around the school’s mission, vision and aims (Department of Education and Science 1999). The SDPI (Department of Education and Science 1999b) proposes three adaptations of the basic framework as follows:

The Foundational Model: In this approach the fundamental purpose and values of the school are clarified as a starting point to further development. The planning process initially involves setting out the relatively permanent features of the school. This work is seen as setting the foundations for further development.

The Early Action Planning Model: This model involves a focus on the immediate priorities of the school and the development of plans to address such issues in the short term. This model is seen as a good way of promoting acceptance of development planning among a staff team as the impact of the planning is evident before large amounts of documentation are produced.

The Three Strand Concurrent Model: This model recognises the long-term, medium-term and short term dimension of planning for schools. It suggests that three time dimensions are dealt with concurrently including Futures Thinking (long-term planning, 5-15 years), Strategic Intent and Strategic Planning (medium-term planning, 3-5 years) and operational Planning (short-term planning, 1-3 years).

Tuohy (2008) suggests that the planning cycle is often treated as a single loop where stages follow in a linear fashion. He suggests that where a culture of planning exists in a school a recurring pattern of planning is evident and is better represented as a helix rather than a loop. Tuohy promotes the Three Strand Concurrent Model based on Davies and Elison’s (1999, 2001) approach but recognises that schools often focus initially on specific projects, such as developing policies, rather than developing a more holistic approach to planning. Tuohy recommends that planning should not only be seen as a way of getting things done but rather an opportunity to re-culture the school.

Boisot (2003) demonstrates similar thinking to Davies and Elison when he considers four approaches to developing strategy in schools as follows: strategic planning; emergent strategy; intrapreneurship or decentralised strategy; and strategic intent. He asserts that strategic planning is a linear approach that occurs in predictable environments and involves the detailed planning and implementation of actions. Emergent planning occurs as an organisation responds to new challenges. Intrapreneurship or decentralised strategy is employed in complex and changing environments where the core of the organisation determines strategic direction but where sub-units in the organisation have the freedom to decide how this is interpreted in detail. Strategic intent involves the development of a shared vision for the future. The organisation may know where it wants to go but may not be certain of how to get there. It therefore builds the capacity of the organisation to achieve its objectives.

Wallace (1992) argued that while school development planning might be effective in a stable environment; it may not work as well in an unstable and unpredictable environment. Wallace recognises the need for planning in order to maintain the current practice in schools as well as the planning required in order to introduce a new innovation. He claims that schools are operating in an increasingly turbulent environment where externally imposed change is inevitable and continuous. He questioned the suitability of developing annual plans to guide actions when unpredictable change occurs so frequently over the period of a year. Wallace proposes a model of “flexible planning” in a context where some aspects of work remain stable while others are turbulent. He recognises that the tension between these contrasting influences needs to be addressed within the planning model. Wallace’s flexible planning model recognises three key components: 

· Response to spasmodic shifts in information about external innovations and other acute crises and chronic issues affecting

· The continual creation, monitoring and adjustment of plans for the short and medium term within a long-term vision, linked to

· Cyclic planning for the academic and financial years

(Wallace 1992 p162)

Bell (2002) offers similar criticism of development planning in English schools, claiming that it is predicated on order, simplicity and conformity. Further, he suggests that the achievement of strategic planning in schools has been overstated by the proponents of school effectiveness and school improvement:
Strategic planning as a management technique for staff in schools, therefore, is deeply flawed; it is based on inappropriate assumptions about the nature and purpose of education and is founded on an ill-conceived model of schools as organisations and the management of those schools. It is unlikely, then, to make a useful contribution to the processes of school management. It is, indeed, full of sound and fury that has little significance.

(Bell 2002 p419)

Davies and Elison (1998, 1999) were concerned that school planning, as it existed in Britain in the 1990s, did not serve the needs of schools. The planning work in schools at that time was described as linear and incremental in nature. This reflects the same point made some ten years later by Tuohy (2008) in relation to planning in Ireland. The author finds it interesting to note that while the model proposed by Davies and Elison in 1998 was outlined in the 1999 SDPI guidelines, it is apparent that in Ireland the basic and more linear approach is frequently employed (Tuohy 2008). This suggests that a certain level of capacity building may be required before staff teams can adopt the more complex, dynamic and holistic approach. It further suggests that the Three Strand Concurrent Model and the approaches set out by Boisot, although appropriate to address the complexity and level of change within an educational setting, may prove too complex as a model for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres that are starting to experience development planning for the first time. 
Davies and Davies (2006) are critical of British schools coming under short-term pressure to deliver on the standards agenda while ignoring strategic processes to address long-term success and sustainability. However, the author suggests that Centres for Education, and indeed schools, should in the first instance meet basic standards and ensure that all the necessary systems are in place for the effective and efficient functioning of the organisation. Considering the situation with regard to Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres, it is vital that the basics are established before the future is considered and therefore the introduction of a futures perspective may be a more appropriate model for centres that have built capacity and developed basic operational structures. This approach may well be introduced to centres five to ten years following the initial introduction of the QFI. It is also important to recognise that the participative planning and evaluation processes that lead to the various process outcomes for the staff team will in themselves develop capacity to address long-term success and sustainability.

Among the arguments in favour of development planning Hargreaves and Hopkins claim that development planning provides a comprehensive and co-ordinated approach to planning all aspects of school activity and establishes the long term vision of the school. Allowing staff to control the pace of change reduces stress and the planning process strengthens the relationship between management and teachers. The planning process provides an opportunity to recognise the work of staff and in doing so the process increases their professional self-confidence.

Thrupp and Willmott (2003) state that they are not against planning per se but suggest that planning should be an aid to education rather than a managerial tool of external accountability. They consider school development planning to be underpinned by managerialist target-setting which ignores consideration of inequalities in educational outcomes as a result of the socio-economic background of students. Such arguments were discussed in greater detail at an earlier point in the literature review when discussing the school effectiveness and school improvement movements.

Giles (2006) is critical of school development planning as a key aspect of the decentralised governance model claiming that such practices divert educators away from learning and into administration duties. While Giles  acknowledges that school development planning is “widely mandated as an instrument of improvement in comprehensive school reform movements”, he claims that the “predictable failure of reform, and by association school development planning, has been a characteristic of education systems for over 30 years” (Giles 2006 p232). He argues that while policy makers blamed schools for this deficit he blames an equivocal government position on decentralisation and ambiguity within the policy cycle which he suggests led to various interpretations of official policy by stakeholders at local level and led to an accountability driven rather than a developmental approach to school development planning. This highlights the importance of paying careful attention to the introduction of the initiative to centres nationally and ensuring that the initiative is implemented as intended. 

The Practice of Planning in Mainstream Education in Ireland and England
In England, the origins of school development planning can be traced to the 1970s. By the late 1980s, despite a lack of legislative requirements, the Department of Education and Science advised schools to develop school plans. This move was in response to inconsistencies between schools in terms of curriculum development and school management. The Education Reform Act (1988) brought the Local Management of Schools initiative to England and Wales. New requirements for schools were introduced and the school planning process was seen as the means by which such changes could be accommodated. Guidelines on school development planning were distributed to all schools in 1991 following a research project on school development planning that was commissioned by the Department of Education and Science and undertaken by Hargreaves and Hopkins. The Education (Schools) Act 1992 saw school development planning included as an area for inspection and by this stage the practice had become embedded in schools (MacGilchrist et al. 1995). 

However, by 1994 Hargreaves and Hopkins had reported that: 

planning for improvement has not been a strength in the majority of primary and secondary schools. HMI do show, however, how a number of schools had, against the general trend, succeeded in improving themselves.

(Hargreaves and Hopkins 1994 pix)

Hargreaves and Hopkins claim that development planning can be an extremely effective tool for improvement even in areas of high disadvantage. They acknowledge that it is important to identify the factors that assist in applying this development tool to its best advantage. They are of the view that school development planning originated as an improvement option for schools but that, since it has become an imposed requirement of the inspection process, many schools have “constructed” plans following a managerial and bureaucratic approach for the purpose of accountability, and in doing so have subverted the intended participative and pragmatic approach of the planning process. More recently it appears that the inspection process in England places less and less emphasis on development planning. In 2008 the inspection process involved the provision of a copy of “the school’s current improvement or management plan” (Ofsted 2008 p11). However, in the Common Inspection Schedule for Schools (Ofsted 2008), there was no reference to the inspection process judging the quality of school plan or the planning process. Under the heading of leadership and management, it is specified that inspectors should evaluate “how effectively self-evaluation is used to secure improvement” (Ofsted 2008 p22). By 2010, there was no mention of the school plan in the Framework for School Inspection (Ofsted 2010) but rather a reference to “plans” associated with the self-evaluation process. This may suggest that the Inspectorate is now focusing on what is actually happening in the school rather than the quality of the planning or the quality of the document produced. It also suggests that self-evaluation has moved to a relatively more important position in terms of school improvement than the traditional school development planning process. 

The Institute of Public Finance Limited has developed the School Development Plan Summary Guide on behalf of the Department for Children, Schools and Families.  This provides an outline of good practice, sets out the contents of the school plan and advises on how to link school planning to financial budgets (Department for Children, Schools and Families 2009). It explains that there is no nationally prescribed format for the Plan and that various local authorities have issued guidelines in this regard. It does however set out broad categories of information that should be covered in the plan such as: where are we now?; performance; process; mission, aims and priorities; reasons for change; what will stay the same?; future plans and finance implications (Department for Children, Schools and Families 2009).
The Training and Development Agency for Schools (2009) has also produced a School Improvement Planning Framework (SIPF):
The SIPF is a suite of tools and techniques designed to help schools take their planning, strategic thinking and implementation to the next level. The framework was developed in response to school leaders' requests for help in making the five Every Child Matters (ECM) outcomes a reality. This approach to school improvement planning aims to raise standards of attainment and promote pupil well-being.

(Training and Development Agency for Schools 2009)

The SIPF sets out “a planning process in three stages: prepare and engage; identify objectives, and ensure successful outcomes” (Training and Development Agency for Schools 2009). Each of these three stages is outlined below:
Prepare and engage

· Create a planning process based on a shared vision of where you are now, what you want to accomplish and a clear idea of how the framework can help. 

Identify objectives

· Inside the classroom: set objectives for improving teaching and learning that consider standards of achievement and pupil well-being. 

· Learning potential: reach a common understanding of the factors that affect pupils’ learning potential and identify ways to help all pupils achieve to the best of their ability. 

· Beyond the classroom: identify ways to improve the well-being of all pupils in the school and community through extended services and other provision. 

Ensure successful outcomes

· Personalise: assess the needs of targeted pupils or cohorts in order to develop personalised interventions and demonstrate their impact. 

· Develop and prioritise solutions: generate and prioritise solutions that will help meet school improvement objectives and define indicators of success. 

· Plan delivery and evaluation: create a practical and achievable plan for implementing and evaluating the agreed school improvement objectives. 

(Training and Development Agency for Schools 2008)

It is very clear that the focus of the SIPF process is very much on teaching and learning rather than the over-all organisation and management of the school.

In Ireland the School Development Planning Initiative (SDPI) was established in 1999. The purpose of the Initiative is “to stimulate and strengthen a culture of collaborative development planning in schools, with a view to promoting school improvement and effectiveness” (Department of Education and Science 2002 p7). The Education Act, 1998, introduced the requirement that all schools prepare a School Plan which must be regularly reviewed and updated using a collaborative process. The planning process in schools was further embedded by a national pay agreement, the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness (Irish Government 2000b), through which teachers would meet a key modernisation requirement. At post-primary level the School Development Planning Support Team provide information, advice and guidance on SDP for schools. In addition, they organise workshops and seminars. A key aspect of the support is the provision of facilitation services which is provided directly by the support team or through the training of teachers who may facilitate within their own schools or in other schools. Detailed guidelines on planning were also developed and a grant for schools was provided to offset some of the costs associated with the planning process. 

In 2002 a progress report on the SDPI was published. Despite the legislative requirement, the pay agreement and range of supports provided to schools, the recorded outputs of the initiative appear to be relatively modest. In the progress report schools were asked to indicate how many whole-staff planning days or planning sessions they had held since September 1999. Out of the 209 schools surveyed “80% had held at least one planning day; 30% had held at least one shorter planning session; in all, 91% of schools indicated that they had taken time for planning” (Department of Education and Science 2002 p32). Schools were asked which category in a given list would best represent their current stage or their take-up position in the SDP process.  Out of the 209 schools surveyed the following list sets out the % of schools in various phases of development:
1. Start from scratch: introductory overview 20%

2. School review to identify priorities 36%

3. Action Planning 48%

4. Policy Writing 37%

5. Formulating statement of 8% Mission/Vision/Aims

6. Compiling overall School Plan 3%

7. Implementation of the School Plan 12%

8. Evaluation of outcomes of the School Plan 17%

The striking result from the above list is the extremely low level of schools compiling an overall school plan. The wide variation in outputs represents the schools’ entitlement to work at its own pace rather than meet any prescribed level of productivity each year.

According to the progress report, industrial relations problems in the sector presented a major stumbling block for the implementation of SDPI in post-primary schools during 2000 and 2001 and considerably limited the impact of the initiative in schools during this period. Many schools that started the initiative in 1999 lost momentum during the period of industrial unrest. Much of the school development activity revolved around the development of policies rather than planning. The author contends that these difficulties stem from structural problems. The amount of time available to schools to take whole-staff planning days is limited and difficult to overcome given the already short school year (167 days). Developing a planning process without working out where staff would find the time to engage is problematic. It also points to a possible reason for low expectations in relation to outputs and to the general acceptance that schools that are simply developing policies are ‘technically’ engaging in school developing planning. McNamara, O’Hara and Ni Aingleis state that “SDP is clearly seen as an internal process, which although a requirement does not demand particular goals, targets or outcomes” (McNamara, O’Hara and Ni Aingleis 2002 p204). The lack of Department of Education and Science prescription in terms of output and outcomes is clearly part of the problem.

In Ireland, unlike in England, the school plan is an important document in the inspection of schools. In terms of what is actually inspected, the Whole School Evaluation (WSE) process in Ireland assigns much greater importance to the school plan and planning process:
The WSE team examines the school plan and the school planning process, including the monitoring and review of the process. It also examines the action plans set out and staff members’ roles and responsibilities within the process. The team also evaluates the implementation, dissemination and impact of the school plan.

(Department of Education and Science 2006b Appendix 2)

Unlike in England however, the school self-evaluation process is not inspected or reported on. This would suggest that in Ireland, school development planning is still rated as a more important school improvement process than self-evaluation, despite the introduction  by the Department of Education and Science of the concept of school self-evaluation through such documents as Looking at Our Schools: an Aid to Self-evaluation in Second Level Schools (Department of Education and Science 2003).

An interesting detail noted by the author is that the Department of Education and Science outlines the five key areas that are inspected and reported on. For each of the five areas sub-headings are also provided and these sub-headings are reflected in the evaluation report, with one exception. The key area of planning is not sub divided into various headings and is reported on in a general fashion rather than dealing with each sub-heading as set out in the self-evaluation framework. This practice further points to the question of the Department of Education and Skills’s expectations of outputs and outcomes of the planning process. Would detailed reporting on planning highlight a poor implementation of the SDPI? Is this a further reflection of the “softly, softly approach” highlighted earlier (McNamara, O’Hara 2006)?

Conclusion 

Evaluation in terms of self-evaluation and inspection has the potential to be a useful improvement process for centres and could form a key element of the quality framework. The author would agree with Stake’s proposal to combine standards based and responsive evaluation and would also agree that a combination of both quantitative and qualitative enquiry is best suited to the accountability and developmental needs of centres.
The issue of participation is an important consideration in the development of a Quality Framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. It is clear that such a framework needs to meet the requirements of accountability but also needs to lead to the development of centres including both the services they offer and the staff teams that provide the programme. Consideration should also be given to the possibility of ensuring the participation of full staff teams rather than representatives of staff in the evaluation process. In order to maximise the potential for capacity building a self-evaluation approach is recommended rather than solely relying on the evaluation of the programme by an external evaluator who might involve stakeholders but who would reduce the opportunities for learning and development among stakeholders. 

In addition to the self-evaluation process, the author recommends an external evaluation which would be conducted by experts, whose authority would command respect within the education sector. The Department of Education and Skills Inspectorate is the only group that would be accepted in this role among key stakeholders such as staff, VEC management and unions.  

The author would argue that given the purpose of the Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres, it is vital that learners participate in the evaluation and planning process but not in a tokenistic manner. Methodologies for learner consultation should be selected for their usefulness, appropriateness and ability to empower and enfranchise the learners. This aspect of the evaluation is not common place in main stream education and therefore it will be necessary to explore the literature of adult education and community development and youth-work for examples of best practice in this regard.

A great deal can be learned from both the Irish and English experiences of inspection. In terms of inspection the author favours the Irish approach. A punitive inspection process would be anathema to a quality assurance system that is based on the principles of Total Quality Management. While favouring the Irish approach to inspection there remains some concerns about the criteria that may be used by the Inspectorate for judging Centres for Education. The development of appropriate criteria would require an in depth understanding of the significant differences between the guiding principles and activities of mainstream education and those of Centres for Education. In addition, given the importance of self-evaluation within the emerging Quality Framework it would be important that inspection specifically looks at and reports on the self-evaluation process as is the case in England.

The examination of approaches to planning, specifically the study of the Irish and English planning process in post-primary schools, has highlighted a number of issues that should be carefully considered in the development of an approach to planning in Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. The first issue relates to the selection of an appropriate model of planning. The purpose of the Quality Framework Initiative will be to assist centres to develop capacity and meet a set of minimum standards consistently across the programme. This will require the introduction of a basic planning model that will assist centres to plan and implement actions in order to establish all the basic systems required in order to operate an education programme. As the initiative evolves and as all centres have the basics in place, more attention will be paid to ideas of strategic intent and futures planning. It is apparent that this is important but only possible when capacity has been developed through experience and support. Emphasis should however be on cyclic planning. Flexibility should be built in to the process through the creation, monitoring and adjustment of plans. In practical terms this would be reflected through formalising the requirement to plan and adjust annually and through providing supports to centres to help them not only to develop the plan but also to maintain its relevance and implementation.

The issue of Department of Education and Skills expectations in terms of annual outputs and outcomes is also an important consideration. This would include the development of clear guidelines on who, what, where, when and how questions in relation to planning. More importantly, it would require agreement on the time, in terms of whole-staff days, that should be allocated to centres annually. If time is specifically allocated for such work it may be necessary to provide greater prescription for the process that will lead to the development of the plan. Built into the annual cycle should be an annual self-evaluation process that would allow the full staff team to formally evaluate the implementation of actions and to make adjustments over the life of the plan. This approach would certainly require a highly prescriptive and facilitation-led approach that guarantees the completion of task while at the same time protecting the capacity building nature of the process. 
The necessity of a support service is clear in relation to the proposed model outlined above. The development of a team of facilitators who can lead a staff team through the process is required. In the opinion of the author the nature of support offered by educational support services in general is problematic. Support services are normally available to schools when the school requires support. The author agrees with Fullan’s (1992) claim that pressure without support leads to resistance and alienation but support without pressure can lead to drift or waste of resources. The facilitators therefore would work as a ‘critical friend’ (Macbeath 1999) with a clear improvement agenda that will both guide the centre and provide all the support and information required, at the same time setting clear expectations for the standard of the work and the completion of the plan. When facilitating centres to self-evaluate the implementation of plans, the facilitator would assist staff teams to critically evaluate the implementation of action plans and to examine the reasons for poor implementation while at the same time ensuring that the plan is adjusted and up dated. Underpinning the facilitation of QFI process is the clear understanding that facilitators engage with staff team in a manner that maximises opportunities for capacity building and specifically the achievement of process outcomes (Patton 1997) as outlined earlier in relation to self-evaluation. 
The initial ambiguity experienced in Britain in relation to the government’s introduction of the planning in schools should be avoided. The position and expectations of the Department of Education and Skills should be clear, and careful consideration should to given to the factors that affect the successful introduction of change initiatives.

OVERALL CONCLUSION OF LITERATURE REVIEW

As set out in the introduction to the literature review, the desired outcome of the study is to develop and implement a quality assurance system for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. It should be noted that the literature review was not completed in its entirety prior to engagement in the research phase of the project. As will be outlined in later chapters, the author selected an action research approach to the development of the quality framework. The exploration and documentation of the literature review was iterative and incremental. In reality the author moved between the feedback from participants and the literature through each action research cycle. As the author explored an issue, she brought this learning to the stakeholders for discussion or for action and each stage required further reviews of literature. 

The literature review involves an examination of the concepts of quality and quality education as well as the origins of the quality movement in business and its relevance in an education setting. Key issues relating to quality systems are explored including accountability, capacity building, professionalism and educational change. Various efforts to improve the quality of education provision are explored including school effectiveness, school improvement and quality assurance, with a particular focus on Total Quality Management. The focus of the literature then narrows to specifically explore self-evaluation, inspection and planning.
As a pragmatist the author is convinced by the arguments that schools or centres can operate more effectively and can improve if they are well managed and supported to do so. This position remains, despite the author’s extensive experience of working with disadvantaged students in areas of low socio economic status. Notwithstanding the influence of family background, a well operated centre can make a difference to the life chances of students. However, many centres are not well run and none are well supported, as set out in the previous chapter. The development of a quality framework can make a significant contribution to the improvement of centres and the service that they provide for learners. 

CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

INTRODUCTION

The desired outcome of the study is to develop and implement a quality assurance system for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training centres and following this to examine its implementation and impact. The original research questions for the overall research project are as follows:

· What kind of quality assurance system/ improvement mechanism should be developed for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres?

· How will the system be developed?

· How will the system be supported?

This chapter outlines in detail the methodological approach to the research project including the key issues in relation to paradigm choice. A discussion of quantitative, qualitative, transformative and pragmatic research is set out before providing a rationale for the author’s choice of a pragmatic approach. Mixed methods research, which is often associated with the pragmatic paradigm, is then outlined.

Building on this foundation the author describes action research as a methodology and outlines the rationale used in selecting such an approach and the implications for the study. In terms of research design, the author presents Elliott’s model of action research and proposes four research cycles. The approach used for data management and analysis is described in detail as well as other key issues such as access to research participants and sampling. Analytic memos/ journals, survey questionnaires and focus groups are the three main methods used for gathering data and each is explained in terms of best practice and how they were operationalised. Most importantly, ethical concerns pertaining to the study are explored. The chapter concludes with a reflection on the quality and rigour of the study and limitations are set out.

RESEARCH METHODS 

Introduction
The definition of research and application of research methods is often located within 
the researcher’s theoretical framework (Mertens 2005) or paradigm.  However it is not necessary that researchers select a single paradigm or conduct paradigm-driven research (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2004). MacNaughton, Rolfe and Siraj-Blatchford (2001) define the term “paradigm” in relation to three elements: a belief about the nature of knowledge, a methodology, and criteria for validity. The most common paradigms discussed in the literature include: positivist, postpositivist, constructivist, interpretivist, transformative, emancipatory, critical, pragmatism and deconstructivist (Mackenzie and Knipe 2006). Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2004) cite three “significant lenses” through which research can be examined: the scientific and positivistic methodologies, the naturalistic and interpretive methodologies and methodologies from critical theory. Creswell (2009) cites three main types of research design: qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods. Kim (2003) outlines three primary research paradigms, positivism, interpretivism and critical science. Moses and Knutsen (2007) describe naturalism and constructivism as the two dominant methodological traditions. Others identify four broad approaches; positivist, post-positivist, interpretivist and humanistic (Della Porta and Keating 2008). Despite the use of different terminology to describe the key approaches there appears to be general consensus in regard to the two dominant approaches which the author will describe as qualitative and quantitative approaches. 
Contending views arise from different conceptions of social reality. Burrell and Morgan (1979) outline four sets of assumptions about the nature of social science which explain the key differences between the subjectivist (interpretive) and objectivist (traditional) approaches. These assumptions relate to ontology, epistemology, human nature and methodology. Ontological assumptions concern the nature of reality and the two main ontological possibilities are the basis for the nominalist-realist debate in philosophy. The question here is “whether or not there were Ideas or Forms existing independently of matter and material objects” (Kenny 2007). The implication of the realism (traditional) stance is that “objects have an independent existence and are not dependent for it on the knower” (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2004 p6). “This view assumes that there is a Real World out there, independent of our experience of it, and that we can gain access to that World by thinking, observing and recording our experiences carefully” (Moses and Knutsen 2007 p8). Realism, also called naturalism, is a view of the world that was first articulated in the natural sciences. Nominalism (interpretive) contends that “reality is socially constructed, that individuals develop subjective meanings of their own personal experience, and that this gives way to multiple meanings” (Bloomberg and Volpe 2008 p9). Heisenberg suggests, “what we observe is not nature itself, but rather nature exposed to our method of questioning” (Heisenberg 1958 p81).
Epistemology is concerned with the bases of knowledge, its nature and forms (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2004). Positivism lies at the objectivist end of the continuum while anti-positivism holds the opposing position at the subjective end. The positivist view is that knowledge is hard and tangible. The anti-positivist view is that knowledge is softer and based on experience or insight, which may be of a personal nature. Subjective assumptions about the relationship between human beings and their environment include voluntarism which recognises “free will” and notion of humans having control over their environment. The opposing objectivist assumption of determinism supports the view that humans are products of their environment and are controlled by outside forces. 

Clearly, the ontological and epistemological persuasions of any given researcher have a significant influence on choice of research methods. The traditional positivist approach favours scientific investigation incorporating such methods as experiments and surveys which yield quantitative data.  The interpretive approach seeks to understand how “the individual creates, modifies and interprets the world” (Cohen, Manion, Morrison 2004 p7). The methods favoured by interpretive researchers may include participant observation, personal constructs, non directive interviewing, episodes and accounts which often yield more qualitative data.

Paradigms

The term paradigm was coined by Thomas Kuhn (1962) as a means to describe an approach to research. A research paradigm describes a research culture or:  

a set of beliefs, values, and assumptions that a community of researchers has in common regarding the nature and conduct of research. The beliefs include, but are not limited to, ontological beliefs, epistemological beliefs, axiological beliefs, aesthetic beliefs, and methodological beliefs

(Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2004 p24)

Morgan described paradigms as “shared belief systems that influence the kinds of knowledge researchers seek and how they interpret the evidence they collect” (Morgan 2007 p50). Creswell (2009), uses the term “worldview”, which he describes as meaning a basic set of beliefs that guide action, or “mindscapes” (Sergiovanni 1985). The four world views as outlined by Creswell (2009) is set out in Table 4.1 

Table 4.1: Creswell’s Four World Views

	Post-positivism

· Determination

· Reductionism

· Empirical observation and measurement 

· Theory verification
	Constructivism

· Understanding

· Multiple participant meanings

· Social and historical construction

· Theory generation

	Advocacy/ Participatory

· Political

· Empowerment

· Collaborative

· Change oriented
	Pragmatism

· Consequences of actions

· Problem-centred

· Pluralistic

· Real-world practice oriented


                                     (Creswell 2009 p6)

For the purpose of this research the author has chosen four key paradigms to discuss in further detail:

· Quantitative 

· Qualitative 

· Transformative

· Pragmatism

These four were selected on the basis that elements of all four have relevance for the current research project. The terms qualitative and quantitative are commonly used in two distinct discourses. In one sense the terms refer to the research paradigm and in another they refer to research methods (Mackenzie and Knipe 2006, McMillan and Schumacher 2006). As paradigms they represent the two dominant approaches to social science research (Morgan 2007). As ideal types which do not exist independently in the world it is useful to think of these two paradigms as end points on an imaginary continuum (Moses and Knutsen 2007). Participatory research and pragmatic research, each with its own particular focus, can employ both qualitative and quantitative research methods.

Quantitative Research

Quantitative research is a means of testing objective theories by examining the relationship among variables. These variables, in turn, can be measured, typically on instruments, so that numbered data can be analyzed using statistical procedures..... those who engage in this form of inquiry have assumptions about testing theories deductively, building in protections against bias, controlling for alternative explanations, and being able to generalize and replicate the findings.

(Creswell 2009 p4)

Quantitative research is also known as the “scientific method”, positivist/ post-positivist research, and empirical science (Creswell 2003). Post-positivism refers to thinking that developed after positivism and challenged the positivist view of being certain or positive about knowledge claims (Phillips and Burbules 2000). Quantitative approaches to research dominated in the social sciences from the late 19th century up to the mid 20th century (Creswell 2009) and were an attempt to apply methods of natural science to social phenomena. The French philosopher Auguste Comte used positivism as a means to explain the social world which prior to that was normally explained through religious taxonomies (Babbie 2010).

The positivist paradigm guides the quantitative mode of inquiry and is based on the assumption that social reality has an objective ontological structure and that this objective truth can be measured and explained scientifically. Quantitative research measurement is concerned with reliability, validity and generalisability in its prediction of cause and effect. Quantitative approaches espouse the following features:

· There exist regularities or patterns in nature that can be observed and described.

· Statements based on these regularities can be tested empirically according to a falsification principle and a correspondence theory of truth.

· It is possible to distinguish between value-laden and factual statements.

· The scientific project should be aimed at the general (nomothetic) at the expense of the particular (ideographic)

· Human knowledge is both singular and cumulative.

(Moses and Knutsen 2007 p9)

Despite the widespread use of quantitative approaches they have been subject to a great deal of criticism. Such criticisms include general criticism of quantitative research as a strategy, criticism of epistemological and ontological foundations as well as criticism of specific methods uses as part of quantitative research. Bryman outlines four common criticisms as follows:

· Quantitative researchers fail to distinguish people and social institutions from the world of nature.

· The measurement process possesses an artificial and spurious sense of precision and accuracy.

· The reliance on instruments and procedures hinders the connection between research and everyday life.

· The analysis of relationships between variables creates a static view of social life that is independent of people’s lives.

(Bryman 2004 p78-79)

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2004) concur with Bryman when they claim that the attacks on positivism focus on its mechanistic and reductionist view of nature and that conducting social research on this basis is dehumanising. Further they cite numerous writers who are critical of the deterministic assumptions that underpin positivism and the disregard for such factors as choice, freedom and individualism.

Qualitative Research

Qualitative research is a means for exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem. The process of research involves emerging questions and procedures, data typically collected in the participant’s setting, data analysis inductively building from particulars to general themes and the researcher making interpretations of the meaning of the data.....Those who engage in this form of inquiry support a way of looking at research that honours an inductive style, a focus on individual meaning, and the importance of rendering the complexity of a situation.

(Creswell 2009 p4)

Although qualitative research has been in existence for as long as quantitative research, one of the biggest shifts within social science research at the end of the last century was a renewed interest in the former, which moved it from a marginal to a more equitable position with regard to the latter (Morgan 2007). Morgan claims that this shift was as a result of “dedicated efforts by advocates for a particular point of view” (Morgan 2007 p55). The debates over approaches, known as paradigm wars, focused on the philosophy of knowledge and the nature of research itself and therefore posed a challenge to conventional wisdom.

The need for an alternative to positivism arose from “the recognition of a series of anomalies that call the assumptions and findings of the existing paradigm into question” (Morgan 2007 p56-57). Advocates of qualitative research also claimed that quantitative research was limited in what it could accomplish. Proponents of an alternative paradigm included Lincoln and Guba (1985, 1988) who advocated a competing paradigm called “naturalistic inquiry” or constructivism. Constructivism recognises the important role of both the observer and society in constructing knowledge and highlights the notion that experience is not observed objectively but is channelled through our human minds. Qualitative researchers are interested in perceptions of reality rather than reality and are therefore open to the possibility that people may observe the same thing differently. As such they focus on the reflective and idiosyncratic nature of knowledge (Moses and Knutsen 2007).

Assumptions underpinning constructivism as outlined by Crotty (1998) include the following:

· Meaning is constructed by human beings

· Perceptions of the world are influenced by people’s historical and social perspectives and therefore an understanding of the setting and context is an important aspect of research.

· Meaning is generated through social interaction. The process of the research is inductive.

There appears to be a distinct difference between the preoccupations of quantitative and qualitative researchers. The focus of qualitative researchers as outlined by Bryman (2004) includes a commitment to viewing events through the eyes of the people being studied and this is normally achieved through face-to-face interaction. This empathetic stance is in keeping with interpretivism and demonstrates links with phenomenology and symbolic interactionism. Qualitative researchers also put a strong emphasis on process, described as “a sequence of individual and collective events, actions, and activities unfolding over time in context” (Pettigrew 1997 p338). In addition, qualitative researchers also value flexibility in their research approach and are careful not to allow preconceived notions about how the research should proceed, to contaminate the findings:
Keeping structure to a minimum is supposed to enhance the opportunity of genuinely revealing the perspectives of the people you are studying. 

(Bryman 2004 p282)

Therefore it is evident that guidelines on carrying out qualitative research are normally less prescriptive than those for quantitative research. 

Critics of qualitative research claim that it is too subjective, difficult to replicate, has problems of generalisation and that there is a lack of transparency (Bryman 2004). The issue of subjectivity arises from the close relationship that qualitative researchers develop with participants and the often value laden motivations of researchers. The difficulty in replication of studies is due to the lack of standard procedures to be followed, the flexibility afforded to researchers to focus on issues that strike them as significant and the unstructured nature of qualitative data. When small numbers of participants are involved in a study that is carried out in a certain location, it is difficult to generalise the findings in other settings. The lack of transparency is attributed to the difficulty in knowing how researchers arrived at their conclusions. The most common contrasts between quantitative and qualitative research are summarised by Bryman in Table 4.2.
Table 4.2: Common Contrasts Between Quantitative and Qualitative Research
	Quantitative
	Qualitative

	Numbers
	Words

	Point of view of researcher
	Points of view of participants

	Researcher distant
	Researcher close

	Theory testing
	Theory emergent

	Static
	Process

	Structured
	Unstructured

	Generalisation
	Contextual understanding

	Hard, reliable data
	Rich, deep data

	Macro
	Micro

	Behaviour
	Meaning

	Artificial settings
	Natural settings


(Bryman 2004 p287)

Transformative Research

Transformative paradigms, also known as advocacy or participatory approaches, arose during the 1980s as a response to the inadequacy of positivism or constructivism to address social justice issues such as oppression, suppression, domination, inequality and alienation. Researchers with political agendas used inquiry as a means to initiate reform in order to “change the lives of the participants, the institutions in which individuals work or live and the researcher’s life” (Creswell 2003 p9-10). The researcher adopts an advocacy role and involves participants in a collaborative approach throughout the research process which may involve awareness raising, assisting the marginalised group to find a “voice” and an empowerment agenda leading to change to improve the lives of participants. Critical theory draws on the transformative approach as a particular theoretical perspective. Critical theory perspectives are concerned with empowering people to transcend the restrictions placed on them by race, class, and gender (Fay 1987). Similar theoretical perspectives include feminist perspectives, radicalised discourses, queer theory and disability inquiry (Creswell 2007).

Teacher research was influenced by critical and democratic social theory which promoted a different view of the teacher-as-researcher who rejected university and expert sourced knowledge as the basis for teaching in favour of theories that were grounded in practice (Cochran-Smith and Lytle 1999). Critical theorists advocate that research contains an action agenda that will bring about reform and therefore involving participants in the research process is a key aspect of this approach. Transformational perspectives include action research, participatory action research and narrative analysis (Bloomberg and Volpe 2008).
Pragmatism

Pragmatic researchers are not committed to any one system of philosophy (Mackenzie and Knipe 2006). The pragmatic approach to research focuses on the research problem and uses whatever methods necessary to understand and solve the problem (Patton 1990) including qualitative and quantitative approaches. Researchers focus more on the outcomes of the research such as the actions and consequences (Creswell 2007) in an attempt to produce socially useful knowledge (Feilzer 2009).
Morgan argues that the emphasis on metaphysical questions “about the nature of reality imposed limits on assumptions about nature of knowledge and what could be known” (Morgan 2007 p58). He highlights Kuhn’s (1996) “incommensurability” of paradigms which argues that:
the radically different assumptions about the nature of reality and truth in paradigms like realism and constructivism made it impossible to translate or reinterpret research between these paradigms. Instead, researchers who chose to operate within one set of metaphysical assumptions inherently rejected the principles that guided researchers who operated within other paradigms.

(Morgan 2007 p58)

Feilzer (2009) claims that pragmatism “sidesteps the contentious issues of truth and reality... and orients itself towards solving practical problems in the real world” (Feilzer 2009 p8). Pragmatists value utility over “an accurate account of how things are in themselves” (Rorty 1999 pixx). Morgan recommends a shift from thinking of paradigms as epistemological stances to a version of paradigm that emphasises the shared beliefs of a research field. He endorses the “pragmatic approach” as an alternative to the “metaphysical paradigm” as follows:
a pragmatic approach would place its emphasis on shared meanings and joint action. In other words, to what extent are two people (or two research fields) satisfied that they understand each other, and to what extent can they demonstrate the success of that shared meaning by working together on common projects? Here again, the essential emphasis is on actual behavior (“lines of action”), the beliefs that stand behind those behaviours (“warranted assertions”), and the consequences that are likely to follow from different behaviours (“workability”).

(Morgan 2007 p67)

Morgan (2007) contrasts the pragmatic approach to qualitative and quantitative research methodology in Table 4.3. Here Morgan sets out the extreme positions of the qualitative and quantitative approaches and proposes pragmatism as a more useful middle ground position.
Table 4.3: A Pragmatic Alternative to the Key Issues in Social Science Research Methodology.
	Approach
	Qualitative 
	Quantitative
	Pragmatic 

	Connection of theory and data
	Induction
	Deduction
	Abduction

	Relationship to research process
	Subjectivity
	Objectivity
	Intersubjectivity

	Inference from data
	Context
	Generality
	Transferability


(Morgan 2007 p 7) 

Morgan asserts that abduction reasoning is an approach to the connection between theory and data that allows for movement back and forth between induction and deduction and is more in keeping with how researchers naturally operate rather than the linear manner in which induction or deduction occurs. He rejects the artificial dichotomy between subjectivity and objectivity and promotes intersubjectivity where researchers have to go between various frames of reference in an attempt to improve communication and develop shared meaning with participants in a research project. He also argues that knowledge is not always either context-dependent or generalised. Rather than choosing between these extremes he claims that research cannot be so unique as to have no application in another context or so generalised that it applies to every possible setting. Pragmatists favour the notion of transferability and therefore promote the most appropriate application of research outcomes along the continuum of context specific and generalised use.

Paradigm Choice for Current Research Project

Ontologically, the author accepts arguments from both sides of the nominalist-realist debate. While favouring interpretative approaches the author cannot reject the usefulness of scientific methodologies and acknowledges the important contribution of scientific inquiry to educational theory and practice. The transformative paradigm has also some relevance for this study considering the marginalised nature of the learners who attend Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres, the marginalised nature of the programmes and the inequitable position of the staff within the Irish education system, as outlined in chapter two. Considering the nature of the problem, the need for a solution, and the requirement for action, the author adopts a pragmatic approach to the current research project.
The author rejects the notion that qualitative and quantitative research paradigms are incompatible. Bearing in mind a quote from Albert Einstein “whoever undertakes to set himself up as a judge in the field of Truth and Knowledge is shipwrecked by the laughter of the gods” (Einstein 1953 p38), the author opts for “methodological pluralism” (Onwuegbuzie and Leech 2005 p382) believing that researchers need to marshal all their methodological expertise in an attempt to gain better and useful understanding. 
The basic aim of the research is to improve practice by solving the key research questions. Levin and Greenwood (2001) claim that pragmatic action research is the way to conduct research that is epistemologically sound and socially valuable:
In pragmatism, validity claims are identified as warranted assertions resulting from an inquiry process where an indeterminate situation is made determinate through concrete actions in the actual context. The logic of action is constituted in the inquiry process and guides the knowledge generation.

(Levin and Greenwood 2001 p104)

The author can relate to Greenwood and Levin when they claim to be “reformers, not revolutionaries” (Greenwood and Levin 1998 p11) in their pragmatic approach to action research. The author acknowledges a concern for the low status of the programmes and the disadvantaged nature of the learners, and her values in this regard are evident throughout the research. However, within the scope of the current research she is not trying to change the system nor is she attempting to “emancipate” either the staff or the learners. The research does not aim “to ensure that people know and understand their own oppressions more clearly so that they can work to change them” (Lynch 2000 p66). In answering the research questions the author aims for “utility” (Rorty 1999 pxxvi) and “workability” (Greenwood and Levin 1998 p77) in the degree to which the solution solves the initial problem. While solving the problem involves a participative approach, has transformative potential and is likely to result in considerable improvements for learners and staff, it could not be considered emancipatory.

Mixed Methods

Working from a pragmatic paradigm, Feilzer (2009) claims that phenomena have different layers which can best be measured or observed through the use of a mixed methods approach:
Mixed methods research is an approach to inquiry that combines or associates both qualitative and quantitative forms. It involves philosophical assumptions, the use of qualitative and quantitative approaches, and the mixing of both approaches in a study. Thus, it is more than simply collecting and analyzing both kinds of data; it also involves the use of both approaches in tandem so that the overall strength of a study is greater than either qualitative or quantitative research.

(Creswell 2009 p4)

Similarly, Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner (2007) define mixed methods research:
Mixed methods research is the type of research in which a researcher or team of researchers combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research approaches (e.g. use of qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection, analysis, inference techniques) for the broad purposes of breath and depth of understanding and corroboration

(Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner 2007 p123)

The underlying philosophical frameworks commonly associated with mixed methods research is pragmatism (Tashakkori and Teddlie 2003, Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2006, Creswell and Tashakkori 2007) and the transformative paradigm (Mertens 2005). As outlined previously, the pragmatic view forms the basis of the authors view on paradigm choice. Therefore, the author has chosen a mixed methods research approach within the overall methodological framework of action research.

Mixed methods research attempts to respect the multiple beliefs, perspectives and usefulness of both qualitative and quantitative approaches while seeking a “workable middle solution” (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner 2007 p113) and the “best of both worldviews” (Guba and Lincoln 2005). Mixed research has its origins in the practice of triangulation (Cambell and Fiske 1959, Webb, Campbell, Schwartz and Sechrest 1966, Denzin 1978, Morse 1991). 

From a study of various definitions of mixed research by current field leaders, Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner (2007) investigate the main reasons why mixed methods research is carried out and find it to be for reasons of breath and corroboration. Mixed methods provide greater breadth and depth which provide better and deeper understanding and enhanced description. Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner (2007) continue by proposing three key types of mixed research on the qualitative-quantitative continuum. The centre of the continuum represents “pure mixed” research with qualitative dominant and quantitative dominant approaches taking positions at either end of the continuum. 

Creswell (2009) recommends that consideration be given to a number of key factors in planning a mixed strategy: timing, weighting, mixing and theorising, or transforming perspectives.  In terms of timing, data can be collected sequentially or concurrently.  If data is collected sequentially there is a choice between collecting quantitative or qualitative data first. A researcher may also consider what priority or weight is to be given to the quantitative or qualitative approach. One approach may be dominant or the priority may be equal. A third factor relates to the integration or mixing of data. Integration may occur at the data collection, data analysis or data interpretation phases or in combination. Finally, consideration can also be given to the overall theoretical perspective that guides the research. 

Despite the espoused advantages of engaging in mixed methods research, Bryman claims that researchers commonly do not integrate findings from qualitative and quantitative methods in such a way that the “components are mutually illuminating” (Bryman 2007 p8).  His findings demonstrate that some researchers, who claim to undertake mixed methods research, treat the quantitative and qualitative components as separate domains. Lack of integration suggests that researchers may not be making the most of the data collected. Bryman suggests that, in the literature, insufficient attention has been paid to presenting the findings of mixed methods research in a genuinely integrated manner. However he warns that:

The metaphor of triangulation has sometimes hindered this process by concentrating on the degree to which findings are mutually reinforcing or irreconcilable. Mixed methods research is not necessarily just an exercise in testing findings against each other. Instead, it is about forgoing an overall or negotiated account of the findings that brings together both components of the conversation or debate

(Bryman 2007 p21)

Choosing to use a mixed methods approach poses a number of challenges for the researcher.  It requires the researcher to be familiar with both quantitative and qualitative approaches, and it requires extensive and time consuming data collection and analysis of both text and numeric data (Creswell 2009).

ACTION RESEARCH AS A RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Reason and Bradbury regard action research as an orientation towards inquiry that “seeks to create a quality of engagement, of curiosity, of question posing through gathering evidence and testing practices” (Reason and Bradbury 2008 pxxi). Further to this, Reason and Bradbury provide a working definition of action research which is congruent with the author’s own view and ambition for the development of a quality framework for Youthreach and STTCs:
Action research is a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing practical knowledge in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes, grounded in a participatory worldview which we believe is emerging at this historical moment. It seeks to bring together action and reflection, theory and practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of pressing concern to people, and more generally the flourishing of individual persons and their communities.

(Reason and Bradbury 2008 p1)

Rather than a conventional concern for objectivity and distance, action researchers privilege relevance and social change (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood and Maguire 2003). Punch (2005) outlines an important characteristic of action research, which sets it apart from other designs, in that it is cyclical in nature. Therefore, the researcher and participants work towards a solution in cyclical and iterative ways.  This spiral of self-reflective cycles normally involves a series of steps as outlined by Kemmis and McTaggart:
planning a change, acting and observing the consequences of the change, reflecting on these processes and consequences, and then replanning acting and observing, reflecting, and so on.

(Kemmis and McTaggart 2000 p595-596)

Dick similarly describes action research:
Action research is a flexible spiral process which allows action (change, improvement) and research (understanding, knowledge) to be achieved at the same time. The understanding allows more informed change and at the same time is informed by that change. People affected by the change are usually involved in the action research. This allows the understanding to be widely shared and the change to be pursued with commitment.

(Dick 2002)

Dick’s definition highlights another important and useful aspect of the action research approach. In an attempt to bring about change in an organisation, the action research methods will themselves form part of the intervention and will more likely result in a commitment to change with the development of a framework that will be agreed and tested by all stakeholder groups. This reflects the change factors highlighted by Fullan (2001) and the usefulness of action research in dealing with such factors.

The participative and collaborative nature of the research means that the author will be reminded to reflect systematically through each cycle, to consider challenging interpretations, to “interrogate received notions” (Herr and Anderson 2005 p4) and to examine “disconfirming evidence” (Dick 2002), rather than to have a solution thought out in advance. 

It is anticipated that using action research as a method will achieve the desired outcome of the study and will lead to the development and implementation of quality assurance processes for centres. It will allow for a further exploration of the key concerns that were highlighted in chapter two. These concerns can be explored through on-going consultation with the key stakeholder groups through each action research cycle. Action research also allows the author and the stakeholders to explore options in relation to quality assurance systems that were highlighted through the extensive review of literature. Each cycle of research and action will bring the initiative ever closer to an agreed framework which can ultimately be tested by the participants and subsequently refined for eventual extension to all centres nationally. “The virtue of action research is its responsiveness” (Dick 1993). Therefore it can be expected that the framework will continue to evolve through each stage of the project as “repeated cycles allow you to converge on an appropriate conclusion” (Dick 1993). 

As a movement with clear political ambitions, it remains a source of frustration for committed action researchers that the effects of action research do not extend beyond the local context to large scale social change in order to deal with issues such as war, poverty or the environment (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood and Maguire 2003). There are those who question whether action research is a legitimate from of academic research (Herr and Anderson 2005) and such arguments often focus on practitioner research. 
Critiques of the teacher action research approach include critiques of knowledge, method and ends as set out by Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999). While critiques in this instance are directed at one specific aspect of action research they can be more broadly applied. The knowledge critique rests on epistemological grounds. It questions the kind of knowledge that is generated by teachers conducting research work and privileges theoretical or scientific knowledge about teaching. A distinction is made between practical knowledge which is context bound and formal knowledge which can be generalised across contexts. The use of the term knowledge is questioned with only formal knowledge having true epistemic merit (Richardson 1994). The claiming and justification of knowledge, it is argued, requires a disciplined scientific approach using traditional epistemological procedures. Levin and Greenwood (2001) argue that pragmatic action research is not only scientific but meets stronger criteria for the creation of knowledge in that the theories are negotiated and approved by the parties involved and the knowledge must also result in workable solutions to problems. An alternative view is that validity is impossible and that credibility or plausibility replaces traditional conceptions of validity (Lincoln and Guba 1985). 
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) secondly outline the “methods critique” which focuses on the perceived difficulty of understanding events where one is also a participant. Thirdly, they outline what they term the “ends critique”. Teacher research is criticised for its concentration on instrumental goals rather than making an impact on the larger social and political agenda. Such practice was also criticised by Kincheloe (1991) in relation to the teacher-as-researcher movement:
When the critical dimension of teacher research is negated, the teacher-as-researcher movement can become quite a trivial enterprise. Uncritical educational Action Research seeks direct applications of information gleaned to specific situations – a cookbook style of technical thinking is encouraged.... Such thinking does not allow for complex reconceptualisations of knowledge and as a result fails to understand the ambiguities and ideological structures of the classroom. [In this way] teacher research is co-opted, its democratic edge is blunted. It becomes a popular grassroots movement that can be supported by the power hierarchy – it does not threaten, nor is it threatened. Asking trivial questions, the movement presents no radical challenge or offers no transformative vision of educational purpose, so it acts in ignorance of deep structures of schooling.

(Kincheloe 1991 p83)

Specific criticisms were made of the use of action research by state agencies to promote government policy through planned interventions which may have been monitored by researchers but which could better be described as social engineering and narrow pragmatism (Herr and Anderson 2005). Because of this seemingly inappropriate adaptation of the action research approach Carr and Kemmis (1986) also criticised traditional models of action research in favour of a more critical approaches, as will be discussed at a later stage in this chapter.
Frideres (1992) claims that participatory research is not research at all. Coming from a positivist perspective, Frideres views the role of social scientists as one of establishing laws and facts rather than gathering personal views. He sees participatory research as the antithesis to the concepts of validity and reliability. It is argued by proponents of participatory research that participants must be involved in all stages of the research and that they should be given final authority to change or restrict data. Frideres claims that respondents would have to develop a theoretical perspective in order to interpret results and link theory to data. He questions the ability of respondents to carry out research activities. According to Frideres, the claim that action is the criterion for truth ignores other major assumptions and he states that there is no basis for such a claim in other arenas of human behaviour.  Continuing his criticism, he suggests that it is unreasonable to claim that action is the primary source of knowledge and that participatory researchers do not appear to know the difference between action and thinking. He argues that there is confusion about research goals. He asks whether the purpose of the research is to create knowledge, to educate participants or to develop actions? He suggests that there is ideological bias in the view that only oppressed people can produce facts that have truth value. The solution for Frideres is to avoid using the term “research” in these situations but to apply a more appropriate term such as “participatory action” to such activities.

The challenges proposed by Frideres would suggest that the outside expert is in a better position to conduct research while ignoring the argument that knowledge:
enters the practitioners’ professional landscape through informal conduits that funnel propositional and theoretical knowledge  to them with little understanding that their landscape is personal, contextual, subjective, temporal, historical, and relational among people.

(Herr and Anderson 2005 p53)

Herr and Anderson (2005) suggest that the insider-outsider conundrum is solved in some way by participatory action research which brings together the outsider and insider perspectives rather than privileging one over the other.

The author argues that there is a place for pragmatism in action research, as will be discussed in detail at a later stage. She also claims that state funded, large scale action research can be both utilisation focused and empowering and can lead to the introduction of problem solving approaches in Centres for Education. The author agrees with the view that using action research fallaciously by a power hierarchy to bring about change that was already predetermined, would indeed be inappropriate as would the use of action research to “unreflectively reproduce current practices” (Herr and Anderson 2005). 
While the author recognises the inappropriate structures within which centres operate and the need for empowerment of staff and learners her pragmatic approach aims to improve current systems rather than to change the systems. However, the author believes that empowerment occurs in steps. A first step for centre staff would be to define who they are and what service they offer. Secondly, they should engage in processes annually that would build their capacity in terms of understanding, knowledge and skills while at the same time improve the quality of the programme. The third step is possibly beyond the scope of the Quality Framework Initiative and the current research project, but the author would envisage a future point where centre staff would achieve the recognition required to influence the Department of Education and Science as a body of professional experts in their field.

Rationale for Selecting Action Research

A primary concern for the researcher is the question: who will benefit from the research? Research may be undertaken in order to contribute to a “body of knowledge” but this appears less important than “achieving real outcomes with real people” (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood and Maguire 2003 p20). Action research is suited to a situation where the perceived need for change has been identified by those within the setting (Herr and Anderson 2005) as is the case with the Quality Framework Initiative (Stokes, 2000, O’Brien 2001). Action research offers a methodology that will clearly benefit the participants. Through this process they will come to understand the choices and issues with regard to quality assurance. They will contribute in a real way to the development of quality standards and a quality assurance system specifically designed for the centres involved. They will be given the recourses and supports to plan and evaluate their own work and in an on-going manner will have numerous opportunities to re shape processes as the initiative evolves. 

The main purpose of action research is to produce practical knowledge that is useful to peoples’ lives but a broader purpose is to contribute to the well being of people and communities. As such, action research is inherently value laden and “rejects the notion of an objective, value-free approach to knowledge generation” (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood and Maguire 2003 p13)

To the author, the development of the Quality Framework Initiative is not simply an academic exercise. The initiative exists in the real world. It has the potential to have a positive effect on the quality of the learning experience and working experience of learners and staff respectively in every Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training centre in Ireland. The author is conscious, in a pragmatic sense, of her responsibility to these learners, staff, local management and other stakeholders as well as her responsibility to the Department of Education and Science as her employer in this project. The author’s responsibility and commitment is not simply to increase knowledge and understanding about quality systems but to take the action required to ensure that an agreed quality system is developed and implemented.

The values driving this work are a desire for equity in relation to the quality of educational outcome for socially and educationally disadvantaged early school leavers and adults as well as a desire to legitimise and support the valuable work carried out by staff in Centres for Education.  According to Brydon-Miller, Greenwood and Maguire action researchers are “basically a hybrid of scholar/ activist in which neither role takes precedence” (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood and Maguire 2003 p20). The author would agree with Reason and Bradbury (2008) when they claim that objective knowledge is impossible since the researcher is part of the world he/she studies and therefore knowledge-making is not neutral. Of particular interest to the author is the development of democratic forms of knowledge as well as genuinely practical, useful and sustainable actions through the action research process. While traditional science has valued knowing through thinking, action research emphasise knowing through doing.  

The entire development of the Quality Framework Initiative from the initial idea to the piloting of the quality assurance processes and the evaluation of its impact and implementation, is an exercise in action research on a large scale. The research stance of the project is firmly rooted in the naturalistic paradigm and therefore the approach is consistent with the general principles of naturalistic inquiry. However, as a pragmatist the author has chosen a mixed methods approach and therefore some quantitative methods are employed. 

The rationale for choosing this orientation to methodology is also significantly influenced by the literature of change management. Action research has long been used as a method of organisational development (Herr and Anderson 2005). Kurt Lewin in the 1940s developed theories of organisational and social change. This work was based on a belief that knowledge should be created from problem solving in real life situations. 

Scholl (2004) claims that a core problem in introducing large scale change in a public service context was the over emphasis on technical and economic aspects rather than on social and organisational aspects. He outlined how participatory action research in this situation:
helps to stimulate an inclusive process, which had the capacity of creating outcomes with social, organisational as well as technical validity, even if the process has to span across organisational borders, extend over long periods of time, and cope with politics and diverging interests.

(Scholl 2004 p278)
In addition, Scholl claims that action research would result in learning throughout the process, “leading to a widely accepted outcome demonstrating the transformational efficacy of the approach” (Scholl 2004 p279). Similarly, Meynell (2005) suggests that organisations can be understood in two contrasting ways. Understood from a realist perspective they are “phenomena that constitute and influence the world in observable biophysical, structural and operational ways” (Meynell 2005 p212). From a social-constructivist perspective, organisations are understood as:
patterns of interactive and conversational sense-making, as social and inter-subjective sites for making sense of, and finding and generating meaning in, people’s experiential worlds, with these inter-subjective worlds giving rise to decision making processes.

(Meynell 2005 p213)

Operating from a social constructivist perspective, Meynell recommends the use of second-order approaches to organisational change which emphasise context, process, history, emotional dispositions, experiences, and real world situations and often include participatory action research.

Denzin and Lincon (2000) suggest that action research is used in organisational change processes where practical problems need to be solved. Cunningham’s (1993) claim that “the objectives of action research are to assist an organisation as much as to assist social science” (Cunningham 1993 p260) is relevant considering the author’s values as previously expressed. Cunningham also describes action research as a “sociotechnical” experience that responds to technical as well as people needs. This also is an important consideration in the context of the current research as the technical design of the framework and the identification of support structures and its practical application requires the input of stakeholders. This suggests that another important reason for selecting action research as a methodology is because of its unique ability to manage a change process in an educational context in terms of both the social and technical aspects.
The action research approach has the potential to address each of the nine change factors set out by Fullan (2001) as outlined in the review of literature, including the characteristics of the innovation or change project, local characteristics and external factors. Consultation with stakeholders through the action research cycles will clarify the key aspects of the quality framework. The “action” part of the research allows for quality processes to be tested and implemented. Action research provides opportunities for key stakeholders to participate in decision making and participate in the action and subsequent reflective process. The author is aware of Fullan’s recommendation to develop a simple system while at the same time being ambitious for the correct and extensive implementation of whatever system is developed. The various cycles of the action research project will provide opportunities to define and refine the eventual manifestation of the model. Action research offers the opportunity to develop and maintain a “processual relationship” (Fullan 2001 p87) between the Further Education Section of the Department of Education and Science and the various stakeholder groups. Overall, it appears that an action research approach has the potential to address each of the change factors outlined by Fullan.

Cunningham (1993) who promotes the use of action research for organisational development suggests that:
people may feel less resistance to a change when there is: a clear direction; an organisation which is accustomed to change; pressures for change; skilled facilitators; and support from credible people.

(Cunningham 1993 p 256)

Considering the complexity of organisations and the change process, it is clear that the establishment of simple cause and effect relationships, which is the basis for the scientific approach, may be inappropriate or irrelevant (Stringer 1999).

Positionality of the Researcher

The use of the terms first, second and third person research (Reason and Bradbury 2008) sets out three broad pathways of action research. First person research involves inquiry into one’s own life. Second person inquiry involves research with others in relation to an issue of mutual concern. Third person research involves a wider community of inquiry. While first person research is clearly insider research, the positionality of the researcher is not as explicit in second and third person research.

Herr and Anderson (2005) outline a continuum of positions that researchers occupy when undertaking a study. These include insider research at one end of the continuum to outsider research at the other. Herr and Anderson set out six positions as shown in Table 4.4.
Table 4.4: Positionality of the Researcher in Action Research

	Positionality of Researcher
	Contributes to
	Traditions

	1. Insider (researcher studies own self/ practice)
	Knowledge base, Improved / critiqued practice, Self/ professional transformation 
	Self study, Practitioner Research

	2. Insider in collaboration with other insiders
	Knowledge base, Improved/ critiqued practice, Professional/ organisational transformation
	Feminist consciousness raising groups, Inquiry/Study groups, Teams

	3. Insider(s) in collaboration with outsider(s)
	Knowledge base, Improved/ critiqued practice, Professional/ organisational transformation
	Inquiry/ Study groups

	4. Reciprocal collaboration (insider-outsider teams)
	Knowledge base, Improved/ critiqued practice, Professional/ organisational transformation
	Collaborative forms of participatory action research that achieve equitable power relations 

	5. Outsider(s) in collaboration with insider(s)
	Knowledge base, Improved/ critiqued practice, Professional/ organisational transformation
	Mainstream change agency: consultancies, industrial democracy, organisational learning; Radical change: community empowerment

	6. Outsider(s) studies insider(s)
	Knowledge base
	University-based academic research on action research methods or action research projects


(Adapted from Herr and Anderson 2005 p31)

In the current study, the researcher situates herself at position 5 on the continuum: outsider in collaboration with insiders. Acknowledging one’s position is important for a researcher as it “will determine how they frame epistemological, methodological and ethical issues” (Herr and Anderson 2005 p30).  Herr and Anderson also acknowledge that researchers often have more complex relationships to the setting being studied and highlight the idea of the “outsider within”. This has particular relevance for the current study. The researcher identifies herself as an outsider because she has been seconded to the Department of Education and Science in order to develop the initiative but having worked for many years within the Youthreach programme she also identifies with and can view the situation as a participant. These multiple positions can cause conflicting allegiances and therefore require careful examination and reflection by the researcher.  While the advantage of being an “outsider within” is that the researcher has tactic knowledge and an emic perspective of the site, care must be taken to ensure that the researcher questions her assumptions and tries to avoid bias. In addition, the author should be aware of the bias that might result from studying a project for which she has primary responsibility and which she may be tempted to promote in a positive manner.  In carrying out the role of lead investigator, the researcher develops a professional relationship with each participating stakeholder group. 
This role of lead investigator is further elaborated by Genat (2009) as follows: to develop a broader perspective among all stakeholders; to be the catalyst for collaborative action based upon the new understandings emergent from the research; to facilitate learning and develop local capacity; to provide regular feedback to participants; and to document findings. 
RESEARCH DESIGN

Research designs are plans and the procedures for research that span the decisions from broad assumptions to detailed methods of data collection and analysis


(Creswell 2009 p3)

Having discussed broad assumptions, the forthcoming pages focus on the detail of the research design and the methods employed. The literature outlines various types of action research including:
· scientific-technical view of problem solving;

· practical-deliberative action research;

· critical-emancipatory action research

(McKernan 1991 p16-27)

This categorisation reflects Grundy’s (1982) three modes of action research: technical, practical and emancipatory, as well as Habermas’s (1972, 1974) “knowledge-constitutive interests”.  Habermas claimed that research is driven by three major sets of interests: the technical, the practical and the emancipatory.  The researcher’s motivation is internally driven to various degrees by all three interests. The traditional scientific-technical model emphasised efficiency and improvement of practice whereas critical-emancipatory research emphasised equity and oppression issues. In terms of power relationships, the scientific-technical approach is often seen as driven by those in powerful positions where as emancipatory approaches are considered “bottom-up” approaches which are often resisted from above (Herr and Anderson 2005). The author believes that aspects of all three approaches have relevance to this study. This reflects the view that the author occupies multiple research positions. As an employee of the Department of Education and Science the author is driven by the technical need to develop a system. As a previous Coordinator of a Youthreach programme, the author is aware of the need to develop practice. As a person who is aware of the historical development of Youthreach and STTC programmes, the disadvantaged nature of the learners and the relatively marginalised position of the programme within the education system, the author is also conscious of the potential value of a critical-emancipatory approach. 

There is a need to develop technical knowledge in order to answer the following questions. What are the elements of a quality assurance system? What were the choices in this regard? What standards should be set for the programmes? What kinds of supports are required? Did the piloting of developed guidelines demonstrate that the developed model was effective? Practical interests focus on understanding, interpretation and meaning and answer such questions as: Why do practitioners want to quality assure their work? What is the purpose of quality assurance systems? How will such a development improve practice? Habermas’s third set of interest, the emancipatory, is also of interest to the researcher: Can the quality framework develop communities of self-reflective practitioners, who improve their own understanding of their work practices and who can be considered as professionals and best judges of their own work and its quality? 

The author is aware that technical and practical action research is sometimes regarded as inferior when compared to critical or emancipatory approaches (Zuber- Skerrit and Fletcher 2007, Reason and Bradbury (2008) but is convinced of their value in solving the current problem. Because each of these three types are valid “knowledge constitutive interests” for the author, it is necessary to use other criteria to select which of the three approaches is most appropriate in this situation. Johansson and Lindhult (2008) consider critical and pragmatic scientific orientations implicitly or explicitly to be the main alternatives in action research. They associate pragmatic action research: 

with a focus on praxis and practical knowledge development, cooperation between all concerned parties, and the need for finding and constructing a common ground between them as a platform for action.

(Johansson and Lindhult 2008 p100)

This process is clearly dependent on achieving consensus. The pragmatic approach is judged by actions that have an instrumental value and will lead to change. The researcher has a key role in initiating and managing the dialogue.  Critical action research, however, welcomes dissention and embraces ambiguity and its purpose is emancipation rather than solving problems. Johansson and Lindhult (2008) describe critical action research as follows:

The researcher is part of the project, which means that he/she participates in the activities as an observer and initiator of, for example, focus group interviews to stimulate reflection upon the process in the project. Thus, the researcher contributes to a process of reflection based upon pictures, metaphors and concepts which provides tools for making sense of the development process. In this case the researcher is in no respect responsible for the guidance of the process. It is up to the project members whether they take notice or not.
(Johansson and Lindhult 2008 p101)

The purpose of this kind of research is emancipation. The key differences between the pragmatic and critical orientation to action research as outlined by Johansson and Lindhult are set out in Table 4.5

Table 4.5: Comparison Between a Pragmatic and Critical Orientation to Action Research
	Issue
	Pragmatic Orientation
	Critical Orientation

	Purpose
	Improvement in workability of human praxis
	Emancipation

	Action focus
	Experimental, cooperation
	Resistance, liberation

	Orientation to power
	Power as ability to do, collaborative relation, practical agreement is striven for
	Dominant interests, coercive, conflict is acknowledged

	Role of researcher/ related knowledge
	Closeness, practical knowledge
	Distance, episteme, reflective knowledge

	Research focus
	Action, dialogue
	Reflection

	Development focus
	Experiential learning, learning by doing
	Consciousness raising, reflexivity

	Type of dialogue
	Cooperative, experience based, action-oriented
	Promote openness to the other

	Situation
	Fragmentation, compartmentalization
	Asymmetrical power relations, invisible structures that are restricting


(Johansson and Lindhult 2008 p102)

In response to the question raised by Johansson and Lindhult: Emancipation or workability?, it is clear that the action research approach that will be used in the development of the quality framework will be a pragmatic, technical and problem solving approach for the following reasons:

· The purpose of the research is to find an agreed practical solution to a problem 

· Concerted action is needed

· While the focus of the research will include consciousness raising it will ultimately culminate in an experiment and action in order to improve the workability of praxis

· There will be a focus on cooperation, collaboration, mutual understanding  and consensus decision making in order to change how staff operate in centres rather than promoting resistance to dominant structures

· The researcher maintains a close rather than a distant position in order to access knowledge and experience 

The following quote from Johansson and Lindhult sums up the author’s view of the appropriateness of the pragmatic approach in this context. It responds to the suggestion that a pragmatic approach is too occupied with action rather than reflexivity which is necessary for transformative action:
Pragmatists start, instead, from the actual situation that people find themselves in and the resources they have. The focus is on mobilizing and developing practical, useful knowledge and local theories of practitioners or people concerned so that they are better able to solve their problems and transcend the situation by themselves. Here, learning by doing and dialogical interaction and exchange is fundamental. 

(Johansson and Lindhult 2008 p106-107)

The author has not set aside her long-term ambitions for the empowering potential of the initiative for the relatively disadvantaged and marginalised centre staff and learners.  Instead she believes that the development of standards and the process of engaging in evaluation and planning activities will in themselves lead to greater confidence, a sense of professionalism, empowerment and ultimately the full recognition of the programmes within the education system.

Elliott’s Model of Action Research

Elliott’s (1991) model of action research which is based on Lewin’s spiral of cycles is used in this research project. This model allows for the initial idea to shift through various stages and ensures that analysis and fact finding occur at each stage rather than at the start of the first cycle.  
The action-research cycle involves a number of activities including: identifying a general idea, reconnaissance; general planning; developing action steps; implementing action steps; monitoring the implementation and effects. Following this basic cycle the research involves a repetition of the cycle through four spirals. Elliott’s model of action research is set out below in Figure 4.1.

Figure 4.1: Elliott’s Model of Action Research
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Each of the key aspects of each cycle, as outlined by Elliott, is described below.

Identifying and Clarifying the General Idea

“The general idea is a statement which links an idea to action” (Elliott 1991 p72) and refers to the situation that the researcher wishes to improve on. At the initial stage it is difficult to assess the degree to which a researcher can bring about change and improvement but it is recommended that the research focus on an issue that the researcher can do something about. It is also important that the researcher keeps an open mind in terms of what needs to be improved and how improvements will occur and therefore the original idea may have to be revised during the process.

Reconnaissance

Elliott sees reconnaissance as having two parts:

1. Describing the facts of the situation

2. Explaining the facts of the situation

Describing the facts of the situation involves describing as fully as possible the nature of the situation that has been identified as needing improvement. Explaining the facts of the situation involves critically analysing the context in which they occur and generating explanatory hypotheses. 

Constructing the General Plan

Elliott suggests that a general action plan should contain the following:

· A revised statement of the general idea

· A statement of the factors one is going to change or modify in order to improve the situation

· A statement of negotiations that one will have to conduct with others before undertaking proposed action.

· A statement of resources required to undertake the action

· A statement of the ethical framework which will govern access to and release of information 

Developing Next Action Steps

At this stage the researcher decides on the actions to be taken and how the process of implementation and its effects are going to be monitored.

Implementing Next Action Step(s)

Implementing an action may be a relatively simple matter or where multiple steps are involved the action may be implemented over a longer period of time. 

Monitoring Implementation and Effects

This involves checking if the action is being implemented as well as investigating the effects of the action. This may result in the modification of the actions. A range of monitoring techniques may be employed to record the implementation and the effects. The author describes the effects under the heading “Findings and Discussion”. Elliot (1991) suggests a number of techniques and methods which can be used to gather evidence in an action research project. These include the use of diaries, profiles, document analysis, photographs, tape/ video recordings and transcripts, outsider observer, interviewing, shadow study, checklists/ questionnaires/ inventories, and triangulation.

Identifying the Stages of Research

The model proposed by Elliott (1991) details the individual cycle rather than the stages of the research project. The stages of the research were only clearly evident in retrospect. Applying best practice in terms of an action research approach, the author did not predetermine the various stages to be followed. The aim was to develop a quality framework. What that might consist of and how it might be developed was explored in the initial stage and teased out in detail through subsequent stages. Each stage uncovered insights which led to the next stage. The table below sets out an overview of the research stages.

Table 4.6: Action Research Cycles for the Development of the Quality Framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres

	Date/ Timeframe
	Cycle
	Methods

	November 2000- April 2001
	Cycle1

Exploratory Phase
	Consultative meetings with stakeholders

Notes from seminar

Literature review

Analytic Memos/ Journal

Findings documented in: Report on the Exploratory Phase (O’Brien 2001)



	May 2001- August 2003
	Cycle 2 Consultation and Development Phase
	Consultative meetings with stakeholders

Notes from seminar

Literature review

Analytic Memos/ Journal

Findings documented in Report on the Consultation Phase (O’Brien 2002)

	2004 Research Formally Initiated 

	September 2003- October 2004
	Cycle 3 Pilot Phase
	Questionnaires

Analytic Memos/ Journal

Focus groups

	November 2004- December 2006
	Cycle 4 Redevelopment and National Rollout
	Analytic Memos/ Journal

Annual records of centre engagement in QFI processes

	February 2010
	Cycle 4 (Monitoring implementation and effects)
	Focus groups

Analytic Memos/ Journal


DATA GATHERING

The Sample
Various numbers of participants were involved in the four action research cycles which were spread over a period of nine years. The number of participants involved in each cycle and how they were selected is outlined below.

Cycle1: Exploratory Phase

During the period November 2000 – April 2001, a series of regional meetings was held with Co-ordinators of Youthreach Centres and Directors of Traveller Training Centres. Out of a possible 125 Directors and Coordinators, 70 attended the consultation meetings.
Cycle 2: Consultation and Development Phase
The consultation phase began in May 2001 and was concluded in January 2002. The researcher engaged in consultation with stakeholders at three levels:

(i) Centre based responses to report on exploratory phase

(ii) Consultation with stakeholder bodies and associations

(iii) Regional consultation meetings.

(i)
Centre based responses to report on exploratory phase.

The report Towards a Quality Framework for YOUTHREACH: report of the exploratory phase was circulated to all centres and stakeholder groups in May 2001.  It was recommended that centre staff meet with local V.E.C. management and boards of management in order to formulate a response.  Forty-one centres responded to the report either on an individual basis or as part of a regional network. Meetings at centre level involved the participation of chief executive officers, education officers, adult education organisers, regional co-ordinators, directors, co-ordinators, staff, learners, administration staff and board of management representatives.

(ii)
Consultation with stakeholder associations.

Consultation meetings were held with eight stakeholder associations details of which are outlined in feedback from Cycle 2. 

(iii)
Regional Consultation Meetings
Nine regional consultation meetings were held involving the participation of 310 individuals. Meetings at regional level involved the participation of chief executive officers, education officers, adult education organisers, regional co-ordinators, directors, co-ordinators, staff, learners, youth development officers, National Association of Traveller Training Centres youth workers as well as board of management and stakeholder association representatives.

Cycle 3: Pilot Phase
In May 2003 all Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres were invited to apply for participation in the Pilot Phase in co-operation with local management. Forty six centres applied and all were selected to participate. Twenty four centres opted to pilot Centre Development Planning and 22 centres opted to pilot Internal Centre Evaluation. A total of 20 Vocational Education Committees were involved. The Pilot Phase included 17 Senior Traveller Training Centres and 29 Youthreach Centres. This represented 37% of the total number of centres (90 Youthreach and 35 S.T.T.C.s). 
Questionnaires and Feedback Sessions were used to obtain information from those who had participated in the Pilot Phase. Different questionnaires were distributed to the various groups as follows:

· Questionnaires for those who had directly participated in the Centre Development Planning Process including local V.E.C. Management, Boards of Management, Coordinators/ Directors, staff and learners and community representatives. These were distributed by the facilitators on the last day of the CDP process and returned to the Quality Framework Coordinator. They related to the individual’s experience of the CDP process. A total of 142 questionnaires were returned from this group. The feedback was mainly qualitative in nature but not all data gathered from this group was relevant to the current research project.
· Questionnaires for those who had participated in Internal Centre Evaluation including local V.E.C. Management, Boards of Management, Coordinators/ Directors, staff and learners and community representatives.  These were distributed by the facilitators on the last day of the ICE process and returned to the Quality Framework Coordinator. They related to the individual’s experience of the ICE process. A total of 151 questionnaires were returned from this group. The feedback was mainly qualitative in nature but not all data gathered from this group was relevant to the current research project.
· Questionnaires for Coordinators/ Directors who had participated in the ICE and CDP processes. All 44 Coordinators/Directors provided feedback which was both qualitative and quantitative in nature.

· Questionnaires for Vocational Education Committee Management who had participated in the Pilot Phase. All 30 members of management who had participated were invited to respond. A total of 10 questionnaires were returned from this group. The feedback was both qualitative and quantitative in nature.

Table 4.7 summarises the number of returned questionnaires for individual participants, Coordinators/ Directors and VEC management.

Table 4.7: Summary of Questionnaires Returned.

	
	Individual Participants
	Coordinators/ Directors
	VEC Management

	CDP
	142
	24
	8

	ICE
	151
	20
	2

	Total Returns
	293
	44
	10


In addition to the questionnaires, data was also collected during a number of feedback sessions as follows:

· Two feedback sessions took place with the team of 14 facilitators. The first was held half way through the Pilot Phase and the second was held on completion of the Pilot Phase.

· Two national feedback sessions were held at the end of the Pilot Phase in two different locations to facilitate feedback from representatives from all stakeholder groups. A total of 124 stakeholders attended these feedback sessions.

Cycle 4: Re-development and National Rollout

The Quality Framework Initiative was rolled out to all Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres in 2006. At this stage there were 92 Youthreach Centres and 35 Senior Traveller Training Centres in Ireland. By 2010 when the research was finalised the number of Youthreach centres had increased by 12 bringing the total number of centres to 139

The author decided to conduct two focus group meetings with Coordinators and Directors of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres, respectively. It was outside the scope of the current research project to conduct a more extensive evaluation of the impact of the initiative. The focus groups were conducted with Coordinators and Directors in a specific Vocational Educational Committee area (county). The location was selected as there were sufficient numbers of both types of centres in this location to provide sufficient numbers for focus group research, which was not the case in other counties. By the end of 2009 the level of engagement by centres in Quality Framework processes nationally was generally high and there did not appear to be a significantly higher or lower level of implementation in any particular county. Therefore the county was not selected on the basis of having levels of implementation greater or lower than any other county.

Coordinators and Directors were selected as all had experience of QFI processes over a period of years and would be in a position to give an overview of the impact of the initiative on the centres involved. In the view of the author it was unlikely that learners or local management or any other stakeholder group would have this particular overview. Only Coordinators and Directors from centres that had been established for more than four years were invited as the research was focusing on the impact of the Quality Framework four years after the national roll-out of the initiative. Thirteen Coordinators and Directors who met this criterion were invited to participate. Out of this total number, five Coordinators and four Directors participated in two separate focus group meetings.

Access to Participants

As Co-ordinator of the Quality Framework Initiative the researcher had unrestricted access to the research population for the purpose of developing the quality framework but once she decided to use this research as the basis for her thesis she also requested and received permission from the National Co-ordinators of both the Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres to use the data for the purpose of a PhD thesis.

The author started the development of the Quality Framework Initiative in 2000. During the early phase of the Initiative the data was not specifically gathered for the purpose of a PhD thesis. In 2003 the researcher decided to pursue a doctoral programme and to combine her work with her PhD research. The inquiry was formally initiated in 2004 when the author registered as a PhD student. The author remained in the position of Co-ordinator of the Quality Framework Initiative until August 2009 and during this time she had direct access to the relevant stakeholder groups through her work. The final two focus group meeting that occurred in 2010 required permission from the national Co-ordinators of both programmes to access participants.

Analytic Memos/ Journal

During the course of the project and particularly during a period of monitoring or reconnaissance the researcher documented analytic memos which outlined her “systematic thinking about the evidence” collected (Elliott 1991 p83) which could include: new ways of conceptualising the situation under investigation; hypotheses which have emerged and which could be tested further; and comments in relation to emerging issues or problems. The analytic memos are referred to as journal entries in the findings and discussion section.

Survey Questionnaire

Survey questionnaires are a useful method for the collection of self-report data and are frequently used in social research (Babbie 2010). Research questionnaires should be designed to collect information which can be later used for data analysis. They consist of a written list of questions so that each respondent answers an identical set of questions. Babbie defined a questionnaire as “an instrument specifically designed to elicit information that will be useful for analysis” (Babbie 2010 p255). Questionnaires gather information by asking people directly about issues concerned with the research (Denscombe 2007). Survey questionnaires may be used for descriptive, explanatory and exploratory purposes (Babbie 2010). Questionnaires are a useful method of data collection when there are a large number of respondents in many locations; when the information required is fairly straightforward; when there is a need for standardised data and when respondents will be able to read and understand the questions (Denscombe 2007). 
In terms of operationalising the questionnaire Cohen et al. (2004) suggest that the questionnaire be clear on its purpose and on what needs to be covered in order to meet its purpose; ask the most appropriate kinds of questions so as to elicit the kind of data required and ask for empirical data. In social research, variables are operationalised when researchers use questionnaires as a means of gathering data (Babbie 2010).

There are many types of questionnaires including structured, semi-structured and unstructured. Once questionnaires consisted mainly of closed-ended items and assorted rating scales useful in quantitative analysis. Many survey instruments now include open-ended questions designed to capture qualitative data in the form of text responses written in the respondents’ own words (Jackson & Trochim 2002). Structured questionnaires “generate frequencies of response amenable to statistical treatment and analysis” (Cohen et al 2004 p247) which is important where measurement is sought. In closed-ended questions respondents are asked to select an answer from a list provided by the researcher (Babbie 2010). A disadvantage of closed-ended questions is that the researcher may have overlooked some important response. They can also bias the findings towards the researcher’s view rather than the respondent’s. Semi-structured questionnaires present a series of questions and allow the respondent to comment in an open ended manner, “the semi-structured questionnaire sets the agenda but does not presuppose the nature of the response” (Cohen et al. 2004 p248). Open-ended responses may be coded before processing, which requires the researcher to interpret the meaning of responses. Interpreting can bring with it the possibility of misunderstanding and researcher bias (Babbie 2010). 

Combining closed-ended and open-ended items is a form of mixed methods research that can provide both quantitative and qualitative data at a relatively low cost to the researcher (Erickson & Kaplan 2000). Mixing quantitative (closed-ended items) and qualitative (open-ended items) data collection approaches within the same questionnaire has also been labelled ‘‘intramethod mixing’’ (Johnson and Turner 2003).

Often, a questionnaire includes statements as well as questions. Where a researcher is interested in determining the extent to which respondents hold a particular attitude or perspective a Likert scale can be used. In this case a brief statement is given and respondents can indicate if they agree, disagree, strongly disagree or strongly agree (Babbie 2010). 

Designing and Operationalising Research Questionnaires

Questionnaires were used during Cycle 3, the Pilot Phase, to collect data from key participants. There were two main groups of questionnaires: those that were distributed by facilitators to participants in the QFI processes immediately following their participation in order to illicit immediate responses to the experience and secondly those that were posted to key individuals such as Coordinators/ Directors and Management following completion of the Pilot Phase in order to illicit statistics and overall views on the experience. Questionnaires for participants in the QFI processes included separate questionnaires for those who participated in the Internal Centre Evaluation and Centre Development Planning Processes. The open ended questions focused on the facilitation and overall experience of the process for participants. Questionnaires for Coordinators/ Directors focused firstly on gathering quantitative information in relation to the centre including numbers of staff and learners and number of the various stakeholder groups participating in the QFI processes. Respondents were asked a series of questions involving tick box answers and a small number of open-ended questions. In order to assess respondents’ views of the ICE and CDP processes a Likert Scale was used in which respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement with various statements. 
Questionnaires for Vocational Education Committee management focused on eliciting the level of engagement of management in the ICE and CDP processes as well as their views on each of the processes. A small number of open ended questions were asked and a Likert Scale was also used in which respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement with various statements. As the layout of the questionnaire is important (Cohen et al. 2004) the researcher took care to make it look easy to complete. Clear and simple wording was used and instructions were given so that respondents were clear about what was being asked and how to respond. The questionnaire was piloted to avoid errors and to “increase the reliability, validity and practicability” (Cohen et al. 2004 p260). Testing was carried out by colleagues of the QFI Coordinator and all were asked to complete the questionnaires in writing. This had to be carried out as a fictional exercise as none of the people involved were part of the pilot phase. However, the exercise was useful and improvements were made to the questionnaire.
The questionnaire was delivered by post to Coordinators, Directors and VEC management and included a cover letter which set out the purpose of the research, to convey its importance and to assure confidentiality. As this survey was primarily part of the researcher’s role as a QFI Coordinator and also as that of researcher the questionnaire served a dual purpose. Carrying out the research had the backing of the Department of Education and Science as the QFI is an initiative of the Further Education Section. To facilitate the return of questionnaires, respondents were provided with a stamped, addressed envelope. Respondents were encouraged to contact the researcher if uncertainties arose.  Respondents were also informed that the feedback from participants would form the basis of a seminar to be held following the analysis of data. Rather than a follow up letter respondents received a follow up e-mail.

Focus Groups

Focus Groups are a form of group interviewing or organised discussion (Kitzinger 1995) involving a particular group of people to discuss a particular topic. Although focus groups can be used within any research paradigm, they are used most frequently within the interpretative paradigm (Morgan 1993). They encourage discussion between the group rather than continuous questioning from the interviewer (moderator) and in doing so make particular use of group dynamics. This leads to the emergence of views on a bottoms-up basis (Cohen et al. 2004). Powell and Single define a focus group as:
a group of individuals selected and assembled by researchers to discuss and comment on, from personal experience, the topic that is the subject of the research. 

(Powell and Single 1996 p499)

The stimulus to the discussion within a focus group can be some experience shared by the participants or alternatively the stimulus can be provided by the moderator at the start of the interview to generate discussion (Denscombe 2007).  

Focus groups can be beneficial in situations where the group provides members with the security to share information and in particular to those lower in the power hierarchy of an organisation. They are also useful in situations where the information required is more complex than a questionnaire is likely to reveal as focus groups can often get at more honest and revealing information. In situations where a researcher is investigating the nature of consensus within a group, focus groups provide an opportunity to reveal differences in the degree to which individuals agree and conditions of that agreement (Morgan 1993). Focus groups have many advantages when compared with other forms of data gathering. They are economical on time and produce large amounts of data and are particularly useful for collecting in-depth data (Morgan 1996), exploring participants’ perspectives (Fern 1982), understanding group dynamics (Kitzinger 1995) and group attitudes and thinking (Fallon and Brown 2002).  Compared to individual response methods, focus groups may be more effective for encouraging people to discuss socially stigmatised topics, divulge privileged in-group knowledge, or draw out reluctant respondents (Stewart and Shamdasani 1990, Kitzinger 1995, Morgan 1996). According to Morgan:
[Focus group members] share their experiences and thoughts, while also comparing their own contributions to what others have said. This process of sharing and comparing is especially useful for hearing and understanding a range of responses on a research topic. The best focus groups not only provide data on what participants think but also why they think the way they do.

(Morgan 2006 p121)

Criticisms of the focus group as a research method usually relate to its contrived nature. Compared to participant observation it does not give access to naturally occurring data (Kitzinger 1995). Focus groups also tend to yield less data than do one-to-one interviews involving the same number of participants (Fallon and Brown 2002). It is also difficult to assess the degree to which social dynamics such as polarisation, conformity or censoring influence the opinions that people express (Zorn et al. 2006). Participants may feel at risk discussing sensitive information in a group and in such cases individual response formats may be more appropriate (Kaplowitz 2000). 
The role of the moderator is to facilitate discussion effectively, to maximise participant involvement and promote group interaction. The moderator should have a good understanding of the issues being discussed while at the same time should appear objective and should chair the meeting sympathetically but assertively, achieving a balance between being too directive and allowing the discussion to digress. In order to set the tone for the discussion the moderator should give clear opening instructions (Krueger 2009). The moderator keeps field notes and makes an audio recording of the discussion. The role of the moderator as opposed to the role of an interviewer is to encourage participants to talk with one another (Denscombe 2007).

Various writers have provided guidelines on conducting focus group research (Greenbaum 1988, Stewart and Shamdasani 1990, Jarrett 1993, Morgan 1993, 1996, 1997, Cohen et al. 2004, Denscombe 2007, Kreuger 2009). It is generally recommended that a research study involve 4 - 5 focus groups which may involve meeting the same group a number of times or one meeting with a number of groups. There are different recommendations in respect of the ideal number of participants per group. Groups of 4 -12 are suggested with 8 often cited as optimal. Researchers should over recruit by 20%. Participation should be voluntary and the researcher should select participants who are likely to disclose opinions and have something to say on the topic. Focus groups can be formed from established groups such as colleagues or can be relative strangers. The efficacy of the former versus the latter is the subject of academic controversy. The influence of participants knowing each other and continuing to meet each other after participating in focus groups is argued by one side to restrict honest disclosure and by the other side to promote honest disclosure. 

The venue for the meeting should be easily accessible and familiar to participants if possible. It should be quiet for the purpose of recording. The moderator would set up the meeting room in a manner that would maximise participation and put participants at ease. Refreshments can be served and seating arrangements should be appropriate to the nature of the group. The duration of focus groups is normally 1-2 hours.

Organising Focus Groups

Two focus groups were established as part of this research. One involved a group of Co-ordinators of Youthreach Centres and the other involved a group of Directors of Senior Traveller Training Centres. The focus groups were used to investigate the impact of the Quality Framework Initiative in the fourth year after the initiative was rolled out nationally. The detail of conducting the focus groups is outlined in Cycle 4: Redevelopment and National Rollout. The author acknowledges that this is a relatively small sample and that the full analysis of impact would require a much larger investigation which would be outside the scope of the current research project. However, the focus group data provides a sense of the Coordinators’ and Directors’ perceptions of impact, and the qualitative nature of the data highlights a range of related issues.

Ethical Concerns 

As researchers, we are morally bound to conduct our research in a manner that minimises potential harm to those involved in the study.

(Bloomberg and Volpe 2008)

Ethical issues arise at all stages of the research process and mainly focus on protecting the rights of participants. Such issues should be considered at design stage (Berg 2004). Two key concerns arise: confidentiality and consent. At all stages of the research process, the author was aware of the need to maintain the anonymity of the participants, the centres and the Vocational Education Committees involved in the research project. Where data is presented and discussed codes are used to protect identity. For her own part, the author reassured participants that information given would be kept in strict confidence. However, in focus group meetings the author warned participants that she could not guarantee that information would be kept confidential by all participating in the focus group.  In terms of consent, the research was carried out as part of the author’s role as National Coordinator of the Quality Framework Initiative. As such, all participants engaged voluntarily and knowingly in the process. Because Action Research Cycles 1 and 2 were complete and Cycle 3 had begun before the research was formally initiated the author requested permission from the National Coordinators of both the Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres to use the data already gathered for the purpose of this research project. Full permission was given in both cases (Appendix E). 

When the author was at the stage of gathering data for the final action research cycle, she was no longer employed as National Coordinator of the Quality Framework initiative. In order to ensure consent each participant was asked to sign a consent form which outlined the purpose of the study, the entitlements of participants and the expected use of the data. (Appendix A).

The issue of power relationships between the researcher and those participating in the research was also a key concern throughout the research project. The researcher’s role as National Coordinator of the Quality Framework Initiative may have influenced the response given by participants at various stages of the process. Some participants may have responded positively in order to avoid giving negative comments directly to the researcher who had a vested interest in the initiative. While the author was aware of this possibility she was also aware that she was not in a position of power “over” the participants, in the sense that she was not in a position to influence their employment or the allocation of resources to their centres. However, steps were taken to encourage honest responses from participants. During the Pilot Phase the majority of respondents completed questionnaires anonymously. These questionnaires were distributed by facilitators and returned to the researcher with only the centre name identified.  The Pilot Phase questionnaires distributed to Coordinators, Directors and VEC managers not completed anonymously and were returned directly to the researcher. In this case the researcher stressed the importance of completing the questionnaire truthfully and the importance of useful recommendations that would improve the initiative. One of the key operative principles of action research is to inform the participants and engage them in collaborative processes at each stage. Throughout all cycles the researcher checked the validity of data with the participants. In the Exploratory Phase the author organised a validation seminar to present data before the report on the Exploratory Phase was finalised. In the Consultation and Development Phase the author consulted widely with stakeholders and finalised the quality standards through a synthesis process involving representatives of the key stakeholder groups. In the Pilot Phase the author presented the findings to participants and checked for further recommendations before finalising the report on the Pilot Phase. In the final cycle, the Re-development and National Rollout, the author made public the annual levels of QFI engagement by centres and informed participants of key developments. At all stages information was shared through the provision of written reports which were also displayed on the national website for each programme. By the time the focus groups were conducted the author was no longer, the National Coordinator of the Quality Framework Initiative, and therefore no power relationship issue was at play. 

DATA MANAGEMENT AND ANALYSIS

A large volume of qualitative and some quantitative data was generated throughout this study. A core aim of data analysis is data reduction (Robson 1993). The information collected from the questionnaires, focus groups and analytic memos yielded rich amounts of both qualitative and quantitative data. In order to ensure credibility, a rigorous and systematic approach to data analysis was employed as outlined by O’Leary (2004):
· The data was logged at each stage of the research process.

· The data was systematically organised. This involved grouping similar sources, developing preliminary codes and removing documentation that was irrelevant to the analysis.

· The data was screened for potential problems. This involved checking all documentation to see if it was legible and complete.

· Both the qualitative and quantitative data was entered on to a spreadsheet and was coded.

Crabtree and Miller (1999) outline four different approaches to data analysis. Quasi-statistical approaches examine word or phrase frequencies to decide the relative importance of terms and concepts. Template approaches use codes derived from the theory or research questions. Editing approaches involve the development of themes from the data and therefore codes are emergent as is the case of grounded theory. Finally, immersion approaches are more unstructured and interpretive allowing the researcher to be creative but unsystematic. The approach used in this research was mainly a combination of template and editing approaches as outlined by Bloomberg and Volpe (2008). Following this method the analysis moved between the predetermined categories of the conceptual framework and the lived experience of the participants. In doing so, emergent descriptors were created in addition to the categories that arose from the review of literature.
The first steps in data analysis were an examination of all the data collected at each stage of the research. Data from each action research cycle was analysed and findings were reported prior to engaging in the next cycle. All data was read and re-read to allow the researcher to become immersed in the data in order to give an overall impression of the findings and to develop emergent insights. Main themes were identified in relation to patterns that recurred throughout the data. These themes are also checked against the conceptual framework which arose from the literature review. In practical terms, the author underlined sections of notes and wrote comments in the margins, particularly in relation to the qualitative data collected.

Quantitative data was collated and analysed using a spreadsheet. The response to each quantitative question was documented in tabular form. This made it relatively easy to quantify the findings. Most of this data related to the number of various stakeholder groups that participated in the Quality Framework processes and to the number of centres that engaged in specified aspects of the QFI processes. Although the author uses a mixed methods approach, quantitative findings are secondary to qualitative findings.

A spreadsheet was also used to develop a manageable system of classifying qualitative data. Each unit of data was documented separately, according to the question in the case of qualitative data from questionnaires, and in chronological order in the case of the focus groups:
The reduction process includes questioning the data, identifying and noting common patterns in the data, creating codes that describe your data patterns, and assigning these coded pieces of information to the categories of your conceptual framework.



(Bloomberg and Volpe 2008 p10)

Coding is a system of classification. It gives an identity to segments or units of data and in this case alphanumeric codes were used. Coding allows for cross referencing and tracking of findings back to the original raw data. According as the nature of the data changed through each action research cycle, the approach to coding also changed. The 293 evaluation forms completed by participants in the Pilot phase were coded according to the centre and the participants to ensure anonymity e.g. C21P9 is code for Centre 21, participant number nine.

Questionnaires completed by Coordinators and Directors in relation to the Pilot Phase were coded and analysed in two stages. Firstly, codes were assigned according to participant (Coordinator/ Director), question and centre e.g. C/D15 C1 represents the comment from the Coordinator/ Director of Centre number 1 to question 15. The units of data were then regrouped according to the themes that emerged from the data and the literature.
The data from focus groups was first typed in Word and then transferred to the spreadsheet in chronological order. Units of analysis were formed by separating each statement or part of a statement and identifying each by a separate line number. The data was coded according to the participant’s name and role e.g. in referring to the code JC4, J identifies the person, C identifies that this person is a coordinator and 4 is the line number where the unit of information is located. The second stage of analysis involved the reduction of each unit of data by assigning a key word summary. The data was then cross referenced to identify a smaller number of overall themes. These themes were arrived at from both an examination of the data and an awareness of the key themes arising from the literature. Each unit of data was then clustered under each theme through a process of cutting and pasting each line from the data base. This process facilitates triangulation of the data between sources. Some units of data were coded using more than one label. See Appendix F for samples of the coding, clustering and reduction of data that was used by the author. 
In presenting the data multiple perspectives are outlined by the use of quotations which provide “thick description” (Denzin 2001). The literal terms used by participants, known as “in vivo codes”, were analysed to create “sociological constructs” based on the researchers knowledge of the field and formulated by the researcher to give social scientific meanings (Strauss 1990).
QUALITY AND RIGOUR OF THE STUDY
Marti and Villasante (2009) discuss quality in action research and suggest that a key criterion that distinguishes action research from other types of research is a clear focus on action. In terms of quality they identify five dimensions that require consideration: topics, participants, method, consequences and context. Herr and Anderson (2005) discuss criteria of quality for action research. They suggest that the positivist tendency to use the term validity (Campbell and Stanley 1963), and the naturalistic tendency to use the term trustworthiness (Stringer 2007), as criteria for quality research does not adequately reflect the action orientation of the research. Herr and Anderson choose to use the term validity in conjunction with qualifying adjectives. Champion and Stowell (2003) prefer the term authenticity while Reason and Bradbury (2008) simply use the term quality. Kvale (1995) has “questioned the validity of the very question of validity” (Bradbury and Reason 2008 p343) claiming that the very concept is in itself a social construction. Herr and Anderson (2005) explain internal and external validity as follows:

Internal validity is generally defined as the trustworthiness or inferences drawn from data. External validity refers to how well these inferences generalize to a larger population or are transferable to other contexts.

(Herr and Anderson 2005 p50) 

Herr and Anderson outline five validity criteria (outcome, process, democratic, catalytic, and dialogic) which they link to the goals of action research. These are set out in Table 4.8.

Table 4.8: Anderson and Herr’s Goals of Action Research and Validity Criteria

	Goals of Action Research
	Quality Criteria

	The generation of new knowledge
	Dialogic and process validity

	The achievement of action-oriented outcomes
	Outcome validity

	The education of both researcher and participants
	Catalytic validity

	Results that are relevant to the local setting
	Democratic validity

	A sound and appropriate research methodology
	Process validity


(Anderson and Herr 2005 p55)

Reason and Bradbury (2008), with their participative worldview, highlight five issues and “choice-points” in relation to the quality of action research practice:

· Quality as Relational Praxis

· Quality as Reflexive - Practical Outcome

· Quality as Plurality of Knowing

· Quality through conceptual-theoretical integrity

· Quality through extending our ways of knowing

· Quality through methodological appropriateness

· Quality as engaging in significant work

· Emergent Inquiry towards Enduring Consequences

These issues resonate strongly with the author’s views. The author’s ambitions for the research project are long term. The original problem exists in the real world. The author is given the responsibility to solve the problem and the resources to establish a system of quality assurance that has real local significance together with the infrastructure required for longevity. The author would however disagree with Reason and Bradbury in their suggestion that worthwhile action research “moves beyond addressing simply technically-oriented questions towards engagement with emancipatory questions” (Reason and Bradbury 2008 p348). Despite the requirement of the current research to achieve technical outcomes, the author would argue that developing a quality assurance system has the potential to significantly impact on the quality of the educational experience of learners and the quality of the working environment for staff in the centres involved. Addressing the technical needs of the quality assurance system will provide the basis for the capacity building and empowerment that are among the expected outcomes of quality assurance processes. Despite this point, the criteria for quality set out by Reason and Bradbury has great relevance for the current action research project.

Genat (2009) focuses on the creation of knowledge that is based on accurate interpretation by the researcher and in doing so personal issues shared by participants become public issues. Genat describes how initial information is shared among the critical reference group and, through written research findings and reports, moves into the broader social arena and into the public domain:
The sharing of meanings around similar experiences and the creation of an evolving language through the collective naming of common experiences is the genesis of local situated knowledge, theory and discourse about the phenomena in question. It is in these moments that the role of the researcher as interpreter and recorder of the emergent data is crucial. It is here the accuracy of how participant interpretations are named and represented requires a trusting open relationship between the researcher and participants. The researcher is in a privileged position of power with regard to representation and the way data is recorded and interpreted.  

(Genat 2009 p111) 

In the data the researcher will find key issues, shared themes, and critical elements of experience:
Within this approach, the writer uses thick description to evoke verisimilitude; the researcher attempts to draw in the reader and evoke an authentic and empathetic understanding of the key troubling experiences within people’s lives.

 (Genat 2009 p113-114)

The epistemological status of the findings exists as a truth of the stakeholders as they understand particular phenomena at the particular moment in time. 

Zuber-Skerrit and Fletcher (2007) conclude that quality action research meets the following requirements:

· practice-oriented (improving practice);

· participative (including in their research all stakeholders and others who will be affected by the results of the research);

· focused on significant issues relevant not only to themselves but also to their community/ organisation or fellow human beings in the wider world;

· using multiple perspectives of knowing, triangulation of appropriate methods and theories, and connecting their own judgements to discussion in the current literature;

· rigour in their action research methodology and creative, innovative, contributing something new to knowledge in theory and practice within and across systems;

· explicit about their assumptions so that readers and examiners may use appropriate criteria for judging the quality of their work; and

· reflective, critical, self-critical and ethical.
(Zuber-Skerrit 2007 p417-418)

Based on criteria proposed by Herr and Anderson (2005), Reason and Bradbury (2008) and Zuber-Skerrit and Fletcher (2007) the author suggests a number of more detailed criteria for quality that may be applied to the current research project as is outlined in Table 4.9.

Table 4.9: Criteria to Evaluate the Quality of the Current Research.
	Criteria for Quality
	Criteria to Evaluate Quality in this Study

	Quality Outcomes
	· An appropriate quality framework is developed and successfully implemented.

· The quality framework that is developed addresses the original problem.

· The solutions found are practical and are useful to the participants.

· The solutions found create a better life for participants.

· Participants use what they learned.

· The process of development allows new problems and questions to be addressed through each cycle.

	Quality Methodology
	· The process involves a series of reflective cycles.

· The process facilitates on-going learning by both the researcher and the participants.

· The findings of the research arise from real rather than superficial processes. 

· Findings are linked back to evidence of both a qualitative and quantitative nature.

· The nature of the consultation is cooperative participation.

· Multiple perspectives are sought through broad consultation with stakeholder groups.

· A variety of methods are used in order to produce a variety of data sources.

· New knowledge is created in theory and practice across a system.

· Meets ethical standards

	Quality of Particiption
	· Research involves those who have a stake in the problem under investigation, multiple perspectives are sought.
· Whenever possible large numbers of stakeholders are involved in the consultation and action processes rather than smaller representative groups.

· The solutions found have relevance for the particular stakeholders involved in Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres.

· Theory should be anchored in stakeholders’ experience.

	Quality of Reflexivity
	· The researcher and the participants are open to learning and having their views changed through the process.

· The researcher reflects on the way in which the research is carried out and is aware that the process of doing research shapes its outcomes.

· The researcher records changes in her own and others’ understandings throughout the process.

· The researcher records changes in practice and levels of engagement by stakeholders in quality assurance processes that occur as a result of the action research.

	Quality of engaging in significant work and enduring consequence
	· The research deals with a real and complex problem that is significant to the Department of Education and Skills, and to all participants.

· The research has a significant impact on the quality of the provision in centres.

· There is a transformation of workplace practice on a national scale.

· The quality assurance system becomes embedded in the normal operation of all Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training centres.

· The research has achieved systemic change.

· The capacity of staff to engage in quality assurance processes and provide a quality programme is increased.


In terms of credibility the author has consistently informed the reader of her position (outsider in conjunction with insiders) as well as the bias that may arise from the outsider within position. Through each action cycle the author informs the reader of her own views through the use of analytic memos/ journal entries. 

The author has engaged in a sustained and substantial research process and in doing do has acquired a more in-depth knowledge of the phenomena being studied. Triangulation has been used to compare data from different sources and to corroborate findings. Despite the author’s potential for bias, as national Coordinator of the Quality Framework Initiative, she presents any negative feedback that has arisen in relation to the initiative.  Throughout each cycle the author has checked the data and findings with the stakeholder groups. In terms of dependability, the study outlines in detail how data was collected, managed, coded and analysed. This has provided an “audit trail” (Bloomberg and Volpe 2008 p78). 
LIMITATIONS
The limiting conditions of this study mainly relate to the role of the author as both researcher and National Coordinator of the Quality Framework Initiative. Participants’ responses may have been influenced by the nature of the working relationship between participants and the author and others by her role as National Coordinator. Participants may have offered responses they perceived as being sought. This would be more likely when questionnaires were returned directly to the researcher and also during focus group meetings. The qualitative data collated for the purpose of this research is also limited by the author’s subjectivity. A further limitation of the research was that centres participating in the Pilot Phase were self selecting. This may have resulted in the involvement of centres that had greater capacity to successfully participate in the project than those that did not volunteer to participate.

Recognising these limitations the researcher took a number of measures. Throughout the entire research project the researcher constantly checked findings with participants at various levels and moved through actions research cycles with the agreement of participants. The author’s intention to conduct the research was made clear once the formal research project was initiated. Participants were encouraged at every stage to provide honest feedback and meetings with stakeholder groups were conducted in an environment that encouraged open and honest dialogue.  The issue of self selecting centres was somewhat resolved by the eventual participation of all centres in the Quality Framework Initiative by the time the research project was concluded.

During the course of the research period industrial relations issues resulted in a work to rule by Youthreach staff. When the issue was resolved Youthreach staff had accepted a productivity agreement whereby they would engage in Quality Framework processes for improved terms and conditions of employment. It is impossible to assess if centres would have participated to the degree that they did if this issued had not been resolved in the way that it was. However, all Senior Traveller Training Centres did participate in Quality Framework Initiative processes even though they were not bound to do so by a pay agreement.

A further limitation of the study is the relatively small sample size used to investigate the impact of the Quality Framework Initiative at the end of Cycle 4. Feedback from two focus groups does not reflect the views of all who experienced the initiative nor does it allow for an examination of the impact of the quality assurance processes on the programmes nationally. 
CONCLUSION

This chapter provided a detailed description of the research methodology. It opened by outlining the desired outcomes of the study and went on to discuss the key issues in relation to paradigm choice. A discussion of quantitative, qualitative, transformative and pragmatic paradigms were set out before concluding that a pragmatic mixed methods approach was selected for the purpose of this study.

Building on this foundation, the author described action research as a methodology and outlined the rationale used in selecting this approach. The positionality of the researcher was outlined as it presented potential challenges to researcher bias and the rigour of the study. Given the action research orientation of the project the issue of participants was also discussed. In terms of research design, the author presented Elliott’s model of action research and the four action research cycles were outlined clearly indicating the point at which the research was formally initiated.

Outlining the approach to data gathering, the author described how the sample was selected and how this differed through each action research cycle. The access of the researcher to research participants was outlined and the three main methods of gathering data was examined, the methods being the use of analytic memos/ journals, survey questionnaires and focus groups. Ethical concerns pertaining to the study was considered.

The key area of data management and analysis was described in detail so as to ensure that the reader was aware of the “audit trail” established to ensure the rigour of the study. The latter was discussed in depth and a proposal was made in relation to criteria for judging the quality of the study. Finally, the limitations of the study were outlined as well as any precautions taken to minimise their effects. The methodological approach outlined in this chapter forms the foundation for the research findings and discussion of each of the four action research cycles as will be outlined in chapters five, six and seven. 

CHAPTER FIVE:  FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION FOR ACTION RESEARCH CYCLES ONE AND TWO

 INTRODUCTION

The development of the Quality Framework Initiative began before the current research project was formally initiated, however it is important to outline the key developments that occurred at the early stages as a basis for the main research findings. These early processes and developments are set out here as action research cycles one and two. They formed the basis for the framework that was eventually developed and they also had a significant effect on its implementation. The findings and discussion from cycles one and two are mainly descriptive as they are based on two Quality Framework Initiative reports that were produced during 2001 and 2002, Towards a Quality Framework for YOUTHREACH: Report of the Exploratory Phase (O’Brien 2001) and The Quality Framework Initiative for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres: Report on Consultation Phase (O’Brien 2002). The findings and discussion presented here, based on the content of reports, contain an overview of findings rather than a detailed examination of the originating data as is the case for action research cycles three and four. Despite being less detailed, cycles one and two are described following Elliott’s (1991) action research model as is the case through all four action research cycles.

The research questions for the overall research project are as follows:

· What kind of quality assurance system/ improvement mechanism should be developed for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres?

· How will the system be developed?

· How will the system be supported?

In action research there is ongoing and purposive redesigning of projects while they are in process. The direction of the project is guided by the learning gained through each cycle (Greenwood and Levin 1998). This in turn requires the development of new questions or the refinement of the original questions. The research questions for each cycle are outlined under the heading of “reconnaissance” for each of the four cycles. A summary of research questions for the entire project is outlined in Appendix Q.

CYCLE ONE: THE EXPLORATORY PHASE

The YOUTHREACH 2000 consultative process highlighted the need for the development of a quality assurance system for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. The Further Education Section of the Department of Education and Science seconded Ms. Shivaun O’Brien (researcher), Coordinator of Drogheda Youthreach, in order to conduct an initial exploration of the issues in this regard. In November 2000 the researcher initiated the first action research cycle: The Exploratory Phase. Based on Elliott’s (1991) action research model the first cycle is outlined below under the headings of:

· Identify Initial Idea

· Reconnaissance

· Outline Action Steps

· Implement Action Steps

· Findings and Discussion

· Recommendations for Next Cycle

Using this model the factual information regarding the exploratory phase is first outlined before outlining the findings. From time to time the author uses first person narrative to outline her own reflections from journal entries. These entries are differentiated from the descriptive through the use of a text box.
IDENTIFY INITIAL IDEA

The idea for this research project arose from the researcher’s work as outlined above. The general idea was clear, in as much as the researcher was employed to perform a specific task. What was not clear at this stage was how best to go about the development of a quality assurance system for centres and what this new quality assurance system might look like.

RECONNAISSANCE
As a starting point the researcher explored the facts of the situation. Many of the recommendations outlined in the YOUTHREACH 2000 report (Stokes 2000) refer specifically to the need for the development of a quality framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centre as is detailed in chapter two. This report had outlined such terms as standards, evaluation, quality indicators, a culture of quality and consistency. What is most interesting about the report is that staff in centres had identified the need for consistency and quality and specifically requested the development of a quality assurance system. This appeared to be a very unusual move, particularly when one considers the difficulty of introducing school development planning and self-evaluation into the Irish mainstream system (Department of Education and Science 2002, McNamara and O’Hara 2005, 2006). The author suggests that the explanation may be found in the relatively disadvantaged nature of the Youthreach and STTC programmes within the Irish education system and the struggle for legitimacy, recognition and greater levels of support as was outlined in chapter two.

Journal Entry: November 2000

A Youthreach Co-ordinator from the Southern Region spoke so often of the need for Department of Education and Science inspectors to visit centres and how he felt that neither the Department nor even the local VEC knew what was really going on in centres. He was particularly proud of his centre and the service that they provided to learners. He wished that Youthreach as a programme was important enough to be inspected. He felt that there was no recognition for staff who performed well and no consequences for poor efforts. The standards in some centres were very poor and he felt that all Youthreach centres were being judged by the bad standards of a few.

The research questions for the Exploratory Phase were as follows:

· What does quality assurance and improvement mechanisms mean in an education setting?

· What are the core parts of quality assurance systems / improvement frameworks?

· What are the key elements of a quality centre?

· What should happen next in the development of the system?

· How will the system be supported?

OUTLINE ACTION STEPS
The exploratory phase involved a process of thinking, researching, listening, learning and documenting. The actions of the exploratory phase are outlined as follows:
· Explore the concept and practice of quality assurance as it relates to the education sector

· Investigate the development of quality systems by other relevant organisations or programmes

· Inform centres of developments and facilitate the discussion of issues relating to the development of a quality framework

· Engage in initial consultation with Directors of Senior Traveller Training Centres and Coordinators of Youthreach Centres
· Organise a seminar in order to provide a focus for further discussion and feedback

· Make recommendations to the Department of Education and Science in relation to the next phase in the development of a Quality Framework.

IMPLEMENT ACTION STEPS

Research

The first action carried out by the author was to research the concept of “quality education” and various improvement initiatives including the practice of quality assurance as it relates to the education sector. The findings of the research are outlined in chapter three. 

Consultation

During the period November 2000 – January 2001, a series of meetings was held with Coordinators of Youthreach Centres and Directors of Traveller Training Centres. Out of a possible 125 Directors and Coordinators, 70 attended the consultation and meetings.

Collation and Dissemination of Findings

The findings from each of the regional consultation meetings were collated and documented in a report on the exploratory phase (O’Brien 2001). Prior to the finalisation of the report the researcher organised a seminar for participants where she outlined the key findings of the exploratory phase and where participants were facilitated to comment on these findings. The final report included a list of recommendations in relation to the next phase. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION OF CYCLE ONE

The findings from the Exploratory Phase were documented in a report entitled Towards a Quality Framework for YOUTHREACH: Report of the Exploratory Phase (O’Brien 2001) and are outlined here under the following headings:
· Why Develop a Quality Framework?
· Issues and Concerns in Relation to the Development of a Quality Framework 

· Core Parts of Quality Assurance Systems/ Improvement Frameworks.

· Self-evaluation

· External Evaluation

· Key Elements of a Quality Programme (basis of the quality standards)
· National Seminar
The exploratory phase is the stage where change was introduced. In terms of Lewin’s (1947) freeze phases it was the “unfreeze” stage where stakeholders prepared for change and examined why change was necessary. The exploratory phase involved the identification of factors for and against change and moved the programmes towards motivation for change.

Why Develop a Quality Framework?

The participants in the exploratory phase generally endorsed the development of a quality framework. They acknowledged that the standards of provision were inconsistent due to the organic development of the programmes. The development of quality standards in particular provided an opportunity to explore best practice and an agreed vision of how centres should operate. It was expected that this would provide a better sense of shared identity which could lead to further recognition and greater credibility for the programmes. The quality assurance process was seen as having the potential to systematically improve the service provided to learners and was an opportunity to obtain additional resources for the programmes which could eventually improve conditions for both staff and learners.

Issues and Concerns in Relation to the Development of a Quality Framework 
The organic development of the programmes had led to a high level of flexibility and participants were concerned that such flexibility could be lost. It was recommended that a range of common programme elements be agreed without laying down parameters that might be too prescriptive.  The significant level of inconsistency in resources within and between the programmes was also a cause of concern. Key issues identified in this regard included: pay and non-pay budgets; salaries and conditions of employment; and levels of administration support. Given such anomalies, it was argued that consistency in achieving quality standards could not be expected across the programmes. There were no nationally agreed operational guidelines for either programme resulting in different interpretations of centre resourcing and expected operational procedures even within the same programme strand. It was clear that this was the source of some confusion and frustration. 
Participants debated the question of measuring success for a learner and were concerned that the Quality Framework would focus exclusively on certification outcomes rather than incorporating soft outcomes that are more difficult to measure. In general, participants were concerned that the framework being developed should suit the programme rather than the programme having to change in order to suit the framework.

Some people were concerned that both the self-evaluation and external evaluation processes would expose staff to criticism and warned against developing a culture of blame and unnecessary comparisons being made between centres. A main area of concern was the possible implications for centres that did not engage in quality processes or those that did not achieve quality standards. A further concern was the additional workload that this process would involve for staff and an anxiety that the Department of Education and Science would not provide the necessary supports and resources to ensure the achievement of standards.  
Core Parts of Quality Assurance Systems/ Improvement Frameworks
In discussing the potential key elements of a quality assurance system or improvement frameworks for the centres a number of approaches were recommended including self-evaluation, external evaluation and the development of quality standards.

Self-evaluation

Generally it was agreed that one of the main purposes of developing nationally agreed quality standards is to provide a tool for the evaluation of centre performance.  Participants in the exploratory phase were positive about engaging in an evaluation process and a number of proposals were made in relation to possible forms of evaluation. Some centres had already developed formal structures for self-evaluation which typically took place on an annual basis. Other participants had engaged in more informal evaluation procedures, where staff met to discuss various issues and recommend change. The experience of participants highlighted the importance of having clear and supportive structures in place to facilitate purposeful self-evaluation. It was also recommended that self-evaluation would involve the participation of staff, management and learners.

External Evaluation

The majority of participants favoured self-evaluation but many felt that  used on its own it would have a limited effect on the programme nationally and would not lead to the development of consistency in standards throughout the country because variation in expectation would still remain. Participants in favour of external evaluation proposed a number of options including inspection by the Department of Education and Science Inspectorate, a system of cross-moderation, or the approval of standards by an external accrediting committee.

Key Elements of a Quality Programme

Participants generated a significant volume of feedback when asked to consider the key elements of a quality programme which was collated and organised under twenty headings. The list was then further divided according to what might be considered centre responsibility and what might be considered national responsibility. The list is presented in Appendix H and represents the first draft of the quality standards for centres. 

National Seminar
The findings outlined above were presented by the researcher at a national seminar held in January 2000 which was attended by staff and management of Youthreach and STTCs. 
Journal Entry: January 2001

The importance of the seminar which was held at the end of the exploratory phase was to register and report progress. I had consulted with various groups around the country and the seminar allowed me the opportunity to validate the findings.

In addition to the feedback and discussion a number of related presentations were made on various quality assurance systems within the Irish education and training sector.

Journal Entry: January 2001

As I researched various models of quality assurance I was developing a greater awareness of how quality systems are constituted. If participants are to provide feedback on choices they will need to be better informed in this regard. The seminar allowed participants to express what they already know about quality systems. The presentations at the seminar were about broadening participants’ knowledge so that they would be in a more informed position to feed into the consultation process. In this way both the participants and I are learning as we go through the cycles.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE NEXT CYCLE

Based on the regional consultation meetings, desk research and the consultative seminar, the researcher collated the key recommendations arising from the Exploratory Phase. The overall recommendation was that the quality framework should consist of self-evaluation and external evaluation processes based on a set of agreed quality standards. Coordinators and Directors also recommended that the exploratory phase be followed by an extensive consultation process at centre level as well as regional level, involving representatives of all stakeholders and leading to the development of an agreed quality framework. The quality framework should be supported through the provision of funding and the establishment of an appropriate system to advise and support centres in its implementation.
A number of additional developments at national level were also recommended which participants claimed would have a significant impact on quality standards across the programme. These included the development of: a national framework of principles and objectives for the programmes; operational guidelines; a tracking system for early school leavers; a guidance, counselling and psychological service; a literacy strategy; minimum standards for centre accommodation; and a range of national policies and guidelines for the programmes.

CYCLE TWO: CONSULTATION AND DEVELOPMENT PHASE

INTRODUCTION

Following the Exploratory Phase the initiative then moved into the second action research cycle, the Consultation and Development Phase. As with the previous cycle it follows Elliott’s (1991) action research model and is therefore set out under the following headings:

· Reconnaissance

· Outline Action Steps

· Implement Action Steps

· Findings and Discussion

· Recommendations for Next Cycle

RECONNAISSANCE

The report on the exploratory phase provided direction for cycle two and was also useful as a basis for discussion. Although the Exploratory Phase had only involved a small section of the stakeholders a broad range of issues relating to the development of a quality framework had been raised. The report recommended that:

The exploratory phase would be followed by a broad consultation phase involving representatives of all stakeholders and lead to the development of an agreed quality framework for all strands of the YOUTHREACH programme.

(O’Brien 2001 p24)

The research questions for the Consultation and Development Phase were as follows:

· What should form the core parts of a quality framework for centres?

· How would self-evaluation operate in centres?

· How would external evaluation operate in centres?

· How would centre development planning operate in centres?

· What factors should be considered in the development of quality standards?

· What are the quality standards for centres?

· What should happen next in the development of the system?

· How will the system be supported?

OUTLINE ACTION STEPS

· Organise a consultation process with stakeholder groups at centre and regional level in order to explore quality assurance processes.

· Develop the quality framework and guidelines for the Quality Framework Initiative.

IMPLEMENT ACTION STEPS

Consultation
The consultation phase began in May 2001 and was concluded in January 2002. The researcher engaged in consultation with stakeholders at three levels:

· Centre based responses to report on exploratory phase

· Consultation with stakeholder bodies and associations

· Regional consultation meetings.

Forty-one centres responded to the report on the exploratory phase either on an individual basis or as part of a regional network. In general, meetings of learners, staff and management were facilitated externally. Staff in centres facilitated separate meetings, which were held for learners. Consultation meetings were held with the Teachers Union of Ireland and the professional associations for staff and management. Nine regional consultation meetings were held during October – November 2001.  During each of these, there was a meeting for centre staff and local management and a separate, parallel consultation workshop for learners.  Each regional meeting consisted of an initial presentation on the Quality Framework Initiative followed by an outline of the feedback received from centres in responses to the report on the exploratory phase. Participants were given a further opportunity to discuss various options regarding the quality framework and to make recommendations. 

The discussion focused on examining a draft list of standards, how a centre might demonstrate that it has met an agreed standard, how stakeholders can integrate a quality assurance process into the way centres operate, and how this can be supported. During regional consultation meetings a possible model for quality assurance was proposed as a basis for discussion.  This model assisted stakeholders in teasing out the possible implications of participating in a quality assurance process.  Presenting options assisted stakeholders in clarifying for themselves how this might operate in practical terms. Nine regional consultation meetings were held involving the participation of 310 individuals including the participation of Chief Executive Officers, Education Officers, Adult Education Officers, Regional Coordinators, Directors, Coordinators, staff, learners, administration staff and board of management representatives.

Developing the Quality Framework and Guidelines for the Quality Framework Initiative
The constituent elements of the new quality assurance model emerged from the consultation process. The role of the researcher was to collate the findings and develop quality standards and a quality framework that was based on the expressed views of the key stakeholders. The researcher was not in a position to develop guidelines for the external evaluation of the quality model as this was outside her remit. However, recommendations in this regard were outlined in the findings of the consultation process.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION OF CYCLE TWO
The nature of the consultation phase allowed stakeholder groups to engage with the process in a variety of ways and at a number of levels. Engaging in consultation continues Lewin’s (1947) “unfreezing” phase and the preparation for change through consensus building. The findings were collated from written submissions, information gathered from group discussions at regional meetings and issues raised at meetings with stakeholder associations. The findings were set out by the author in the report: Quality Framework Initiative for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres: Report on Consultation Phase (O’Brien 2002). The key findings in this report are outlined below under the following headings:

· Quality Standards

· Centre Based Development Planning 

· Internal Evaluation

· External Evaluation

Journal Entry: November 2001

Attitudes towards quality change over time.  This was evident from the nature of the discussion that took place at regional consultation meetings when compared to those which occurred in the exploratory phase.  The consultation process has allowed stakeholders to explore for themselves what a quality assurance process might ‘look’ like.  This has led to further clarification among stakeholders in relation to appropriate standards and evaluation procedures. The reiterations have helped stakeholders to develop the language of quality assurance. Considering the concerns that were raised in the exploratory phase it is interesting to see how quickly the stakeholders seem to accept the notion of introducing a quality assurance system. In fact, there is hardly any resistance.

Quality Standards

In the exploratory phase stakeholders were asked to outline what they considered to be the key elements of a quality Youthreach /Senior Traveller Training Centre.  This formed the basis of the Quality Standards First Draft (Appendix H) that was presented and discussed during centre based and regional consultation meetings.  Based on the feedback received during the consultation process further changes were made resulting in the Quality Standards Second Draft (Appendix I). In general, stakeholders in the consultation process were satisfied with the second draft but acknowledged that it required further clarification and refinement. This occurred during the development phase through the “synthesis process”, which is described in more detail at a later point and resulted in the Draft Quality Standards for the Pilot Phase (Appendix B). 
In light of the organic development of the programmes it was widely acknowledged that the identification and documentation of existing good practice was a valuable exercise. A great deal of learning and innovation had occurred. The programmes had developed a considerable level of expertise in providing an alternative and effective education programme for a significant group of learners within the education system. The development of quality standards assisted centres to identify best practice. In essence the quality standards were guidelines for good practice. As guidelines they gave a clear indication of the key elements that should be in place but also allowed for local flexibility in the way in which standards were achieved.  The focus was on the service provided for learners rather than the standards achieved by learners. 

Centre Development Planning 

Following the development of good practice guidelines as quality standards, the challenge facing all stakeholders was the identification of appropriate improvement processes. In this regard stakeholders identified the process of centre development planning. This recommendation may have been prompted by the fact that development planning was the main improvement process used in Irish and British schools at the time (Department of Education and Science 1999, Hargreaves and Hopkins 1994). 
Journal Entry: November 2001

I am surprised about the sudden interest in centre development planning (CDP). CDP was not mentioned during the Exploratory Phase. We had only discussed internal and external evaluation up to this point. Stakeholders are becoming more aware of the quality systems that operate in mainstream settings and probably believe that a mainstream quality assurance system would be of a high standard. I remember the quote from a teacher in an STTC “we are all teachers and what’s good enough for teachers in mainstream is good enough for us”. The Teachers Union of Ireland had specifically recommended that the quality assurance processes should be in keeping with the established processes for mainstream. This proved to be a significant influence on staff attitudes towards CDP. However, this development is the cause of some concern to me. From my research of the implementation of the School Development Planning Initiative (SDPI) it would appear that implementation has progressed slowly and while the model is good in theory it is not successfully implemented in practice. This creates a dilemma. I am aware of the importance of taking the views of stakeholders on board while at the same time concerned that the direction that this is going may not be in the best interests of the programmes. If I include centre development planning as a key aspect of the quality assurance process, how do I overcome the difficulties faced by primary and secondary schools in the implementation of the SDPI? This will be one of the challenges of the development phase. If I were writing the guidelines on my own I would not have included CDP. For the first time in this process I have come to a place where I have to put my own preferences aside and take on board the recommendations of the stakeholder groups.

Stakeholders believed that a centre development plan would provide an opportunity for the implementation of the good practice guidelines as outlined in the draft standards. The centre plan could contain the centre mission statement, aims and objectives, procedures and policies, a review of key areas and recommended actions. The review was seen as an overall examination of the systems that were in place in a centre rather than an in-depth look at the effectiveness of centre practice. Therefore centre development planning would involve a review of all quality standards. The duration of plans were expected to be three to five years with annual evaluations of progress.

Internal Evaluation

Internal centre evaluation was identified as a second improvement process. As such centres could choose to follow the centre development planning route or the internal centre evaluation route to improvement. Stakeholders welcomed the prospect of being supported to evaluate the quality of centre practice against the agreed quality standards. Participants in the consultation process agreed that centres should produce evidence to demonstrate that standards are met.  At regional consultation meetings participants were asked to propose a range of evidence that might demonstrate that a centre has met each of the draft quality standards. The feedback on these discussions is included in the Quality Standards Second Draft (Appendix I). The internal centre evaluation process would involve an in-depth examination of centre practice and therefore it was expected than an internal evaluation process would focus on a small number of quality areas but these would be examined in detail in terms of the centre’s effectiveness. Arising from this process action plans would be developed and implemented.

External Evaluation
Although some anxiety was reported among stakeholder groups in relation to external evaluation it was generally viewed as an essential aspect of the quality assurance process which was expected to result in external recognition and affirmation of good practice. The absence of this key element would possibly undermine the potential effectiveness of the process. A national system for external evaluation of centres did not exist at the time and therefore a key question remained unanswered. Who would fulfil this role? Out of the many mechanisms and bodies suggested, four predominated including: the Further Education and Training Awards Council; the National Adult Learning Council; the Department of Education and Science Inspectorate or a stand-alone body established within the programme for this express purpose. It is interesting to note that even though these discussions were taking place in 2002 it was not until 2006 that the matter was resolved when the Department of Education and Science Inspectorate initiated external evaluations of Centres for Education.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE NEXT CYCLE
The overall recommendation was that the quality framework should comprise four interconnected building blocks as outlined in Figure 5.1.
Figure 5.1: The Quality Framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training                Centres.
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(O’Brien 2003a p6)

At the centre of the framework were the Quality Standards which informed the three other elements of the quality framework. Centres would engage in either internal centre evaluation or centre development planning processes as internal improvement mechanisms in addition to external evaluation. The agreed quality standards would be used as a tool to facilitate the internal centre planning and evaluation process and should also form the basis on which external evaluation would occur. It was recommended that the quality standards required further development and that this should be achieved through a synthesis process involving representatives of all key stakeholder groups Stakeholders recommended that a support service be established in order to provide advice and training for all centres in relation to the quality framework processes. This support service would develop the necessary resource materials such as guidelines for centres in relation to each quality process. In addition, it was determined that the quality assurance processes should be externally facilitated and appropriate training should be provided at national level for facilitators. Finally, it was recommended that the Quality Framework Initiative be piloted in a variety of settings before the initiative was rolled out to all centres nationally.

THE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS
Following the consultation process a synthesis process took place during April and May 2003 and involved the establishment of a ten member Quality Standards Group. Key stakeholder groups were invited to nominate a representative to participate in the synthesis process. The group met twice to discuss and agree the structure, content and purpose of the quality standards document. The Quality Standards Group produced the Draft Quality Standards for the Pilot Phase (Appendix B). 
Following the recommendations of the consultation process the Development Phase also involved the development of guidelines for internal centre evaluation and centre development planning. This work was carried out by the researcher and was based on recommendations from stakeholders as well as a review of relevant literature. On conclusion of the Development Phase the Quality Framework Initiative was ready to move into the third action research cycle, the Pilot Phase. Three documents were produced by the end of the Development Phase: Draft Quality Standards for the Pilot Phase (O’Brien 2003a); Draft Guidelines for Internal Centre Evaluation (O’Brien 2003b); Draft Guidelines for Centre Development Planning (O’Brien 2003c). A copy of these documents is included in Appendix B.
CONCLUSION

Throughout the Exploratory and Consultation Phase it was evident that stakeholders in general supported the development of a quality framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. Quality standards were developed based on best practice which set out clear expectations for staff in terms of the systems that should be established in centres rather than the outcomes that should be achieved for learners. Stakeholders had recommended two internal improvement processes, internal centre evaluation and centre development planning. Although the researcher believed that only one improvement process was sufficient she included both within the Quality Framework as both had been recommended by stakeholders. While the author was concerned that this could be a cause of confusion she anticipated that the implementation of both would highlight the usefulness or otherwise of a dual approach, and would show whether one improvement mechanism was better than the other.

The entire approach to the Consultation and Development Phase was based on the literature of educational change. Following Adelman and Taylor’s (2007) approach to facilitating change  the author suggests that the YOUTHREACH 2000 consultative process  demonstrated readiness for change; the exploratory phase involved mobilising interest; the consultation phase built consensus, support and policy commitment among stakeholders as well as clarifying and negotiating the mechanism for change.  The consultation process also involved working out the characteristics of the change project to ensure that changes were clear, simple and practical and that the processes would be of high quality (Fullan 2001). 

Following Fullan’s advice, and in keeping with a participative action research approach, there was a high level of stakeholder involvement in the Consultation and Development Phase. The pragmatic orientation to action research used in this research project required a focus on cooperation, collaboration, mutual understanding and problem solving, dialogical interaction and exchange (Johansson and Lindhult 2008). There was evidence of all of these elements in operation throughout cycles one and two. The seminar held at the end of the Exploratory Phase and the synthesis process held at the end of the Consultation and Development Phase were both opportunities to check back with stakeholders in relation to the development of various aspects of the initiative. From a research perspective they helped to achieve “catalytic” and “process” validity (Anderson and Herr 2005)

The actions planned at the start of cycles one and two were fully implemented and they provided answers to the research questions that arose at the start of each cycle. During the period November 2000 to May 2003 a great deal of progress had been achieved. The concept of a quality framework had been introduced and developed to a stage that would allow the processes to be tested. The foundations had been laid for action research cycle three, the Pilot Phase.  

CHAPTER SIX: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION FOR ACTION     RESEARCH CYCLE THREE 

CYCLE THREE: THE PILOT PHASE

The third cycle of this action research project moved from consultation and development into testing the implementation of the newly developed quality assurance model. The Pilot Phase which took place between September 2003 and July 2004 involved the piloting of Centre Development Planning (CDP) and Internal Centre Evaluation (ICE) processes in a number of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. This chapter describes the various steps involved in the Pilot Phase as well as the findings and recommendations for the next cycle. As with previous cycles it follows Elliott’s (1991) action research model and is set out under the following headings:

· Reconnaissance

· Outline Action Steps

· Implement Action Steps

· Findings and Discussion

· Recommendations for Next Cycle

RECONNAISSANCE

This initiative began in November 2000 and at this point it had gone through exploratory, consultation and development phases. A quality framework had been developed together with draft quality standards and draft guidelines for Centre Development Planning and Internal Centre Evaluation. This laid the groundwork for the Pilot Phase.

The research questions for the Pilot Phase were as follows:

· Who participated and how?

· How was the ICE process implemented?

· How did participants experience the ICE process?

· How can the ICE process be improved?

· How was the CDP process implemented?

· How did participants experience the CDP process?

· How can the CDP process be improved?

· How did participants respond to the quality standards?

· How can the quality standards document be improved?

· What should happen next in the development of the system?

· How was the system supported?

· How can the system of support be improved?

OUTLINE ACTION STEPS

· Prepare for and initiate the Pilot Phase
· Gather Data on the Pilot Phase

IMPLEMENT ACTION STEPS
Prepare for Pilot Phase

From February to July 2003 the Quality Framework Coordinator made a number of presentations on the Quality Framework to centre Coordinators, Directors and staff. The purpose of such presentations was to raise awareness of the intention to pilot the Quality Framework and to provide information about the quality assurance processes. In March 2003 letters regarding the Pilot Phase were sent to all the key stakeholders. By July the Draft Quality Standards, and draft Guidelines for Internal Centre Evaluation and Centre Development Planning, were completed, printed and distributed to all stakeholder groups. All Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres were invited to apply for participation in the Pilot Phase in co-operation with local management. Forty-six centres applied and all were selected to participate. Twenty-four centres opted to pilot Centre Development Planning and twenty-two centres opted to pilot Internal Centre Evaluation. A total of twenty Vocational Education Committees were involved. The Pilot Phase included 17 Senior Traveller Training Centres and 29 Youthreach Centres. This represented 37% of the total number of centres (90 Youthreach and 35 S.T.T.C.s). 

In July 2003 a total of 14 suitably qualified and experienced facilitators were selected, eight from Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training and six freelance. A training programme and set of guidelines for facilitators were drawn up in August 2003 in advance of the training programme for facilitators which took place from September to October 2003.  The training programmes were very experiential in nature and benefited greatly from the contributions made by each participant. Even at this early stage it was clear that the facilitation team was committed not only to the task in hand but also to the on-going improvement of the process and the guidelines. This was further evidenced throughout the Pilot Phase.

Initiating the Pilot Phase 

The Pilot Phase began with a series of Regional Information Sessions which took place in four locations: Roscommon, Killarney, Nenagh and Dublin. Key staff and management from each centre participating in the Pilot Phase were invited. The Regional Information Sessions were well attended (127 participants), of which 11% represented management with the remainder represented centre staff. The purpose of the Regional Information Sessions was to provide detailed information in relation to the quality assurance processes and the Pilot Phase.

For the purpose of the Pilot Phase a particular model of centre development planning was proposed. The aim of the centre development planning process was to develop a 3-5 year centre plan through consultation with key stakeholder groups. The guidelines outlined the process in great detail and the facilitators were trained to work in accordance with the guidelines. In this particular model each centre had access to a facilitator for 5 days, but planning teams were expected to carry out work on the plan separate to these 5 days. For most centres in the Pilot, the process started in October 2003 and continued up to June 2004. All participating centres had completed two of the 5 days before December 2003. All centres that engaged in the Centre Development Planning process completed a centre plan. As with the Centre Development Planning a particular model of self-evaluation was being piloted. It was recommended that the Internal Centre Evaluation process would involve key stakeholders and would take place over two consecutive days. A facilitator was allocated to the centre and he/she guided the stakeholders through the process. In advance of the two-day process, stakeholders had to select areas for evaluation, carry out a learner evaluation and gather evidence. The outcomes of the evaluation session were documented and formed a key part of the annual evaluation report that was to be completed and presented to management.

Overview of the Support Provided to Centres 

· Documentation provided including the Quality Standards, Guidelines for Internal Centre Evaluation (ICE) and Guidelines for Centre Development Planning (CDP)

· Regional Information Sessions

· Trained facilitator allocated to each centre

· Funding provided to cover lunch, room and equipment hire

· Support of the Quality Framework Coordinator

Gathering Data

Questionnaires and Feedback Sessions were used to obtain information from those who had participated in the Pilot Phase. Different questionnaires were distributed to the various groups as follows:
· Questionnaires for those who had directly participated in the Centre Development Planning Process including local Vocational Education Committee management, Boards of Management, Coordinators/ Directors, staff and learners and community representatives. These were distributed by the facilitators on the last day of the Centre Development Planning process and returned to the Quality Framework Coordinator. They related to the individual’s experience of the CDP process. A total of 142 questionnaires were returned from this group. The feedback was mainly qualitative in nature. (Appendix L)
· Questionnaires for those who had participated in Internal Centre Evaluation including local Vocational Education Committee management, Boards of Management, Coordinators/ Directors, staff and learners and community representatives.  These were distributed by the facilitators on the last day of the ICE process and returned to the Quality Framework Coordinator. They related to the individual’s experience of the ICE process. A total of 151 questionnaires were returned from this group. The feedback was mainly qualitative in nature. (Appendix M)

· Questionnaires for Coordinators/ Directors who had participated in the ICE and CDP processes. These were distributed by the Quality Framework Coordinator and all 44 Coordinators/Directors provided feedback which was both qualitative and quantitative in nature. (Appendix J and K)

· Questionnaires for Vocational Education Committee management who had participated in the Pilot Phase ICE and CDP processes. These were distributed by the Quality Framework Coordinator. A total of 10 questionnaires were returned from this group. The feedback was both qualitative and quantitative in nature. (Appendix N and O)
· In addition to the questionnaires, feedback was collected during a number of feedback sessions. Two national feedback sessions were held at the end of the Pilot Phase in two different locations to facilitate feedback from all stakeholder groups and a total of 124 attended. Two feedback sessions also took place with the team of 14 facilitators. The first was held half way through the Pilot Phase and the second was held on completion of the Pilot Phase. The findings from the feedback sessions were outlined in a report on the Pilot Phase (O’Brien 2004).

· The journal entries of the QFI National Coordinator were also used as a data source.

A very large volume of data was collected during the Pilot Phase and it was not possible to report on responses to all questions within the current work. Therefore, the author selected data which she believed to be most relevant to the research questions.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Overall Levels of Participation by Stakeholder Groups

The questionnaires completed by Coordinators and Directors in relation to the Internal Centre Evaluation and Centre Development Planning processes (Appendix J and K) provided quantitative information in relation to the level of participation of the various stakeholder groups as is outlined in Table 6.1
Table 6.1: Participation by Centres and VECs

	Centres and VECs
	Youthreach
	S.T.T.C.s
	Total

	Number of Centres Selected for Pilot
	29
	17
	46

	Number of Centres Participated in Pilot
	29
	15
	44

	Number of Centres Piloting ICE
	14
	6
	20

	Number of Centres Piloting CDP
	15
	9
	24

	Number of Centres Nationally (at the time of Pilot Phase)
	90
	35
	125

	Number of V.E.C.s Participated in Pilot
	
	
	20

	Number of V.E.C.s Nationally
	
	
	33

	Number of Facilitators Engaged in Pilot
	
	
	15


Table 6.2 outlines a general overview of the levels of participation by the various stakeholder groups during the Pilot Phase.

Table 6.2: Participation by Stakeholder Groups in the Pilot Phase

	Stakeholders
	ICE
	CDP
	Total

	Total number of stakeholders that participated in pilot
	492
	836
	1328

	Number of learners in participating centres
	587
	896
	1483

	Number of learners that participated in pilot
	277
	490
	767

	Number of staff in participating centres
	221
	270
	491

	Number of staff that participated in pilot
	199
	238
	437

	Number of V.E.C. management that participated in pilot phase
	4
	26
	30

	Number of Board of Management reps. that participated in pilot phase
	2
	42
	44

	Number of community reps. that participated in the pilot phase
	10
	40
	50


The level of participation by staff and learners in both the ICE and CDP process was high. In the CDP process it had been anticipated that most centres would opt to form a planning team involving a small number of staff. However, a greater proportion of centres opted for planning groups involving all staff, resulting in higher levels of staff participation in CDP across the five-day process.

It was evident that the majority of centres made good efforts to involve learners in the ICE and CDP processes. Only one centre did not involve learners in the ICE process and all centres piloting CDP involved learners in the review process. According to Deming (1986) the consumer is the most important part of the production line. In terms of education, the learner is the most important part of the education process and as such the system should be developing “products” to meet learner needs (Juran 1988). Education providers should examine their work from the students’ perspective (Murgatroyd and Morgan 1993) as consulting with learners can provide useful information that other stakeholders do not possess. The shift of power (Bergquist et al. 2005) from the professional teacher to the learner fits with the culture of learner empowerment in Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. While learners may not have all the information to allow them to judge quality (Eagle and Brennan 2007), teaching learners the skills and language of evaluation, providing opportunities to discuss the meaning of a quality experience (Tribus 2005) and to make recommendations for improvement, is in itself empowering for learners. 

Involvement by VEC management, including Chief Executive Officers, Education Officers, Adult Education Organisers, was lower than anticipated considering the involvement of VEC management at each stage in the development of the Quality Framework. Although the table above states that 4 members of management participated in the ICE process, this involved 7 centres as some members of management worked with more than one centre during the Pilot Phase. Similarly for the CDP process, 26 members of management participated but this involved 18 centres. Participation by management in the ICE process was particularly low. In general, where management did attend they were only able to attend for a short period of time (e.g. half to one hour) and during this time while they offered support and encouragement they did not generally participate in the discussion and decision making process. There was a higher level of participation by management in the CDP process. Due to the fact that it was a five-day process there was greater opportunity for participation and those who did participate tended to attend for longer periods of time and contributed more than was the case in the ICE process.

There were also relatively low levels of participation by Board of Management and community representatives in the ICE process, this mirroring the participation by VEC Management. Participation by Boards of Management representatives was higher in the CDP process. However, while 39 members of Boards of Management participated in the CDP they were only engaged in 10 centres. Similarly, 40 community representatives were involved in CDP but in only 14 centres.

Participation of stakeholders in decision making processes is promoted by the Quality Framework Initiative on the grounds of ethics, expediency, expert knowledge and as a motivating force (Flynn 1992). Crosby (1996) emphasised the importance of a commitment from management in terms of developing quality assurance processes. Management are key stakeholders (Freeman 1984, 1994) who hold positions of power and as such can provide useful information and support to staff teams engaged in a development process. It would appear that further work would be required in order to improve the level of engagement by management in the Quality Framework processes.

Feedback on the Internal Centre Evaluation (ICE) Process

Data in relation to the Internal Centre Evaluation Process derived from questionnaires completed by participants in the ICE process (Appendix M), Coordinators and Directors (Appendix J) and Management (Appendix N). Each unit of data was documented separately according to the question and coded as outlined in chapter four using alphanumeric codes. Coded data was then reduced to highlight the following key themes. The findings will be discussed under these headings

· Overall Experience of the ICE Process

· The Facilitator

· Involvement of Learners

· Coordinators’/ Directors’ Views of Specific Aspects of the ICE Process

· Managements’ Views of Specific Aspects of the ICE Process

Overall Experience of the ICE Process

The overall experience of participants appeared to be very positive. The terms “useful”, “helpful” and “worthwhile” were used extensively throughout the feedback to describe the overall experience of the ICE process among participants as can be seen from the following comments: “most beneficial. Talked about what we have done and looking to plan for the future”(C3P3), “A very worthwhile experience, feel we’re making progress, great to be working to a deadline” (C4P4), “Very interesting and useful” (C7P7), “It was extremely useful to help us all know exactly what we have to do” (C8P7), “Worthwhile exercise. Excellent experience. Clarifies the good work we are already doing” (C18P7), “I found it an extremely useful exercise and I think it will give a coherent structure to the overall running of the programme and I feel it will help organise and professionalise our practice” (C18P10). 

These views are also reflected in the response from Coordinators and Directors as follows: “Overall the QFI was needed in the centre. It gives us a road map. The ICE was very worthwhile” (C/D15C1), “From a manager side I found the entire process worthwhile. The most valuable finding is that all the staff now realise that we are accountable to our learners to really provide a quality education and that past standards were on track and are now more valued as a result of ICE” (C/D15C9).

In a number of cases it was clear that participants had negative expectations of ICE prior to participating in the process, as can be seen from the following quotes:”Very good experience, was unsure of its usefulness before the in-service but was pleasantly surprised by the usefulness of the process” (C2P3), “For a process which was expected to be nightmarish, turned out to be very understandable and do-able” (C2P8),  “At first I was unsure about how valuable it would be but at the end I felt it was worthwhile” (C5P5), “It was less daunting than I originally thought it would be” (C7P1), “The evaluation process was a lot easier than I thought. Facilitator made it easy to understand” (C18P1). 

An evaluation can be a daunting process for any staff team particularly when individuals fear criticism or conflict. In designing the self-evaluation process the author was aware of the need to develop a self-evaluation process that was non-threatening but one that also led to improvements in the centre, as was outlined in the author’s journal entry.

Other terms used to describe the ICE process were “enjoyable” (C10P2, C11P4, C18P4), “excellent” (C1P10, C2P2, C10P9, C11P2) and “positive” (CC1P7, C2P7, C4P3, C4P4, C5P3, C12P1, C13P4, C16P4). The overwhelmingly positive response from participants is in sharp contrast to the response to school self-evaluation by school personnel as reported by Meuret and Morlaix (2003) and questions the nature and extent of the self-evaluation process experienced by school staff involved in their study. The impact of the ICE process on the team was also noted in such comments as “very good to hear and share honest experiences” (C3P4), “helpful and strengthening team work” (C3P5), “gave me a sense of being part of a team” (C3P5), “really good team building exercise” (C7P3), “excellent, improve relations with other teachers. As a team building exercise excellent” (C11P2), “Very informative, good working as a team, more understanding of all aspects of the working of the centre not just our own area” (C17P3), “I think it an extremely useful exercise and I think it will give a coherent structure to the overall running of the programme and I feel it will help organise and professionalise our practice” (C18P10).  Directors and Coordinators made similar comments such as “staff unused to evaluation. It opened their eyes. Most staff unqualified and don’t think about big picture, resist team work. Very little experience of working as a team. Too much work left to coordinator” (C/D15C6), “part-time staff feel included, helps teamwork”(C/D15C16) and “Positive experience. Helped team development. It highlights issues and brings problems to surface. Greater staff understanding of why coordinator tries to work in a certain way” (C/D15C19). 

The process outcomes (Patton 1997) are very evident in the feedback. Patton’s pragmatic approach recommends that self-evaluation processes are designed to maximise usefulness and the QFI processes are very much based on his utilisation focused approach. There appeared to be a great deal of learning for participants, enhanced shared understanding and a sense of ownership. It was very much a participant oriented (Fitzpatrick, Sanders and Worthen 2003) and decision oriented (Madaus and Kellaghan 2000) approach. Despite the use of quality standards to evaluate the work of centres, the author suggests that the approach is more responsive than criterial (Stake 2004) because the quality standards are flexible and allow each centre to interpret how they meet standards and how they can improve provision in relation to each quality area. In addition, stakeholders can add evaluation criteria that are more specific to centres or more appropriately reflect systems that are in place in centres. Therefore the use of scales and formal measurement is avoided. The emphasis is on continuous improvement on an ongoing basis rather than meeting a particular target. Measures of efficiency, effectiveness and accountability of centres are more appropriately assessed through the use of an evaluation that focuses on defined inputs and measurable outputs and outcomes (Pitcher 2002) as was carried out in the Value for Money Review of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres (Department of Education and Science 2008a).

The QFI approach to internal evaluation is also in keeping with Total Quality Management (Deming 1986, 2000 and Tribus 2005). Implementing a responsive self-evaluation approach centres can select the quality areas as a focus for the evaluation as well as areas that are not included in the quality standards but may have arisen as key issues in the work of the centre. The approach focuses on the views, attitudes and concerns of stakeholders and therefore qualitative evidence is very important in decision making. Following Guba and Lincon’s Forth Generation Evaluation (1989) it is the claims, concerns and issues of stakeholders that serve as the focus for the evaluation. Because the interpretative nature of responsive evaluation is controversial and has been criticised by those of a more scientific persuasion (Schwandt 2003), the self-evaluation process also includes the examination of quantitative evidence (Greene, Benjamin and Goodyear 2001).  As a participatory approach it serves disempowered stakeholders. Learner feedback must be considered and all staff participate in the selection of areas for evaluation. This approach promotes the sharing of accountability and facilitates expression of diverse views which promotes commitment to change among stakeholders (Lay and Papadopoulos 2007). 

For the vast majority of participants it appeared that the ICE process was a success. From the 151 respondents there were only four negative comments in relation to the overall experience as follows: “mind numbing” (C14P1), “I regret to say that I didn’t feel the experience relevant or enlightening” (C14P8), “The wording of the evaluation criteria was not user friendly” (C18P8) and “I wonder what the tangible results of all these paid hours are which will benefit the centre, students and staff. Could these hours have been put to greater use? I question what has been achieved, if anything. Would we not have been better off doing something concrete” (C20P5). In the latter case, it appears that the development of an action plan agreed by the staff for the coming year did not constitute “doing something concrete”. Concerns of this nature arose again during the more time consuming CDP process. It is interesting to note that two of the negative comments arose from participants in the same centre, however four other colleagues experiencing the same process had reported positive comments. It is understandable that some stakeholders would be sceptical about the usefulness of the process and it is only after actions are implemented and improvements are made that some stakeholders will see the benefits of engaging in the process.

Coordinators and Directors had specific concerns in relation to the implementation of actions and the additional workload for the centre following the ICE process as can be seen in such comments as “the follow up in the main is dependent on the Coordinator and Resource [person] and as we are both fully engaged with trainees in the centre 90% of the time and have no administration or maintenance staff it is going to be very difficult to find the time to follow up” (C/D15C2), “more support needed in terms of financial assistance to pay staff for extra tasks being carried out as a result of evaluation. More information needed on what happens next, but great initiative” (C/D15C3), “Coordinator left with the pressure of making staff implement actions. Harder in smaller centres, less resources” (C/D15C4), “no admin support causes problems in implementing standards” (C/D15C10). 

 The Facilitator
As the successful implementation of the Quality Framework Initiative processes is heavily dependent on the quality of the facilitation, participants were asked to comment on this aspect. Generally, feedback on the facilitators was also very positive. Out of 151 responses the word “excellent” was used 36 times to describe the facilitators or their facilitation of the ICE process. Other terms used included “very-good” (C4P3, C5P6, C7P8), “non-threatening (C18P5, C19P6), “friendly” (C4P4), “common sense approach, sense of humour” (C7P), “well organised” (C4P3). There were some negative comments in relation to the time allocated by the facilitator for various activities “would have liked extra time looking at evidence” (C5P7), “I found the group needed to talk and needed to be allowed to talk about certain areas further, I felt we talked around things sometimes as opposed to about things. I think it was a little too focused in moving on the group. Could have done with extra time in discussion of things instead of finishing early” (C7P11), “inclined to labour some points that the group have already explored, tendency to be pedantic” (C14P8). A further critical comment was made by a Coordinator about a specific facilitator, “not happy with facilitation, arrived late, finished early. Preparation to be made by facilitator should be clarified. Feedback typed up by facilitator, not sufficient” (C/D15C17). The feedback from the participants in this centre was generally positive in relation to the process and the only negative comments were in relation to shortage of time and feeling rushed. It is interesting to note that the Coordinator in this case was also a Quality Framework facilitator and was aware of the standards expected of facilitators. Clearly she did not feel that the facilitator assigned to her centre had performed to expected standards. The quality of the facilitators’ work was to be a key concern for the National Coordinator of the Quality Framework (author) for the remainder of her time in that role and this comment was the first indication that this issue needed careful management.

Despite this incident, the overall response to facilitators was positive. It is clear that stakeholders depend on facilitators to explain and simplify the process and to keep it moving. The role of facilitator is based on MacBeath’s (1999) critical friend and is discussed in greater detail in the findings and discussion of cycle four. 

Involvement of Learners 

The involvement of learners in the evaluation process was widely supported among all stakeholder groups. The Guidelines for Internal Centre Evaluation outlined a number of ways that learner involvement could be achieved but the final decision on how learners were to be included was made at centre level.  In carrying out this research Coordinators/ Directors in all 20 centres were asked to outline the methods selected to engage with learners. Table 6.3 sets out the main recommended methods and the number of centres that opted for each method. 

Table 6.3: Methods of Engaging Learners in the Pilot Phase ICE Process

	Methods of Engagement
	Learner rep./s attended evaluation session with staff
	Group
Evaluation
	Individual

Evaluation
	No learner

evaluation took place

	Number of centres
	2
	10
	9
	1


From the results it was evident that all but one centre involved learners in the evaluation process. Collating the results of the evaluation and feeding this into the evaluation session was a new experience for many staff however; most found it to be a very useful and informative exercise. Only two centres involved learners in the evaluation session. One person commented “Important to do trainee evaluation separately. Staff need to air views without trainees present” (C/D15C13).

The evaluation questionnaire outlined in the guidelines was generally used without amendment. The feedback session with learners at the end of the Pilot Phase provided useful information on how the process could be improved from a learner’s point of view. The commitment to involving learners in the quality processes was highlighted in the Exploratory and Consultation Phase and it was interesting to note that when tested the involvement of learners was seen to be useful. As both programmes promote the empowerment of learners, it was important that the Quality Framework Initiative would find new and improved approaches to consultation with learners so that the processes are not only useful to staff but also useful to learners. 

Coordinators’/ Directors’ Views of Specific Aspects of the ICE Process

Question 13 on the questionnaire for Coordinators/ Directors used a Likert Scale to ask about specific aspects of the Pilot Phase. The Likert Scale was set out in the form of a series of statements relating to the ICE process. Respondents were asked to select from a four-point rating scale of responses including 1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= agree, 4= strongly agree. Based on 20 respondents the average score for each statement is set out in Table 6.4.

Table 6.4: Coordinators’/ Directors’ Views in Relation to ICE

	Views on Internal Centre Evaluation Process
	Average Rating

	The guidelines were clear and easy to follow
	3.6

	Sufficient information was provided at the regional information session to allow the centre to prepare for the ICE process
	3.65

	The staff in the centre are more aware of the need to provide a quality service following the completion of the ICE process
	3.75

	The ICE process has increased the sense of teamwork in the centre
	3.45

	The ICE process was a motivating process for the centre staff
	3.45

	The VEC/ Board of Management are more aware of the work that goes on in the centre as a result of the ICE process
	2.55

	The workload involved in the ICE process was manageable
	3.35

	I expect that the specific  actions will be implemented as set out in the short term action plan
	3.6

	I expect that a process of Internal Evaluation will occur in the centre on an annual basis
	3.65

	I expect that learners will be given opportunities to evaluate the programmes delivered in the centre on an annual basis
	3.5


The results showed that on average Coordinators/ Directors either agreed or strongly agreed with each of the areas except when it came to the question of the VEC and the Board of Management being more aware of the work that takes place in the centre as a result of the ICE process. This response may have been as a result of the low levels of participation by these groups in the ICE process.

In general, the guidelines were found to be clear and easy to follow. There were a number of comments that recommended changes to the Evaluation Criteria and the Quality Standards on which they were based. Some found the language unnecessarily complex and found the layout of standards and criteria not user friendly. While the Regional Information Sessions appeared to be a good model for preparing centres for the evaluation process, they were held months before many centres actually engaged in the ICE process. While this time was allocated to allow centres to make preparations and collate evidence, many found that the time span was too great.

The majority of respondents stated that staff in general were more aware of the need to provide a quality service. Respondents commented on the greater awareness of the notion of learners as customers and centre staff and local management being there to provide a service which the learners have a right to evaluate. This represents a significant change in thinking for many individuals within the programme. Coordinators/ Directors agreed that the process did increase the sense of teamwork and was a motivating process for centre staff. This feedback supports the comments made by participants in this regard.

Although the average score indicated that Coordinators/ Directors agreed that the work load was manageable, the average score for this was slightly lower than it was for the other statements. This indicates that some did find the work load difficult. Others reported that it was manageable at a cost to the centre pay budget, particularly where staff were being paid to participate in the ICE process and paid to implement actions. 

Respondents generally agreed that the actions set out in the plan would be implemented. This may have been due to the fact that staff had selected the quality areas for evaluation and action. In the author’s experience it is common for centres to be over ambitious during a first evaluation; over time staff teams learn to set more realistic expectations. It was evident that smaller centres expected to have greater difficulty in achieving their goals with smaller resources in terms of people and budgets. It may have been more appropriate for smaller centres to work at a slower pace than larger centres, towards achieving quality standards. It appeared that most Coordinators and Directors were positive about the future prospect of holding an evaluation session on an annual basis. It was clear that the centres that participated in the Pilot were eager to maintain the momentum that has been established and it was important that these centres would continue to receive the support to do so. 

Managements’ Views of Specific Aspects of the ICE Process

Members of Management who participated in the ICE process were asked about their views on a number of key areas. Only two respondents out of a possible four returned the questionnaire. The questionnaire was set out in the form of a series of statements relating to the ICE process. Respondents were asked to select from a four-point rating scale of responses including 1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= agree, 4= strongly agree with each of the statements. Based on 2 respondents the average score for each statement is set out in Table 6.5.

Table 6.5: Managements’ Views in Relation to ICE

	Management Views on Internal Centre Evaluation Process
	Average

Rating

	The guidelines were clear and easy to follow
	4

	Sufficient information was provided at the regional information session to allow the centre to prepare for the ICE process
	4

	The staff in the centre are more aware of the need to provide a quality service following the completion of the ICE process
	4

	The ICE process has increased the sense of teamwork in the centre
	3.5

	The ICE process was a motivating process for the centre staff
	3.5

	The VEC/ Board of Management are more aware of the work that goes on in the centre as a result of the ICE process
	2.5

	The amount of time required to complete the evaluation process was appropriate
	3.5

	I expect that the short term actions will be implemented as set out in the plan of actions
	3

	I expect that a process of Internal Evaluation will occur in the centre on an annual basis
	3.5

	I expect that the centre will produce an annual report
	3.5

	I expect that learners will be given opportunities to evaluate the programmes delivered in the centre on an annual basis
	3

	I am more aware of the work that goes on in the centre since my involvement in the ICE process
	2.5

	The VEC will support the implementation of the short term action plan
	4

	I recommend that other YR and STT centres within the V.E.C. system should engage in a process of ICE
	4

	The centre submitted an evaluation report to the VEC following the ICE process
	2

	The quality standards and the quality assurance processes provide V.E.C.s with a mechanism to engage with centres in a more meaningful way
	3.5


Respondents felt that the process was a motivating and team building experience for staff. Members of management had attended sessions as they had wanted to show support for the work of the staff in the centres: “Tutors within the county expressed a wish to see the VEC taking more of an interest. As AEO I am keen to acknowledge and support the work of the centre” (MVEC1).  Another comment highlighted a reason why management may prefer not to participate in such processes “Facilitators should not side with staff or appear to attack the VEC. VEC management may avoid QF processes for fear of being questioned by staff and made accountable. The question of administration support made management feel ‘put on the spot’. QF sets how things should be but VEC management may not want to know. Can be intimidating for VEC management to face this” (MVEC7).

It was clear that those involved wanted to support the implementation of the short-term action plans that arose from the ICE process. Those who participated felt that they already had a great awareness of the work of the centre but that the quality assurance processes provided management with a mechanism to engage with centres in a more meaningful way. They expected that ICE would occur in the centres on an annual basis and that an evaluation report would be produced. There was strong support for the recommendation that other centres should engage in the ICE process.

Feedback on the Centre Development Planning (CDP) Process

Data in relation to the Centre Development Planning Process derived from questionnaires completed by participants in the CDP process (Appendix L), Coordinators and Directors (Appendix K) and Management (Appendix O). As was the case for data relating to the ICE process, each unit of data was documented separately according to the question and coded as outlined in chapter four using alphanumeric codes. Coded data was then reduced to highlight the following key themes. The findings will be discussed under these headings:

· Overall Experience of the Centre Development Planning Process

· The Facilitator

· Duration of the Plan

· Involvement of Learners 

· Coordinators’/ Directors’ Views on Specific Aspects of the Centre Development Planning Process

· Managements’ Views on Specific Aspects of the Centre Development Planning Process

Overall Experience of the Centre Development Planning Process

Feedback from 142 participants indicated an overall positive experience of the Centre Development Planning process, however there was a greater number of negative comments (18) than was the case for Internal Centre Evaluation (4). Positive comments included the term “interesting” as can be seen from the following: “I found the whole process extremely interesting and it will benefit the centre as a whole” (C26P2), “very interesting and worthwhile experience” (C37P4). The process was also described as “excellent” e.g. “Excellent idea. Information gained very useful. Good to hear different viewpoints expressed” (C24P2), “I found this experience very good, I understood it better and I think it was excellent for the centre. I enjoyed being part of it all” (C25P2), “Very good excellent idea, learned a lot more about what we do”(C38P3). A large number of respondents used the term “worthwhile” to describe the process in such comments as: “Very good, a lot of work but very worthwhile” (C24P4), “I thought that it was great and worthwhile for the centre and it was excellent that trainees could get involved” (C25P3), “Very worthwhile process and a good model in development planning and identifying actions and implementation” (C25P5), “I found it to be very worthwhile as it showed us where we are and where we are going” (C29P1), “Very worthwhile process for staff and management” (M15VEC2), “The whole process was very worthwhile and informative and without doubt of benefit to the students and staff of centres and also the VEC” (M15VEC 10).  The word “informative” was also used by many participants as follows: “I found it very informative” (C21P11), “I found the overall experience very informative and very well prepared” (C21P13), “It was very informative as it allowed one to see the good practices happening in centres” (C27P4). Other generally positive comments described the process as “enjoyable” (C25P10), “coherent process, well devised” (C27P2), “productive” (C27P9), “inclusive” (C29P7), “wonderful” (C30P8) and “beneficial” (C37P1). 

As with internal centre evaluation there were a number of comments on the team work aspect of the process such as: “it was great for the centre and I find the information very useful and I find that everyone got to have their say. I love being part of it all” (C25P4), “Extremely useful, made all staff work as a team” (C27P3),  “ I learned a great deal about Youthreach in general and my centre in particular. It re-oriented me in my work and I feel much more a part of the “core” of the centre” (C39P1) and “Good team effort and affirmation of work” (C29P4).

As was evident from internal centre evaluation, the planning process also resulted in a high level of process outcomes (Patton 1997). The planning sessions were structured so as to ensure that the task was completed as well as achieving the process outcomes. In development planning the process is as important as the plan and results in shared vision, aims, values and a sense of direction among those responsible for implementing the plan (Hargreaves and Hopkins 1994). These outcomes were evident in the responses from participants. The QFI model of development planning is similar in theory to Hargreaves and Hopkins’ model (Hargreaves and Hopkins 1991) and the School Development Planning model (Department of Education and Science 1999) in that it involves a cycle of review, establishing priorities, development of the plan, implementation and evaluation. However, it differs in practice to these models in that the QFI sets the model within a clear timeframe with prescribed activities which result in the achievement of the task and the process outcomes. The author would argue that the process outcomes and positive response from stakeholders was a result of stakeholders completing a full planning process rather than simply experiencing parts of it as was the case with School Development Planning Initiative following three years of implementation (Department of Education and Science 2002). A report on the implementation of School Development Planning published three years after the initiative was initiated listed the parts of the process that were completed by the schools surveyed, however it was clear that no school had completed the full cycle or had completed a plan. These findings are further detailed in the feedback from cycle four.

Participants may also have found the sessions useful and worthwhile because the QFI processes were the first staff development processes that were specifically designed for the centres. The consultation process had led to the development of quality standards that reflected the actual work of centres and therefore using quality standards to make decisions and guide future actions may have been experienced as extremely relevant when compared to previous staff development sessions.

The negative comments about the process generally referred to the process as being long, drawn out and tedious, with some questioning the usefulness of the process e.g. “It’s quite a tedious process and may require more time. Implementation is the measure of success with any plan, time will tell” (C21P5), “long process, few stakeholders took on job of most work” (C21P10), “How important is this in the day to day running of the centre? Will life change? Are we going to change as people or will we be made change” (C21P12), “It was ok, helped the centre come up with a draft plan. Our meeting felt rushed and we need not have devoted full days to it and miss out on so much class contact time” (C22P1), “very time consuming, Too IT dependent i.e. the report. Possibly a bit too report focused. Hard to get students involved as terminology a bit too technical” (C22P3), “I believe that the days were too far apart, inclined to forget what went on beforehand” (CC25P7), “found quality standards tedious and long winded” (C25P8), “There’s a lot of “red tape” language used while I agree planning is essential I found the language difficult (unnecessarily difficult)” (C26P6) and “Don’t feel I gained a lot from doing the centre development plan” (C31P3).

Unlike the internal centre evaluation process, there were many comments about the difficulty of the process such as “It was tough work and possibly wouldn’t have been possible without facilitator” (C24P3), “As a member of the planning team I found the process exhausting but very rewarding” (C25P6), “ The CDP process was hard work however despite this it proved to be an enjoyable experience” (C25P10), “ Some things were difficult to understand” (C26P1), “ Difficult enough but came together” (C37P6), “ It involved a huge amount of extra work for part-time teachers considering there is no secretarial/ administration on site. All these hours extra were done in teachers’ own time” (C37P11). Conversely, there were a number of comments in relation to the simplicity of the process such as “Very simple and manageable process, please keep it that way” (C26P10), “Small steps made the process manageable. Painless!” (C30P2) and “easy to follow concise instructions. Informative and affirming” (C32P3). 

The author also found the CDP process generally less enjoyable and more difficult for staff teams as outlined in her journal entry.

The model of planning used in the QFI mainly involved operational planning and was selected on the basis of its simplicity and yet some staff teams found it difficult. The author would argue that the selection of a simple planning model was the correct approach at this stage in preference to the more complex Three Strand Concurrent Model (Davies and Elison 1999, 2001, Tuohy 2008) which involves futures thinking and strategic intent as well as operational planning. If a development process is intended to build capacity it should take cognisance of where staff are at in terms of capacity and then engage in processes that stretch that capacity through the provision of carefully designed challenges and experiences. According to Fullan (2001) the complexity of the change process refers to the difficulty and extent of change required of individuals. Creating inappropriately high expectations for change is similar to Fullan’s (1992) “pressure without support” and can also lead to resistance and alienation. The responses from the stakeholders indicate that the planning process was pitched at the correct level for some stakeholders but was too difficult for others. This suggests that the planning process may require simplification or at least the development of an approach that allows for different capacities across staff teams. The following journal entry outlines the initial exploration of this issue by the author with the QFI facilitation team towards the end of the Pilot Phase.


The Facilitator

As with the internal centre evaluation process, comments in relation to the facilitator were overwhelmingly positive. Out of 142 responses the word “excellent” was used 34 times to describe the facilitator or the facilitation of the process. Even where a participant had a negative experience of the process, the comment on the facilitator was positive. Other words used to describe the facilitator were “efficient” (C22P3, C29P7), “professional” (C22P8, C23P2, C35P5), “focused” (C25P1, C25P6, C32P2, C39P2, C42P2), “motivated” (CC27P4), “enthusiastic” (C27P10, C31P2), “energetic” C39P1) and “flexible” (C38P4). Some comments point to what participants consider to be good facilitation skills as follows: “I thought X was a lovely person who was a really good listener with a great personality. She was also very confident about everything and I felt that she knew all of the above really well. She was really nice to work with” (C25P3) “Facilitator was direct, clear, well informed, kept to the point, guided the group, stopped us/ shut us up (when it was necessary). She was great to work with, one of the best facilitators I’ve ever seen at work. I hope I get the opportunity to work with her again” (C29P2) and “I feel X had a lovely disposition she is such a motivated person herself and she in turn motivates others. Her style of delivery was collaborative and inclusive. Her ability to keep the group focused was excellent. Clarity was something that facilitator took great interest in ensuring that every participant was informed” (C27P4). Many of the facilitation skills outlined above are similar to the list of skills for a critical friend as outlined by MacBeath (2006).

There were very few negative comments about facilitators and these related more to the facilitator’s use of time rather than the overall facilitated experience, e.g. “More discussion where disagreement occurred, discussion was out”(C25P8), “A bit rushed could have done with more clarification of certain points” (C22P1). Generally, the data relating to facilitators indicated that facilitators conducted their work in accordance with the training programme for QFI facilitators as outlined in the author’s journal entry.

Duration of Plan

The CDP guidelines suggest that centres would develop a plan, setting out actions that are to be implemented over a 3-5 year timeframe. The Pilot Phase tested this guideline as stakeholders were free to work out a timeframe that best suited the working of the centres, the resources available and the level of compliance with the quality standards prior to the Pilot Phase. Out of twenty-four centres, four developed a two year plan, nineteen developed a three year plan and one centre developed a five year plan. The idea of developing a five year plan may have been linked with the requirement of Vocational Education Committees to develop five year Education Plans. It is clear that most centres favoured a three year timeframe.

Involvement of Learners 
As with ICE, the involvement of learners in the CDP process was widely supported among all stakeholder groups. The guidelines for CDP outlined a number of ways that learner involvement could be achieved but the final decision on how learners were included was made at centre level.  In carrying out this research Coordinators/ Directors were asked to outline the methods selected to engage with learners. Table 6.6 sets out the methods used by centres piloting CDP.

Table 6.6: Methods of Engaging Learners in the Pilot Phase CDP Process

	Methods of Engagement
	Learner Representative Part of Planning group
	Learner Review
(as a group)
	Learner Review
(individually)

	Number of centres
	9
	20
	12


All centres involved learners in the planning process and this mainly involved them participating in a separate review either as a group or individually. Nine centres opted to include learners in the planning team. However, in two Youthreach centres Coordinators commented that learner representatives dropped out of the planning team, possibly due to the difficulty of understanding topics discussed: “Learners did not stay with the planning team after first meeting” (C/D 14C33) and “Learners dropped out of the planning team, too difficult” (C/D14 C23). It may be that the work of the planning team needed to operate at a level to suit staff in order to keep the process moving and to allow staff to make decisions. This may mean that learners, particularly those in Youthreach, should not participate as members of the planning team. However, adult learners may be in a better position to participate in planning team activities in Senior Traveller Training Centres. 

Coordinators’/ Directors’ Views on Specific Aspects of the Centre Development Planning Process

Overall, Coordinators and Directors were very positive about the Centre Development Planning process. This part of the questionnaire was set out in the form of a series of statements relating to the CDP process. Respondents were asked to select from a four-point rating scale of responses including 1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= agree, 4= strongly agree. Based on 24 respondents the average score for each statement is set out in Table 6.7. 

Table 6.7: Coordinators’/ Directors’ Views in Relation to CDP
	Views on the Centre Development Planning  Process
	Average Rating

	The guidelines were clear and easy to follow
	3.4

	Sufficient information was provided at the regional information session to allow the centre to prepare for the CDP process
	3.4

	The staff in the centre are more aware of the need to provide a quality service following the completion of the CDP process
	3.4

	The CDP process has increased the sense of teamwork in the centre
	3.1

	The CDP process was a motivating process for the centre staff
	3.5

	The V.E.C./ Board of Management are more aware of the work that goes on in the centre as a result of the CDP process
	3.0

	The workload involved in the CDP process was manageable
	3.0

	I expect that the specific actions will be implemented as set out in the short term action plan
	3.6

	I expect that a process of Internal Evaluation will occur in the centre on an annual basis
	3.8

	I expect that learners will be given opportunities to evaluate the programmes delivered in the centre on an annual basis
	3.8


The feedback from Coordinators/ Directors showed that they found the guidelines clear and easy to follow in the main. This however contradicts some of the comments from stakeholders who had suggested that the guidelines were somewhat complicated, cumbersome and repetitive at times. The guidance provided by the facilitator prevented this from causing significant problems during the Pilot Phase. In general, stakeholders relied on the facilitator’s direction and depended less on the written guidelines. As with ICE, the regional information session proved useful in preparing stakeholders for the CDP process. The timing of the information sessions was particularly suitable as they were held close to the time that all centres started the CDP process.

It appeared that CDP has increased the level of awareness among staff of the need to provide a quality service and that it was a motivating process for centre staff.  Working together as a staff team and making decisions about the future of the centre gave renewed energy to the team. For many centres this was the first major review that had taken place, and for centres that had been in place for many years it was an opportunity to examine the appropriateness of the service that the centre was providing in light of changing needs of the learners and the demands of recent legislative and policy changes. These views reflected the feedback from participants as outlined earlier.

While Coordinators/ Directors did agree that the CDP process has increased the sense of teamwork in the centre, this was not so in all cases. The establishment of planning teams did seem like a good option at the start of the process, but for many centres it caused problems. Those who were heavily involved in the process felt that they were doing all the work and those who were not in the planning group felt excluded, as seen from the comments: “Planning team not a good idea those who didn’t get involved resented those who did” (C/D14 C21) and “Those involved in process bought into it, other staff were not involved. Should have full staff team involved in process”(C/D14C37). As with the ICE process, the CDP cannot motivate everyone, and therefore there remained individuals who did not fully participate in the process and who were resistant to taking on additional work “permanent staff take on nothing. Teachers only teach and are not interested in following up on actions even during teaching time. Good process for those interested but it doesn’t change anything for those who don’t want to change” (C/D14 C21). Coordinators and Directors also reported that some stakeholders found it hard to understand the review questions. The language and the “jargon” of the process proved frustrating for some participants.

The workload in drawing up the plan seemed manageable but less so when compared to the score for the manageability of ICE process. The facilitated process appeared to cause little workload in itself, but the actual physical work of putting the plan together, including the writing up, cutting and pasting, layout, editing and photocopying seemed to cause the most problems. For centres that did not have access to an individual with relevant computer skills this was problematic. The amount of time required varied from centre to centre. This issue was also highlighted by participants in the process.

Directors/ Coordinators seemed generally confident that the actions that were set out in the plan would be implemented. Some fears were expressed in relation to the implementation of plans. Frequently Coordinators/ Directors referred to the need for management to be involved in ensuring that plans were implemented. Stakeholders referred to the importance of support and encouragement from management in completing this work, “Centres need a push, someone checking what they have done. Is this the role of the VEC or someone else?” (C/D14 C25). The low level of participation by management in the CDP processes in centres is highlighted once again and is exemplified by the comments: “No encouragement from our CEO, still don’t feel we are being recognised by the VEC in a positive light” (C/D14C31), “how much does the CEO know, not much I think” (C/D14 C32) and “VEC not more aware as participation was poor. It was tokenistic involvement” (C/D14C37). Such comments reflect similar concerns expressed in relation to low levels of involvement by management in the ICE process.

Coordinators/ Directors were very confident about the likelihood of annual ICE processes being held in the centre. This would provide a structured opportunity to evaluate the implementation of the action plan as well as other centre work. The feedback suggested that it was highly likely that learners would be given opportunities to evaluate programmes delivered in centres. The possible resistance by some members of staff was acknowledged. Some Coordinators/ Directors felt that teachers needed to be open to receiving feedback from learners and that this would only lead to improvements in the service that is being provided.

Management Views on Specific Aspects of the Centre Development Planning Process

The participation of VEC management in the Pilot Phase included Chief Executive Officers, Education Officers, Adult Education Organisers and Regional Coordinators. The level of participation by management in CDP was higher than it was in the ICE process. Of the twenty individuals who participated, eight returned the questionnaire. 

Members of management were asked about their views on the CDP process and as with Coordinators/ Directors the questionnaire was set out in the form of a series of statements relating to the CDP process. Respondents were asked to select from a four-point rating scale of responses as follows: 1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= agree, 4= strongly agree with each of the statements. Based on feedback from the eight respondents the average score for each statement is set out in Table 6.8.

Table 6.8: Managements’ Views in Relation to CDP
	Views on Centre Development Planning Process
	Overall Rating

	The guidelines were clear and easy to follow
	3.6

	Sufficient information was provided at the regional information session to allow the centre to prepare for the CDP process
	3.7

	The staff in the centre are more aware of the need to provide a quality service following the completion CDP process
	3.5

	The CDP process has increased the sense of teamwork in the centre
	3.4

	The CDP process was a motivating process for the centre staff
	3.4

	The VEC / Board of Management are more aware of the work that goes on in the centre as a result of the CDP process
	3.1

	The amount of time required to complete the planning process was appropriate
	3.1

	I expect that the specific actions will be implemented as set out in the plan
	3.2

	I expect that a process of Internal Evaluation will occur in the centre on an annual basis
	3.7

	I expect that the centre will produce an annual report for the VEC
	3.7

	I expect that learners will be given opportunities to evaluate the programmes delivered in the centre on an annual basis
	3.4

	I am more aware of the work that is going on in the centre since my involvement in the CDP process
	3.1

	The VEC will support the implementation of the action plan
	3.7

	I recommend that other YR and STTC centres within the VEC system should engage in CDP
	3.9

	The quality standards and the quality assurance processes provide V.E.C.s with a mechanism to engage with centres in a more meaningful way
	3.6


Respondents agreed that the guidelines were clear and easy to follow and that the Regional Information Sessions adequately prepared centres to make the necessary preparations for the CDP process. While most members of management felt that it was a motivating and team building process they were aware that there were individuals who were not motivated by the process. The VECs involved in the Pilot and the members of management were more aware of the work of the centres as a result of the CDP process but many reported that they had had good relationships with centres to start with. One comment expanded on this theme: “I have always believed that where the process (i.e. good relationship, shared vision, empathy etc) is effective then initiatives such as the QFI can be very helpful. I am not convinced that the QFI in itself can create good process but it may be a way of challenging bad process. Where the process is weak it would require more in-depth methods which would challenge the underlying relationship which are the foundation blocks of effective education” (M15 VEC11). All respondents agreed that it was important that management be represented in the CDP process. This would provide staff with support at a time when it was much needed and appreciated. In addition, it is important for staff to be aware of the bigger picture at VEC level, particularly in terms of staff training and policy development. The majority of respondents strongly agreed that the VEC would support the implementation of the plan. Some highlighted the importance of management having expectations that centres would engage in quality processes. They also highlighted the importance of management showing an interest in the implementation of the centre’s plan and where possible becoming a member of the implementation team. Overall there appeared to be strong support for the suggestion that other centres would engage in the CDP process.

End of Pilot Phase Feedback Sessions
The pragmatic orientation to action research used in this research project required a focus on cooperation, collaboration, mutual understanding and problem solving, dialogical interaction and exchange (Johansson and Lindhult 2008). Accordingly, a number of feedback sessions were organised for stakeholders at the end of the Pilot Phase. From a research perspective the feedback sessions helped to achieve “catalytic” and “process” validity (Anderson and Herr 2005) required for an action research project.  Presenting the initial findings and facilitating discussion among stakeholders allowed for the creation of knowledge that is based on “the sharing of meanings around similar experiences and the creation of an evolving language through the collective naming of common experiences” (Genat 2009 p111). The report on the Pilot Phase described the feedback sessions as “an opportunity to bring stakeholders together to discuss the Pilot Phase, to tease out issues, to resolve questions that were being raised and to debate a number of points where a difference of opinion existed” (O’Brien 2004 p 58). 

Two national feedback sessions were held in two different locations to facilitate feedback from representatives from all stakeholder groups.  On both occasions the learner feedback sessions ran concurrently but separately to other stakeholder feedback sessions. Learners participated in a number of workshops that tested a range of approaches and activities for engaging learners in the ICE and CDP processes. A total of 124 stakeholders attended these feedback sessions. The key findings were outlined by the researcher so as to check the validity of the findings with the participants. Workshop participants were divided into focus groups to discuss a number of key questions and notes were documented by a group facilitator. The questions discussed reflect the questions that were raised for the researcher by the feedback from participants in the Pilot Phase. In relation to the ICE process the questions focused on participants in the ICE process, the need for separate evaluation sessions with some stakeholder groups, use of evidence, involvement of management, programme evaluation and the development of policies and procedures. The focus groups discussing CDP focused on the frequency of centres engaging in the CDP process, the need to develop a mission statement, aims and objectives prior to engaging in CDP, the participation of learners, reviews with various stakeholder groups, the involvement of management and the use of evidence. The discussion from the focus groups and the overall findings of the seminar were outlined in the report of the Pilot Phase (O’Brien 2004). Some of the main points from this report with regard to the seminar are outlined below.

The key issue in relation to participation in both processes was the involvement of any person other than the staff team. It was suggested that the involvement of management, community representatives, learners and Boards of Management could stifle honest dialogue among staff. However, the majority agreed that management should be involved. It was suggested that VEC management may not be sufficiently aware of the Quality Framework Initiative and a more formalised approach to involving management was recommended. The involvement of learners was seen as essential and it was recommended that learners participate in separate evaluations and reviews to the staff team. More appropriate methodologies needed to be developed that would engage the learner, and learners should be apprised of the developments that are taking place as a result of their recommendations. It was generally agreed that separate reviews and evaluations should take place with key stakeholder groups outside the centre.

There was general agreement with the recommendation to provide evidence during evaluations and reviews. The gathering of evidence was seen as part of the process of growth and development. A number of stakeholders reported that folders of evidence had been collected in many centres as part of the QFI processes. During the feedback session participants were asked to examine the evaluation criteria that could be applied to the evaluation of a programme and agreement was reached in this regard. It was recognised that certain policies and procedures needed to be developed at national level, particularly those that originate from legislation, while others could be developed at regional, VEC or centre level. Participants recommended the development of a centre mission statement, aims and objectives prior to engaging in a CDP process. All agreed that it was important to hold internal evaluation sessions annually and monitoring meetings as required. 

The feedback sessions were well attended and it appeared to the author that those who participated in the Pilot Phase were interested to hear how others had experienced the processes. While the seminar did not produce significant additional findings it achieved its aims in terms of the action research process. It facilitated the development of mutual understanding, problem solving and the exchange of ideas. The author’s reflections on the two national seminars are outlined in her journal entry from that period.
A total of 26 learners were involved in workshops, the purpose of which was to find out what learners thought of the ICE and CDP processes and to test a range of activities that were designed to engage learners in quality assurance processes. Both adult Travellers and teenagers from Youthreach centres participated together in the workshops. Interestingly, there appeared to be no difference in the recommendations made by learners from each programme in terms of consultation with learners (O’Brien 2004).

Feedback from Facilitators

During the Pilot Phase the facilitation team not only had the task of implementing the guidelines but also attempted to look for potential improvements that could be made to the guidelines and the processes. Two review processes conducted as focus group sessions provided the opportunity to record the views and recommendations of the facilitation team as were outlined in the report on the Pilot Phase (O’Brien 2004) and which are summarised here.

The Pilot Phase had helped facilitators to clarify their role in QFI processes. While they assisted staff in conducting a self-evaluation process they were not themselves external evaluators. However, the examination of evidence during an evaluation or review session caused facilitators to question whether they should comment on what they considered poor standards of practice or documentation. Their role involved ensuring that the process was carried out as intended. They recommended that additional guidelines be developed to clarify certain aspects of the processes including the involvement of learners and management. The importance of celebrating the success of the centre was highlighted. 

Facilitators suggested that large numbers of stakeholders attending the review had led to an attempt to present a better image of the centre than is the case in reality and that separate reviews may be more appropriate. Learner participation in the planning group did not appear to be the most appropriate form of learner engagement in some centres, due to the nature of the debate and level of experience required. Clear guidelines on how to develop a Mission Statement, Aims and Objectives needed to be included in the CDP guidelines. Further guidelines needed to be developed in relation to carrying out the learner review, feeding this information to the planning group and feeding developments back to learners. Further clarification was required regarding the link between ICE and CDP.

The feedback from facilitators was mainly of a technical nature. It included recommendations for improvements and also highlighted a range of issues that needed to be addressed in the revised processes and guidelines. The feedback from facilitators was very different in nature to the feedback from participants. Facilitators had a greater insight into the detail of the processes and were more aware of issues that would impact on the achievement of task and process outcomes. As stated previously, paying attention to the practicalities of the process is a key factor in supporting implementation. The Pilot Phase established the importance of ensuring that, going forward, facilitators would continually review the processes and would be part of the ongoing mechanism of maintenance and improvement.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE NEXT CYCLE

The recommendations outlined below are based on the feedback from 293 participants, 44 Coordinators and Directors and 10 VEC managers who participated in the Pilot Phase. They also reflect the comments made by the 124 stakeholders who attended the end of Pilot Phase seminar, the 14 facilitators who facilitated the processes and the observations of the author as documented in the research journal. Recommendations are made in relation to the following areas:

· General Recommendations in Relation to the Quality Framework

· Internal Centre Evaluation Process

· Centre Development Planning Process

· Rollout of the Quality Framework Initiative to all Centres Nationally

· National Developments

General Recommendations in Relation to the Quality Framework

Following the Pilot Phase it was recommended that the Quality Standards and the Guidelines for Internal Centre Evaluation and Centre Development Planning should be re-developed. In doing so, due consideration was be given to FETAC’s quality assurance policy and procedures (FETAC 2004) as it was clear that providers of FETAC programmes would have to engage in self-evaluation. The author had anticipated the usefulness of incorporating the requirements of the QFI and the requirements of the FETAC quality assurance policy into a single framework and self-evaluation process for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. The external evaluation aspect of the Quality Framework had not yet been decided at national level and therefore it was recommended that the Department of Education and Science would make a decision in this regard. 

In relation to the overall implementation of the framework it was recommended that a number of elements had worked well and should be retained within the model, including the combination of a task and process focus,  the timeframe allocated for the completion,  the centralised selection and training of facilitators, the provision of financial support by the Department of Education and Science, the regional information sessions, the on-going evaluation of the experience by participants and the national monitoring and on-going improvement of the framework by the QFI National Coordinator.

Internal Centre Evaluation Process 

It was recommended that Internal Centre Evaluation should occur in all centres on an annual basis. More detailed guidelines were needed in relation to the evaluation of programmes by staff and learners. The wording of the evaluation criteria required revision to ensure that the meaning was clear and examination of evidence was recommended in order to demonstrate compliance with criteria. The collation of evidence would require additional preparation work by centre staff in advance of the self-evaluation process. Clearer guidelines were also required in relation to how the process links from one year to the next and how the implementation of actions from a previous ICE process can be checked before initiating a second ICE process.

The process for engaging learners in the evaluation process needed to be revised and a selection of evaluation activities needed to be developed as well as good practice guidelines for engaging in consultation with learners. The question of how VEC management and Boards of Management representatives could best participate in the ICE process needed further examination. 

Centre Development Planning Process
It was recommended that a process of Centre Development Planning should take place in centres as required, but no more frequently than every 3-5 years. Overall the process required simplification, the guidelines needed to be reorganised and further guidelines were required in relation to a number of areas: the development of a mission statement, aims and objectives; the process for engaging learners; conducting reviews with various stakeholders; the use of evidence in conducting reviews and monitoring the implementation of actions. The question of how VEC Management and Boards of Management representatives can best participate in the CDP process also required further examination and it was recommended that a range of options may need to be developed.
Rollout of the Quality Framework Initiative to all Centres Nationally

It was recommended that plans for the rollout of the Quality Framework to all Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres would be agreed through discussion between the Department of Education and Science, The Irish Vocational Education Association, The Association of Chief Executive Officers and Education Officers and the National Coordinators for Youthreach and for Senior Traveller Training Centres. 

It was recommended that each Vocational Education Committee would become more involved in the Quality Framework Initiative and that VEC management should ensure that all centres were working towards improvement using the Quality Framework model. It was recommended that the Quality Framework would be seen as a framework for interaction between centres and VEC management in that it introduced a clear system for reporting and consultation between centres and VEC management. Therefore it should be part of the induction programmes provided by VECs for new Coordinators and Directors. Management should have clear expectations for centre performance based on the Quality Standards, which should also identify for management the kinds of supports that centres required. In terms of supporting the extension of the initiative to a greater number of centres, additional facilitators would be required. It was specifically recommended that staff from centres apply for the position of facilitator as this would result in significant capacity building at local level.
National Developments
In addition to the developments that would be the responsibility of the Quality Framework Coordinator, a number of other developments were recommended at national level in order to improve the quality of the programmes. A coordinated approach to the development of the relevant policies and procedures by the Department of Education and Science and the Irish Vocational Education Association was recommended and in particular the development of Operational Guidelines for centres. The development of an IT based record keeping system for centres was recommended on the ground that it would also support the collation of evidence required for the quality system. Training in leadership skills for Coordinators and Directors was recommended in that it would further build capacity and enhance understanding in relation to educational management. 

CONCLUSION

The implementation of the Quality Framework was tested from September 2003 to July 2004 through the piloting of Internal Centre Evaluation and Centre Development Planning in forty-four centres and involved 1,328 participants. The Pilot Phase had involved the establishment of supports including the provision of information to stakeholders and the selection and training of the facilitation team. Data had been gathered from participants in relation to participation levels, how the processes were implemented and the participants’ experience of the processes. The analysis of the data demonstrated high levels of participation among all stakeholder groups with the exception of management. It appeared that the ICE and CDP processes were implemented as intended and conducted within the proposed timeframe and following the draft guidelines. All forty-four centres had completed either an internal centre evaluation process or had completed a centre development planning process. Feedback from participants was generally positive and a range of process outcomes had been achieved. Seminars at the end of the Pilot Phase provided an opportunity to present findings to the various stakeholder groups and to further explore a number of issues that had arisen. It was recommended that the Quality Standards and the Guidelines for Internal Centre Evaluation and Centre Development Planning should be re-developed in light of the learning from the Pilot Phase and that the initiative should be rolled out to all centres nationally.

The results from the Pilot Phase demonstrated that the processes of internal evaluation and planning were useful improvement processes for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. The Internal Centre Evaluation process yielded a slightly more positive response than the Centre Development Planning process. The prescriptive approach adopted by the Quality Framework Initiative was successful in achieving the task and process outcomes in the allocated timeframe. It had become clear that the facilitator was central to the achievement of this goal. Simply achieving the task was not the sole purpose of the processes. Ensuring that stakeholders had a positive experience would strongly influence the likelihood of on-going engagement by stakeholders. Engaging stakeholders in a straightforward process that was positively experienced and completed within an expected time frame might be the key to embedding the process nationally and achieving sustained change.

The feedback from the Pilot Phase provided direction for the researcher going forward to the next action research cycle. In advance of rolling out the initiative nationally the processes required redevelopment as outlined in the recommendations. The Pilot Phase had proven extremely useful. The Quality Framework no longer existed only in theory, it had become a lived experience for a large number of stakeholders across the country. The momentum that had begun to build in 2000 had not ceased. At this point in the research project the researcher intended to move on as quickly as possible to the next action research cycle and to make the necessary changes in order to introduce the initiative nationally as soon as was practicable.

CHAPTER SEVEN: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION FOR ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE FOUR  

CYCLE FOUR: REDEVELOPMENT AND NATIONAL ROLLOUT
This chapter describes the various steps involved in the redevelopment of quality assurance processes and guidelines and the national rollout of the initiative to all centres in 2006. It also examines the level of implementation and the impact of the Quality Framework from 2006 to 2009. This timeframe was selected as it allowed all centres to engage in quality processes over four years. It was considered a reasonable period of time, by the author, to expect stakeholders to see the tangible impact of the initiative and to establish if the culture of centres had changed to embrace the QFI processes. In 2006 the Department of Education Inspectorate initiated the inspection of Centres for Education. Although the development of an external evaluation process was not an aim of the current research project, the implementation and impact of the inspection is briefly examined as it is a core part of the Quality Framework. 

Also in 2009 the Department of Education and Science decided not to renew the secondment of the Quality Framework Coordinator. This action was part of a number of cost saving measures instigated by the Department of Education and Science at that time, in response to the downturn in the economy. The findings therefore relate to the impact and implementation of the Quality Framework when the support of a National Coordinator was in place and when the Quality Framework was being implemented as intended. As with previous cycles it follows Elliott’s (1991) action research model and is set out under the following headings:

· Reconnaissance

· Outline Action Steps

· Implement Action Steps

· Findings and Discussion

· Recommendations for Future Development

RECONNAISSANCE

The recommendations from the Pilot Phase provided the researcher with a road map for the further development of the Quality Framework Initiative. The response from stakeholders had indicated that the quality assurance processes of self-evaluation and planning were useful and appropriate to centres. A number of technical improvements to the processes were required but when complete the Quality Framework Initiative would be rolled out to all centres nationally.

The research questions for the Redevelopment and National Rollout Phase are as follows:

· What was the level of implementation of the QFI after four years?

· What was the impact of the QFI on centres after four years?

· What was the attitude of Coordinators and Directors to the QFI?

· What was the role of facilitators in the QFI processes?

· Has the QFI impacted on the image of centres?

· How can the QFI be further developed?

OUTLINE ACTION STEPS

The actions steps are based primarily on the recommendations from the Pilot Phase and involved the following actions:
· Redevelop the quality framework processes and documents

· Establish supports

· Initiate rollout of the Quality Framework Initiative

· Engage in ongoing maintenance and development of the Quality Framework Initiative

· Gather Data on the Redevelopment and National Rollout

IMPLEMENT ACTION STEPS

Redevelop the Quality Framework Initiative Processes and Documents

The wording of the quality standards was revised to make the language more user friendly and to incorporate the FETAC quality areas. A greater focus was placed on the documentation of evidence when engaging in QFI processes. A range of improved methods for engaging learners and management was developed. The guidelines on internal centre evaluation were extended to include more detailed guidelines on the evaluation of specific programmes. The guidelines on centre development planning recommended that centres would develop three-year rather than five-year action plans. More detailed guidelines were included in relation to the development and review of a centre mission statement, aims and objectives. 

Overall, the three quality framework documents were reorganised, certain aspects were clarified and additional information was added as required. The documents were designed to a high standard in order to make them more user-friendly and to provide other benefits as outlined in the author’s journal entry from that period. A copy of the final version of the three QFI documents, The Quality Standards for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres, Guidelines for Internal Centre Evaluation and Guidelines for Centre Development Planning are included in Appendix G.


Establish Supports

Building on the experience of the Pilot Phase, a number of supports were developed. Additional facilitators were recruited and the team was retrained in accordance with the revised guidelines. A series of regional information sessions were planned. The costs for the initiative were established as was a system for making payments to VECs.  The role of the Quality Framework Coordinator as advisor to centre staff, VEC management and the facilitation team was clearly established. A feedback mechanism for participants was developed to ensure that the national coordinator remained informed in relation to the quality framework experience of staff and management in each centre. It also provided a mechanism for stakeholders to highlight concerns in relation to the processes or the facilitation of the processes. A separate system was established to ensure that the Quality Framework Coordinator could annually monitor the level of engagement by each centre with QFI processes. 
Initiate Rollout of the Quality Framework Initiative

The newly developed guidelines for the Quality Framework Initiative were finalised by January 2005. The initiative was to be rolled out to 41 new centres in 2005 and 40 additional centres in 2006 while the 44 pilot centres continued to engage. This phased approach was intended to result in the full engagement of all centres by 2006.  However, due to ongoing industrial relations issues associated with Youthreach centres, in 2005 a decision was made by the National Coordinators to focus mainly on the Senior Traveller Training Centres until a productivity agreement for Youthreach staff was accepted. In 2005 29 centres engaged in Internal Centre Evaluation or Centre Development Planning processes. This included 8 Youthreach centres and of those seven had participated in the Pilot Phase.

In October 2005 the productivity agreement was accepted by Youthreach staff and it included an agreement that Youthreach staff would engage with the Quality Framework Initiative. In March 2006 the National Coordinator of the Quality Framework Initiative (the author) wrote to all centres and Vocational Education Committees announcing the national roll out of the initiative (Appendix D). Despite the fact that the rollout did not occur in the phased approach that was originally intended, the objective of extending the initiative to all 127 centres by 2006 was achieved. A series of regional information sessions were provided for staff and VEC management during March and April 2006. These sessions provided stakeholders with information about the CDP and ICE processes and assisted centres to make preparations for engagement in the QFI processes. Additional facilitators had been recruited and trained and, unlike for the Pilot Phase, centres could select a trained facilitator from a list provided. A printed copy of the redeveloped guidelines was circulated to each VEC and centre and was also available on the Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centre websites. 
In May 2006 the Department of Education and Science issued a letter to all VECs advising them that a budget of €1,100 was to be allocated to each centre on an annual basis for the purpose of engaging in QFI processes (Appendix C). The letter also outlined the responsibilities of the Chief Executive Officer in relation to the QFI as follows:

CEOs will be requested to ensure that all centres properly engage in the relevant ICE and/or CDP processes. Towards this end, CEOs will be requested to

· Encourage good practice in all Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres as outlined in the QFI Quality Standards document

· Ensure that centres engage in ICE on an annual basis and engage in CDP once in every four (approx) years

· Ensure that VEC management participate in the ICE and CDP processes

· Encourage the production of an annual evaluation report by centres following the annual ICE process

· Support and facilitate centre staff to implement actions arising from the planning and evaluation processes e.g. policy development, staff training

· Release selected staff to act as QFI facilitators.

(Department of Education and Science 2006a)

An extremely important aspect of the quality framework initiative was that clear expectations were established with regard to the level of engagement of centres on an annual basis. The author felt that this aspect was missing in many other national quality assurance systems. The instruction given was that every centre would engage in quality assurances processes every year and the duration of an ICE or CDP process was prescribed. Centres were to engage in an ICE process within every calendar year and engage in CDP once every four years. The duration of a CDP process was to be no longer than eight months and to be spread over an academic year at most. This instruction avoided the likelihood of centres engaging in very protracted processes of planning which might go on for years before a centre plan was complete. 

This level of prescription was purposefully planned and while it may leave the approach open to criticism for the lack of flexibility and over consistency in terms of the content of evaluation reports and plans produced, it did support the completion of quality processes by stakeholders. In planning this approach the author was cognisant of the shortage of time available to centre staff to engage in quality assurance processes. There was also an awareness that in order to ensure good practice from the start centres would have to be led through the processes by a facilitator, so that not only would processes be carried out in line with the guidelines but also that participants would experience the success of completing planning and self-evaluation processes within a reasonable period of time.  Most importantly, the author was aware that while the planning and self-evaluation processes were critical, the real purpose of the initiative was to improve the quality of services provided to learners. Therefore it was important to keep the evaluation and planning processes as simple and do-able as possible so that staff could quickly get to the point of implementing actions and making improvements.

Ongoing Maintenance and Development of the Quality Framework Initiative

From the time the Quality Framework Initiative was rolled out to all centres in 2006 and continuing up to 2009, various measures were taken to ensure the ongoing improvement of the initiative and the level of supports provided for centres to achieve the quality standards. A key development in 2006 was the initiation of external evaluation of centres by the Department of Education and Science Inspectorate. This followed on from the designation of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres as “centres for education” under the Education Act (1998). The external evaluation was designed to:

· introduce the practice of external evaluation to centres for education, as provided for in the Education Act (1998), section 7 (2) (b)

· identify, acknowledge and affirm good practice in centres

· identify, in a constructive way, areas for improvement in centres

· promote the goals of the quality framework initiative

· provide an assurance of quality in the non-formal sector of the education system based on the collection of objective, dependable and high-quality data

· inform Department of Education and Science policy towards future development.

(Department of Education and Science 2009)

The focus of the external evaluation is on the quality of management, planning, learning environment and learning programme. The external evaluation of centres is now an ongoing process. The Quality Framework Coordinator developed a good working relationship with the Inspectorate during this time and saw the involvement of the Inspectorate as a very welcome advancement. From the early stages in the development of the quality framework, stakeholders had agreed that the framework for quality assurance would be complete with the addition of an external evaluation aspect to support and ensure the internal quality processes. The impact of this development is discussed further in the findings.

The ongoing promotion of the quality framework was a task for the national coordinator. This mainly involved making presentations to various stakeholder groups at conferences and seminars. It provided an opportunity to report on developments and levels of implementation. 


Other aspects of promotion included the provision of training to new Coordinators and Directors of centres. It was expected that new centres would be in a position to engage in quality assurance processes within a year of being established.

A key aspect of the ongoing maintenance and development of the initiative was the regular review sessions held with the QFI facilitation team. The first reviews were held during the Pilot Phase and it became immediately evident to the author that these reviews would become the central focus for improvements made to the internal centre evaluation and planning processes. Facilitators were in a unique position to observe what aspects of the processes worked well and how these aspects could be improved. Facilitators were clearly interested in improving processes and they were encouraged to test activities that would lead to improvements. Activities that worked successfully were incorporated into the official guidelines and year after year this led to numerous technical and process improvements as is reflected in the following journal entry.


Regional information sessions on the Quality Framework Initiative took place in 2006 and 2007. At the start of 2008 the Quality Framework Coordinator re-evaluated the need for such sessions. It appeared that the need for information was met to a large degree. All centres and VECs had experienced the QFI processes and centre Coordinators/Directors began to rely on the facilitators and the QFI national Coordinator for new information and direction. 

As the initiative progressed, facilitators and staff reported the need for additional supports that would assist centres in providing good practice. One of the areas of concern was programme planning. The Inspectorate had noted through external evaluations that “a range of lesson planning and preparation styles were observed across the six centres visited with some excellent practice being reported on while there was considerable scope for development in others” (Department of Education and Science 2006d p12). As centres have no access to support services such as the Second Level Support Services there were no systems or structures in place for the development of national guidelines in relation to a good practice nor was there a national programme of staff development in place to provide training to staff and to ensure consistency of practice.  Towards the end of 2006 the Quality Framework Initiative developed guidelines and a facilitated training programme for centre staff on programme planning. In 2007 staff teams in thirty-five centres availed of this training programme and a further twenty-two centres completed the training in 2008.

The success of this training programme led to the development of follow-on guidelines and a training programme in teaching methodologies for centre staff. This training programme was piloted in June 2009 but was not rolled out following the termination of the position of the National Quality Framework Initiative Coordinator. In addition, guidelines on managing learner behaviour in Youthreach centres were also in development at that time. 
An additional support provided by the Quality Framework Initiative was guidelines and a training programme for centre staff on consultation with learners. This was provided on a regional basis in 2008 and to staff teams thereafter. The emphasis here was on encouraging staff to use a variety of methods to engage with learners, so that the process not only yields useful information for staff but that it is also a useful and empowering process for learners.

Overall, the approach to maintenance and development was to continue to raise expectations among centre staff and management in relation to engagement, to improve QFI processes, to respond to feedback from all stakeholder groups and to provide additional supports where feasible.

Gathering Data

The data used to examine the implementation and impact of the Quality Framework Initiative was derived from a number of sources as follows:

· The levels of implementation by centres of the QFI processes was monitored and recorded by the QFI Coordinator on an annual basis. 

· The impact of the Quality Framework Initiative was explored through the use of two focus group meetings, one involving Coordinators and the other Directors as detailed in chapter four. 

· The journal entries of the QFI National Coordinator.

· A number of reports produced during this period which indicated levels of implementation and impact are also used for triangulation purposes.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The implementation and impact of the Quality Framework was examined four years after it was rolled out to all centres. The level of implementation was measured by the National Coordinator on an annual basis. This information was provided by centre Coordinators and Directors but was also cross referenced with evaluation sheets returned to the National Coordinator after a process was completed. Therefore if a centre Coordinator or Director claimed that a self-evaluation process had taken place, the National Coordinator would not record that until after the evaluation sheets were returned via the facilitator from those who participated in the process. This practice ensured the accuracy of records. The impact of the Quality Framework Initiative was mainly examined through the use of focus groups held in 2010. One focus group was held with Directors of Senior Traveller Training Centres and another with Coordinators of Youthreach centres.  

The Level of Implementation of the Quality Framework Initiative

The QFI records outline the level of engagement across centres during the period 2006-2009. Table 7.1 details levels of participation in the various Quality Framework Initiative processes and training programmes during this period. When the Quality Framework Initiative was rolled out in 2006 there were 127 centres in place across both strands. By 2008 the total number had risen to 139 due to the establishment of 12 new Youthreach centres.
Table 7.1: Implementation of QFI from Pilot Phase to 2009
	QFI Activity
	‘03-’04 Pilot
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008
	2009

	Total No.
	44
	29
	109
	110
	125
	112

	ICE
	20
	11
	65
	73
	93
	74

	CDP
	24
	18
	44
	37
	32
	38

	Programme Planning
	
	
	
	35
	22
	9


Engagement in an ICE process was only recorded when the process as outlined in QFI guidelines was complete. Engagement in CDP was usually spread over two years e.g. if a CDP process began in 2006 and was completed in 2007, the records indicated that the centre had participated in CDP in 2006 and 2007. The low level of engagement in 2005 resulted from industrial relations issues with Youthreach staff. Participation levels dramatically increased in 2006 with the national rollout. Increased engagement by centres continued up to 2008 and then dropped by thirteen in 2009. An increase in numbers in 2008 was also due the establishment of twelve new Youthreach Centres, six of which completed ICE or started CDP during 2008. The drop in 2009 may be due to the termination of the National Coordinator’s position in July of that year, as there was no follow up work with centres that had not engaged up to that point in 2009, as would normally have been the case.

Overall the implementation of the QFI was carried out as intended and as outlined in the QFI guidelines. Centres selected either the ICE or CDP process as the preferred improvement process to start with. There were various combinations evident over the 2006-2009 period e.g. some centres engaged in ICE for four years in a row while others engaged in CDP to start and then engaged in ICE for the following three years. The majority of centre development planning processes was completed within a six month period resulting in the production of a three year plan. The implementation of actions was self-evaluated every year until the plan was fully implemented. Internal centre evaluation processes were conducted over two consecutive days and resulted in a one year action plan. The implementation actions from a previous year were checked at the start of a self-evaluation process.

The level of implementation appears to be very high when compared to the initial implementation of the School Development Planning Initiative (SDPI) at second level. SDPI was rolled out in 1999 and in 2002 a progress report on the SDPI was published. Despite the legislative requirement, the pay agreement and range of supports provided to schools, the outputs of the initiative appear to be relatively modest. In the progress report, schools were asked to indicate how many whole-staff planning days or planning sessions they had held since September 1999. Out of the 209 schools surveyed “80% had held at least one planning day; 30% had held at least one shorter planning session; in all, 91% of schools indicated that they had taken time for planning” (Department of Education and Science 2002 p32). There was no indication that any school had completed a plan.  The author would suggest that cultural and structural differences between mainstream schools and Centres for Education might explain some of the reasons for the difference in levels of implementation. However, the difference may be explained by the dissimilarity in expectations for annual engagement, the degree of prescription and the allocation of time specifically for engagement.

Apart from the official records a number of reports seemed to concur with the view that levels of engagement with the Quality Framework Initiative were high. Following a consultation process with staff in a number of Youthreach centres, the CHL Consulting Company (2006 p21) claimed that the Quality Framework Initiative “has been grasped by Youthreach staff”. An evaluation report issued by the Inspectorate (Department of Education 2009) reported on the external evaluation of 25 Youthreach centres during 2006 and 2007. In relation to the quality of planning the report found that almost all the twenty-five centres had engaged with ICE or CDP or both processes. It is not clear to what extent the introduction of the external inspection process impacted on the level of engagement of centres in the QFI processes. The development of the initiative had begun five years before external inspection processes began and the overwhelmingly positive feedback from stakeholders indicated that high levels of engagement were likely going forward. A key focus of inspection is the quality of centre planning. Under this heading the inspection process examines the centre plan and policies; the planning process and the implementation of the plan. It is important to note that the external inspection process does not examine the quality of self-evaluation and the implementation of action plans that arise from these. This was a particular issue of concern for the QFI national coordinator (author) as reflected in her journal.

Overall, the involvement of the Inspectorate and the initiation of the inspection of centres was a most welcome development to the author. There had been a high level of collaboration between the National Coordinators of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres, the Quality Framework Coordinator and the Inspectorate prior to the initiation of the inspection process. In general the inspection criteria and the inspection reports indicated to the author that the Inspectorate had recognised the specific nature of the programmes. However, in relation to quality assurance, it appeared that the existing model of school development planning was the basis for the inspection of planning in centres. This is evident in the Department of Education and Science (2006d) report which outlined that “the centre plans reviewed generally contained a range of written policies”. The anomaly may not be immediately apparent, but can be explained by the fact that under the QFI model centre plans do not contain policies. However, in the school development planning model this is the case. In the development of the QFI the author intentionally separated planning from policy development to avoid an overemphasis on policy development as was the case with the implementation of school development planning in mainstream education (Department of Education and Science 2002). It was clear that inspectors were reporting on the quality of planning and the development of policies as if both were key parts of a centre planning process. Despite this issue, it appeared that the level of engagement in internal centre evaluation remained high during the 2006-2009 period and many inspection reports actually mentioned the ICE process but only in terms of its contribution to planning. 

External inspection of Centres for Education was initiated in 2006 by the Department of Education and Science Inspectorate. During the period 2006 to 2009, 66 inspections were carried out in Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. These inspections followed a similar process to the inspection of schools. Inspection commenced with a pre-evaluation meeting between the inspection team and the centre’s management personnel and staff. In preparation for inspection the centre complete a programme questionnaire and a learner data form. The inspection, which takes place a week later generally, lasts for two to three days. It involves observing teaching and learning; examining the work of learners; interviewing staff, learners, parents, VEC management and the Board of Management. Teacher programme plans and centre policies are also examined as part of the process. The inspection report outlines the centre’s performance in relation to: the quality of centre management; the quality of planning; the learning environment; the learning programme; the quality of teaching and learning; and concludes with a set of recommendations for improvement (Department of Education and Science 2009).

The Impact of the Quality Framework Initiative

While the main focus of this research has been on the development and implementation of the Quality Framework Initiative, it was also useful to examine its impact. The author acknowledges that the number of centres involved in this phase of the research was relatively small. However, the findings do provide a useful indication of the impact. A number of factors influenced the author’s decision in this regard and these are outlined below.

Prior to conducting this final aspect of the research project, the author had recommended that the Further Education Section of the Department of Education and Science would conduct a large scale evaluation study of the impact of the Quality Framework Initiative on centres nationally. The author had recommended two possible approaches to conducting this evaluation. The first involved the detailed evaluation of the impact across all centres including an examination of the distance travelled. This would involve the examination of the systems that were in place prior to 2006 compared to the systems in place as a result of the initiative. This research would require the examination of documentation such as centre reviews, actions plans and self-evaluation reports as well as interviews with learners, staff and management. The second approach was to examine the effectiveness of the Quality Framework Initiative as an improvement mechanism when compared to other similar initiatives in the education system. This evaluation would be similar to a value for money review. Using the Programme Logic Model it would examine inputs, activities, outputs and outcomes. 
In anticipation of a larger impact assessment being conducted, the author was conscious of avoiding duplication while at the same time recognising the need to provide some indication of impact in order to conclude the current research project. To this end, two focus group interviews were held four years after the Quality Framework Initiative was rolled out to all Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres nationally. One focus group involved the participation of 5 Coordinators while the second involved the participation of 4 Directors and all met the criteria for participation. Each focus group was held for approximately one hour and followed the procedure for conducting focus groups, as outlined in chapter four. Participants in both focus groups were asked the same questions. Each unit of data from the focus groups was documented separately according to the question and coded as outlined in chapter four using alphanumeric codes. Coded data was then reduced to highlight a number of key themes under which the findings will be discussed: the positive impact of internal processes; attitudes towards the initiative; negative comments; the impact of inspection, facilitators; and image of the centres. 

The Positive Impact of the Internal Processes 

Feedback from both focus groups indicated that the overall impact of the Quality Framework Initiative was positive. This was indicated by comments such as “it put a structure to stuff that you were already doing and I think it helped tremendously” (JC1.1), “it let people know that we were serious about the work that we do” (JC1.2), “it whipped staff into shape” (SC1.8), “I think it gave it professionalism, if you like, for the first time” (CC1.25), “ it made life a little bit more credible” (AC2.8),  “for staff as well, because I think it gives them a focus, it gives them a vision and it gives them aims and objectives” (JC1.4), “it forced me to get certain things done and start to address things” (EC1.9) “it just put in stone what we were supposed to be doing” (SD1.8), “it has been very good for Traveller Training Centres. It reframed the centres. The way a centre Director does their business is different to the way it was: because there are policies, there are procedures, there are structures in place. It changed the centres basically. It has formalised them a bit more. It has had a good impact” (ND1.19), “centres went from being very unstructured to very structured. We have policies for everything and it structured the whole place basically” (ND1.21), “to my mind this is a course in professionalism, this process is making people more professional, definitely working together better as a team and as a result we have been able to introduce initiatives in recent years and I think it’s because we are that bit better organised. The quality of what we are providing is so much better” (LD1.25), “it focused in on certain areas and gave us a real sense of how to do it right” (SD1.6), “The evaluation certainly, it’s actually surprising, the learner evaluation. It really just structures everything around the assessments and that of students. There is a lot of stuff that you wouldn’t have thought about, I certainly wouldn’t. There’s a structure there for assessing students. We assess them now because of all that, assess them two or three times a year, review how they are getting on. In September now they will have a one on one with each student and they will look at the meeting they had, say the mid-term break at Easter and we will review what they were at, were they are now... and what we would like them to do. Now we will review that in September.  Now, that’s all due to the Quality Framework, the QFI” (SD1.32), “a lot of stuff up to the QFI was down to staff opinion, personality driven as opposed to systems” ( LD3.4).  
Some comments indicated an increase in the level of certification and positive outcomes for learners “now I can say we are giving young people in this centre a basic level of education, level 3 and level 4 is done, there are people leaving with a bit of paper, whereas once upon a time I had fellas who had 25 modules but they never had the three core subjects” (SC2.17), “ we now have some students that were with us previously and they are experiencing what we do so differently” (LD1.26), “ I think it is good for trainees to see that staff are taking a professional approach, that staff take their work very seriously. Staff consult them, get their feedback to try and improve the quality of the teaching. They see inspectors coming in and they see charts on the wall: the quality framework for the year, so they get a sense that staff are taking the work seriously and are professional in their approach and that gives learners a sense of importance and self-esteem” (SD3.5), “since the QFI came in.. this would be very significant in the X area alone. There was one Traveller girl in the last five years did her Leaving Cert Applied and since the QFI came in and there has been a focus on really working with the Level twos and the level threes in X centre , it’s a different way of working, but we have nine this year sitting the Leaving Cert” (ND2.16).

Much of the comments outlined above refer to the influence of the quality standards which have raised expectations (Leithwood 2001, Anderson 2005). Centres have developed systems (Senge 1990) for key aspects of the work and with these structures in place there is a sense of professionalism (Hargreaves and Goodson 1996, Hopkins 2005, Jackson 2006, Day and Smethem 2009) in how they see themselves and their staff teams and how they are seen by others. Improvements have been identified and capacity has been built (Wilkins 1999, Fullan 2009).

Some comments indicated the affirming nature of the QFI processes such as, “we focus on the negative things in the centre a lot of the time, the family situation, the home situation, all of the things we take on board and sometimes you think, you need a little ray of sunshine. When you do the evaluation you actually look at what you have done for the year” (JC2.2), “At the end of it we are all going out elated, we think oh God we have done loads of stuff actually and it’s always good” (AC2.6) “an important aspect of the QFI was the motivational aspect for the staff. When you work in a centre, you tend to focus on problems at meetings because that’s how problems get fixed and solved. The QFI gives you a chance to focus on what you are doing well and staff get a sense of achievement, a sense of satisfaction and a sense of reward” (ED1.14), “the QFI comes at the end of an academic year, when you are feeling a bit tired, so the timing is good. You end the year on a very positive note” (ED1.29).

Some of the affirmation was directly related to the feedback from learners, which is a key aspect of the QFI processes: “the evaluations are very useful from the learners. They are the consumers of the service, so to speak. That is always very positive in our centre and that gives you a great lift as well (ED1.28), “I think it is good in every centre. It is very detailed and covers all aspects of work and reflects well on the centre staff generally and gives us all a bit of a lift” (ED1.3).
There also seemed to be a positive impact on team work, “I suppose in terms of staff, it really gelled them together, we were all singing off the same hymn sheet for once” (CC1.2), “but I definitely think evaluation is brilliant, brilliant for gelling the staff together. We did that, we worked on it together and we did it on time and for the students as well because we bring them on board and let them know what we had covered. I think it is a very positive thing” (JC2.2), “ the way it impacted on our centre was that staff stayed” (CC1.21), “I think for me it brought staff more into the job, they saw the reality of the job. It gave people responsibility for their own decisions and getting involved” (SC3.14), “I think it created a sense of teamwork. They get around a table, they work together and it also motivates them” (ED1.17). 

Teambuilding is a process outcome (Patton 1997) that resulted from both the evaluation and planning process. A key principal of Total Quality Management is that every member of staff in an organisation is responsible for improving that organisation (Deming 2000). TQM also advocates people-based and participative management approaches that emphasise teamwork and problem solving (SAQA 2001). This shared responsibility and opportunity to collaborate (Hopkins 2005) results in team building and the development of professional learning communities. Teamwork and collaboration are also factors of school improvement (Merrett 2000). The findings mirror the claims made by Ishikawa (1985) in relation to the benefits of applying quality systems which include: better working relationships, improved communication and the use of a common language, people understanding and respecting each other. Ishikawa suggests that improving human relations is a prerequisite to improving quality.

Other comments referred to increased involvement and levels of awareness among groups in the community, “we found employers, students and parents really grasping this. This is great. Like, we are involved, and knowing what was going on in the centre. In terms of the community it did build that up. In terms of other bodies that were connected with the centre, whether it be the school completion programme or all the different agencies. They kind of looked at Youthreach in a different light” (CC1.23).

The data seems to indicate a high level of process outcomes such as enhanced shared understandings, increasing participants’ engagement, greater teamwork, a sense of ownership and self determination (Patton 1997). Similar outcomes were evident from the Pilot Phase. The author would argue that the process outcomes were ensured due to the facilitator-led approach adopted within the model. This approach successfully avoided failures that occurred in other reform initiatives such as introduction of school development planning in England where schools focused on the task of developing plans rather than the process of planning (Hargreaves and Hopkins 1994) and emphasised accountability rather than a developmental approach (Giles 2006).

During the meeting with Coordinators there appeared to be a greater than expected focus on programme planning. The QFI had developed guidelines and a training programme on programme planning which were available to staff teams from 2007. The author had not been aware of the impact of this training nor that Coordinators and Directors considered improvements in teacher planning and teaching to be a significant positive impact of the QFI as indicated by the following comments:  “I felt it gave the staff more organisation. People had their own courses but they went their own way with it. This focused them on having to do programme plans, having to have their stuff ready, much more ... it also showed the students that we .. because some of them were saying we haven’t done this, we haven’t done that, we can blame them on not turning up and sometimes the staff weren’t organised for it and that was a big change in the staff, looking at yourself, examining yourself, having to decide yeah, the tactic that I was using wasn’t working, let’s look at something else. And I think that made a huge change and kind of organised everybody, ourselves included” (SC1.6), “I think the QFI did organise, pulled things together, it organised staff. It actually, the fact that they have some of the stuff, their programme plans, lesson plans, even if they only go back to it once a month, to see that they are doing something is important because as I say for so long the VEC was a sponge and the DES was a sponge where money was paid to people, but we weren’t getting the work out of them. The kids are the ones who see through this. This thing [QFI] pulled it together to show staff could do it (SC2.19). Similar comments were made by Directors: “the programme plans..that really wouldn’t have been in place before. The training in programme planning was all very positive” (SD1.7), “the main impact was the quality of the teaching. The training in programme planning was very helpful to them and that would have improved the quality of teaching” (ED1.16). 

The impact on programme planning and teaching demonstrates the planned evolution of the Quality Framework Initiative. Improvement processes were moving from the development of systems to focus more specifically on the quality of the core work of centres such as teaching, learning and the development of positive and supportive relationships with learners. This reflects a move to “authentic” improvement (Hopkins 2001) which focuses on learning rather than organisational issues. The author would argue that the need for system improvement and maintenance remained and improvements at this level continued to be supported. The development of guidelines and a training programme on teaching methodology as well as guidelines for managing learner behaviour in Youthreach centres was a further indication of this evolution. These developments were the first of their kind for both the Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres and it was clear that such supports were very welcome in the absence of a support service for the programmes (Department of Education and Science 2008a).
The feedback from Coordinators and Directors concurs with findings about the impact of the QFI in a number of reports including a report from CHL Consulting Company in 2006:
We understand from Youthreach staff in centres where the QFI was piloted that the Framework has provided a useful tool for structuring centres and measuring outcomes. It represents a new and more established phase in the Youthreach programme taking on board explicit standards, accountability and responsibility for the success of the Programme.

(CHL Consulting 2006 p15)

Towards the end of 2006 the Department of Education and Science Inspectorate issued a composite report on the first six external evaluations carried out in centres for education, including four Youthreach and two Senior Traveller Training Centres. This report made several references to centres’ engagement in the Quality Framework Initiative as follows:

Four of the six centres had a centre plan in place while the remaining two were in the process of developing their centre plan (p10).
Inspectors regularly recommended to centres that they put procedures in place for monitoring and reviewing their centre plans and policies, as well as any future plans and policies that they might develop. This work, it was recommended, could be undertaken in the context of a centre’s involvement in the QFI process (p11).
Although some centres were found to be engaging with the QFI process at various levels, overall it was found that the process had contributed to the adoption of a culture of planning in centres. One centre, for example, was involved in the QFI pilot process and so was well advanced in terms of its planning work. At the time of the evaluation some centres were in the process of either centre development planning (CDP) or internal centre evaluation (ICE) and were being appropriately guided in this work by a relevant QFI facilitator (p11).
Planning in most centres was found to be a collaborative and inclusive process and it was the view of inspectors that engagement with the QFI had contributed to the adoption by centres of this approach to planning (p 11).
All centres should engage with the QFI process (p18).
(Department of Education and Science 2006d p10-18)

The 2009 Inspectorate report on the evaluation of twenty-five Youthreach centres claimed that the QFI processes were beneficial for centres:
They provided a platform for the views of staff to be heard and valued, they enabled staff members to express opinions about their programmes and their centre, and they contributed to the development of new and improved systems of working in centres. Designated planning days also provided the staff of centres with opportunities to work together as a team and engage in activities that clarified team values and encouraged listening and respect. 

(Department of Education and Science 2009c p25)

The report goes on to say that:

In general, planning days were seen to provide new energy for management and staff as they contemplated the future of their centre. 

(Department of Education and Science 2009c p26)

Attitudes Towards the Quality Framework Initiative 

The discussion among focus group participants indicated their changing attitude to the Quality Framework Initiative in comments such as “I think it was terrifying at the start, like NCVA and everything that came on. You had to do it, well, you didn’t have to do it, you were trying something new and I think we had worked on our own for so long this was something that was going to get us together, organise us” (SC1.5), “up to 2000 I would have said, you are wasting your time. But since we have done it, it’s very easy; it’s become a regular process. It’s something we look forward to and see what everybody else’s views are” (SC2.3), “I got my job in 2004 and there was this shadow over me, you know you are going to have to do the QFI, and I was like ‘no’, I had no idea what the QFI is. At the conference somewhere, possibly Galway, I went to something and I was relieved because I heard an explanation for new Coordinators, what the QFI is, and I was like ‘thank God’. It doesn’t sound as bad as I thought it was. I put off doing it till 2006 because I thought it was something to be put off” (AC2.7), “I definitely don’t look forward to it, but when the facilitator is ringing and saying, right do you have this or that, I don’t look forward to it whatsoever but I wouldn’t have anyone else doing it for us, because she does have that approach. In other words it’s like getting a boil lanced, you know it’s got to be done to improve your life” (AC2.4),  “it was a huge thing to have someone [QFI Coordinator] who was very calm first of all, and you played the whole thing down, that it wasn’t a big deal and hearing that constantly was very important because you were saying ‘don’t worry, you are doing it already, you just need to document it’ and if you hear that often enough you do start to calm down. With something new there is a bit of resistance but I thought it would be far worse” (EC4.8). One final comment predicts a future change in attitude to the QFI given the fact that there no longer remained a national coordinator in place, “my fear now is to go out with such enthusiasm, to be knocked back down a bit and I can see in another 5-10 years time that this will just be another exercise that will be left behind” (CC5.16). 

It was clear that for some people who may have been resistant to the process the experience of engaging in the process changed their minds about their feelings towards the quality framework. This reflects Fullan’s (2008) view that behaviours change before beliefs and that shared ownership is an outcome of quality processes rather than a precondition. This further supports the argument made by the author that ensuring the quality of the process is as important as insuring the quality of the task. The comments also reflect the change process that occurred for staff in centres as explained in Lewin’s (1947) freeze phases of “unfreeze”, “change” and “freeze”. However, the comments indicated that the impact on the Quality Framework Initiative of losing a national coordinator was already causing damage to the initiative.  This argument is supported by the lower level of engagement by centres in 2009 as outlined above. Fullan (2001) claimed that for sustained change all key influencing factors must continue to work together.  The loss of a national coordinator without providing any replacement would mean that no one is driving the initiative, no one is monitoring progress, no one is continuing the evolution of the initiative, no one is directing or supporting the facilitation team and no one is available nationally to offer advice to centres or VECs. The author would argue that without anyone to carry out the functions of a national coordinator the initiative cannot be sustained as it was intended. However, a version of it, inconsistently implemented, might continue for some time in Youthreach centres.

Directors did not indicate that there were any negative feelings about the QFI in advance of the initiative been rolled out. However, in light of the Government plan to phase out Senior Traveller Training Centres, concern was expressed about the relevance of the QFI for centres at this point: “In light of what’s happening in centres there is probably only one year for some centres left and perhaps two years. To be putting in a plan for that really doesn’t make sense. The last time we had the facilitator out there was a lot of anger. They weren’t sure why they were doing it, considering they don’t know what’s happening to themselves” (SD1.1), “going forward, it’s very difficult to stay involved when a lot of our staff have been laid off” (SD1.9). It would appear that no direction has been given to Senior Traveller Training Centres in relation to continued engagement with the Quality Framework Initiative despite a Government decision to close centres nationally. 

Negative Comments in Relation to Internal Processes

Although there were very few negative comments in relation to the QFI, such comments were useful in identifying areas for further improvement and highlighted aspects of the process which are not successful for all participants. One comment suggested a level of uncertainty about the usefulness of the QFI: “I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, I’m just not sure it’s a particularly great thing as people are saying” (EC1.1), with a further comment: “the core thing we are supposed to be doing is get the kids in, get them comfortable in the place, educate them and hopefully moving them on. We should be doing that with or without the QFI. Everything else is nice but not as important as the core activities” (EC2.1). This comment reflects a similar comment expressed by a participant in the Pilot Phase who questioned the value of taking time off from working with learners to engage in “navel gazing”(C20P5). 

There was also one negative comment about the workload from a Director “there is a lot of work involved. Now that can put a lot of extra pressure on staff. There is a fine balance to be achieved there. Staff need a certain amount of pressure to do well in their job, but if you go beyond a certain point, it can actually be counterproductive” (ED1.15). This comment reflects criticisms made by Thrupp and Willmott (2003) who claimed that improvement and accountability systems require administration which increases workloads and reduces time for teachers to engage with learners. The author admits that the overall approach to improvement was to look at systems initially. It may be that some individuals do not think in terms of systems nor value consistency in how all learners are dealt with. This may suggest that such individuals prefer to reflect on their own practice rather than looking at the overall working of the centre. Such comments reflect the concerns of some critics of government reforms such as Clarke (2001) and Tuffs (2006) who argue that it has resulted in a deterioration of the relationship between teachers and learners as teachers spend more time doing paperwork and spend less time with learners.
The other negative comments related to the lack of commitment  by the Department of Education and Science to ensuring the quality of centres where QFI processes highlight the need for further funding from the DES  “If resources are required, they say funding not there, shrug shoulders and walk away” (CC1.33). Another comment suggested that the quality standards were being used as a tool to criticise the work of centres: “in terms of the centre we were saying, isn’t that terrific, things are being done. But people from the Department down are looking at all the things we didn’t do” (CC1.33). Similarly, it was clear that some participants felt that the QFI had not improved conditions for centre staff: “so we found it great when we had the Inspector come in and we had all of these things in place. I love paperwork, I don’t mind paperwork and I would be very organised, but when the Department came in, we had it all but they still picked holes, especially in terms of health and safety. That’s still a big blank space, we are still doing our own cleaning, our own caretaking. There is no support there from the VEC or the Department. So I think Youthreach has come three quarters of the way, we are right up there but there is nothing coming back and I think that’s where the QFI has failed centres. So where I started out real positive and energetic, it’s just dropped me back down to where we were” (CC1.27).

These comments highlight a feeling among Coordinators that centres are bearing the full responsibility for the quality of provision. Where QFI processes highlight the need for additional supports such as capital funding, these are not available from the Department of Education and Science. The national developments recommended in the report on the Exploratory Phase (O’Brien 2001) such as the development of a tracking system for early school leavers, a literacy strategy for centres and the establishment of minimum standards for centre buildings, were never implemented. The national developments recommended in the report on the Pilot Phase (O’Brien 2004) such as the development of a range of policies, the development of operational guidelines and leadership training for Coordinators and Directors had also remained unimplemented by the Department of Education and Science up to the end of 2009. At this stage there was also no capital budget for centre accommodation and the renting of buildings remained the norm. In addition, the programme continued to have no access to the Department of Education Support Services and no dedicated budget for cleaning and caretaking. To further compound the situation the position of the National Coordinator of the Quality Framework Initiative was terminated. Referring to the role of the QFI national Coordinator one respondent stated: “it was the only meaningful support we had, a tangible support” (AC51.3). However, operational guidelines were in development and since the QFI had been initiated key improvements had occurred in relation to the national coordination of guidance, counselling and psychological services and the provision of related supports.

Comments from the Coordinators reflect some of the criticisms of school effectiveness and school improvement movements in that they emphasise the responsibility of the schools for raising standards and ignore the responsibility of the government in this regard (Goldstein and Woodhouse 2000, Wrigley 2000, Thrupp and Willmott 2003). It is clear from Coordinators that they had expected increased supports for the programme as a result of the quality processes that they had implemented and had found that this was not the case. However, the author would argue that despite the lack of additional support for centres, engagement in quality processes helped to ensure the efficient and effective use of the pay and non-pay budgets already allocated.

One Director commented on the negative impact of staff being involved in QFI processes: “the staff know a little more about what’s going on in the centre and how it’s run but then there is some staff who don’t really know where the line is and think now that they are running the centre as opposed to knowing how it runs” (SD1.33). 

One Director also suggested that the QFI processes need updating: “the first year it’s new and exciting and then you are checking if the actions are done, by year four you are pretty much recycling what you have done already, there is no sense of newness about it. So maybe to look at something different, a new approach by the end of year three” (SD2.14). The author would agree that the guidelines needed updating and that changes needed to be made to the QFI processes. This work was in development and remained unfinished when the position of the National QFI Coordinator was terminated. The plan had been to improve the capacity of staff so that they could easily engage in quality assurance processes and, having achieved this, the QFI would evolve to a higher level which would provide increasing levels of challenge and further build capacity and improve provision. However, the point raised also highlights the high level of engagement by staff in QFI processes. The author suggests that the QFI processes had become a regular feature of centre work, so much so that there was no “newness”, suggesting that centre staff were ready to move to the next level of development.

Inspection

Of the nine Coordinators and Directors involved in the focus groups, three reported that their centres had been inspected by the Department of Education and Science Inspectorate during the period 2006-2009. A number of Coordinators indicated that engaging in the Quality Framework Initiative prepares centres for the inspection process and results in centres being in a better position to meet the inspection criteria. This is indicated by comments such as: “so we found it great when the inspector come in and we had all of these things in place” (CC1.27), “I was talking to a teacher in another centre and she said ‘thank God for X’ [facilitator], because that centre had their inspection. When the inspectors came they were ready and if they came before the centre engaged with QFI, she wouldn’t like to think what would have happened” (AC2.9), “The QFI set us up for inspection, we would have been in trouble only for it, and we wouldn’t even have policies.” (SC6.3), “having the QFI helped hugely. They want to see evidence of planning and we had that” (ED3.5). Previous comments in relation to the impact of the QFI on improving the level of programme planning by teachers also indicate that the QFI assisted centre staff to be prepared for the inspection process as it specifically involved an examination of teachers’ programme plans. 

Generally, there appeared to be a lack of anxiety about centres being inspected as is reflected in comments such as: “I’m not worried if we are inspected, everything is in order” (JC6.7), “the fact that we were all geared up to be inspected and now with the cutbacks in the Inspectorate, I don’ know when they will get around to us. It’s kind of an anticlimax” (SC6.8), “having done the QFI I’m not worried about inspection. It took the fear away because if they come now we are ready” (SC6.3). However, one person reported “I’m dreading it” (LD3.1) and one Director whose centre had been inspected reported that “it was stressful at the time but it went ok” (ED3.6).

The impact of the inspections in terms of raising standards in centres was also reported as follows: “certain standards are required and it sends out a message of what will be expected” (ED3.3), “our centre wasn’t inspected but I suppose we are aware that someone will come in and make a comment so you try to be on your game and make sure that things that have to be done, get done (SC6.2), “we were inspected and overall, it had a positive impact on the centre. They had great praise for the centre on the day but they still found criticisms to make. In fairness, the recommendations were actually very useful. They made recommendations about a student council and attendance. We took that on board and it was fantastic because I didn’t think we could actually improve attendance but when we developed the policy and implemented it, it really worked” (CC6.1), “.... when the inspectors came out to a couple of centres in the country and closed them because of the health and safety situation. There was the proof of the Inspectorate not supporting what was done there” (SC1.37). In this instance the Coordinator was referring to the re-housing of centres in more suitable accommodation following recommendations made by the inspectorate. 

Some commented that the introduction of inspections provided recognition and legitimacy for the work of centres as can be seen from the following: “I see it as a positive thing. It means we are up there, we are recognised and more included as part of the education system” (LD3.2), “it is good to see that we are taken seriously” (ED3.3). 

However, some comments questioned the impact and relevance of the inspection process: “I welcome it, but we are doing the work anyhow, so if they come does it really matter” (JC6.5), “there were things I wouldn’t agree with, we have continuous intake and tend to work with learners individually within the group as they are all at different stages. The inspectors wanted whole group teaching, they weren’t used to our approach” (ED3.7), “I’m not sure what it means for centres. The Department want to inspect us but at the same time tell us we are not teachers. What is the reason behind it? Does it really help centres” (JC6.7). 
According to the Inspectorate, inspection of centres had been initiated “with a view to bringing more consistency and cohesion to the programme, and to promote a culture of planning and self-evaluation” (Department of Education and Science Inspectorate 2009c pvi). In a sense, the Quality Framework Initiative and the inspection process share the same purpose with the former approaching it internally while the latter is approaching it externally. This combination of internal and external approaches is important in building capacity within organisations according to Wilkins (1999).
Among participants in the focus groups there did not appear to be any evidence of inspection having a devastating impact on staff professionalism and morale as has been reported in Ofsted inspections (Jeffrey and Woods 1996). Although the purpose of the inspection process is to “monitor and assess the quality, economy, efficiency and effectiveness of the education system” (Education Act 1998, Section 7 (2) (b)) it would appear that inspection in centres mirrors that of schools in that it identifies and affirms the strengths of the centre and makes recommendations for improvement. McNamara and O’Hara (2006) describe inspection in the Irish context as a “softly, softly approach” and highlight the general and superficial nature of school reports and the overall absence of quantitative data that would help inspectors to objectively assess the performance and operation of schools.  The same approach has been adopted for Centres for Education. It would appear to the author that the Value for Money Review of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres (Department of Education and Science 2008a) was a more thorough evaluation of the efficiency and effectiveness of the programmes whereas the inspection process was more along the lines of a professional support for centre staff. In terms of inspection, the author favours the Irish approach. A punitive inspection process would be anathema to a quality assurance system that is based on the principles of Total Quality Management while a soft accountability approach as recommended by Mintrop and Sunderman (2009) supports and inspires educators. However, she has reservations about the lack of focus on self-evaluation in the inspection process. 

Facilitators

As the process was led by facilitators it may be reasonable to suggest that the attitude of Coordinators and Directors to the QFI processes may be greatly influenced by their relationship with the facilitators who worked in their centre. The author was interested to find out if the facilitator-led approach was an important factor in the level of engagement of centres in QFI processes.

The importance of the facilitator, rather than the Coordinator or Director, leading the process was highlighted: “I thought it was very important for me as a Coordinator to be sitting down with the rest of the staff and when certain things came up that’s the importance of the facilitator. If you are getting a lot of stuff thrown at you as a manager, the facilitator brought that back down.. and mediating.. and gets a happy balance there” (CC3.9), “the thing is that with the QFI facilitators .... you are sitting down with the staff team, these issues are put up and you can think about them but you are not there trying to write down what everybody else is saying, trying to pre-empt what some one is saying, trying to direct conversations. You’re just sitting there” (AC3.1). Coordinators highlighted the practical assistance of the facilitator typing up the feedback from meetings: “it’s nice having someone go away, type all the things and come back. It’s lovely” (SC3.3), “getting that information back then and reading it does move you forward” (CC3.11). There appeared to be awareness that facilitation of the process allowed for the views of staff to be expressed while also ensuring that Coordinators and Directors were not being blamed  when problems  were identified: “it also lets them (staff) get involved as well and you’re not telling them all the time. They are coming up with ideas. Oh yeah, we will try that, see how it works. I do agree it’s great to be sitting there as another member and not directing. The great thing about it was, when people throw blame, nobody wants to take the blame themselves, and sometimes I found the facilitator was brilliant ... hold on a second, let’s stop throwing it and examine it” (SC3.13). 

In order to ascertain the importance of the facilitator, the author asked the focus group members if they would have engaged in the Quality Framework processes without the assistance of a facilitator. The response was a resounding chorus of “Nos.” in both focus groups. This response was expanded upon as follows: “I definitely wouldn’t have taken it on. I think because of the way Youthreach centres are run, you would have had one or two members of staff taking it on with all of the problems, all of the social problems. We were looking at what does a Coordinator do in a day, I know I am really, really busy all day with students and what they are bringing in and what staff are bringing in. So there is no way you could actually sit down and write all of this up, there’s just not enough time” (CC4.2), “it would have given us more work. I would have listened to someone coming in to tell me about it and then thought, way too much work” (SC4.5), “the point of the way that it’s done is that not only are we learning how to do it, which of course we are because we are seeing it in practice as we are going along. But for someone to give us just a lesson in that, it’s twice the time because you have to listen to what they are saying, whereas with QFI they are doing it as they are explaining, then you would have to go away and start at the beginning again” (AC4.6), “when you look at what a facilitator does; gets stuff ready, I know we have to get staff ready as well but that’s only a small portion of what has to be done. Then coming back doing the thing, organising it and you are sitting there as part of it, not organising it, and then they go off, type stuff up, send it back and you are looking at what you have to do for next year. I think that I wouldn’t have taken that on because it was way too much paperwork” (SC4.11), “with the best will in the world, you’d only muddle through if there was no facilitator. The facilitator wrecks your head for two months, in the nicest possible way, to have your stuff ready. In general I feel that if there was no facilitator there to push things along, nudge things along discreetly... There is always something going on in the centre that will take your attention, if the facilitator didn’t get on to you beforehand, there’s your time gone” (ND2.9). 

Familiarity with the facilitator was also an important factor for staff: “they (staff) don’t have a fear of it now because they know the person who is coming in” (SC3.4), “I think it’s a fantastic process we are really fortunate to have our facilitator. We have a great relationship with her” (LD1.27). There was a sense in the discussions that facilitators were trusted as professionals: “the facilitators were very well trained. I had that impression with our one certainly. She knew exactly what she was doing” (ED2.1), “certainly the facilitators were very good and made the whole process very simple” (SD2.5).

The importance of providing external facilitators was very clear from the comments. Facilitators were trained to ensure that the process was conducted as intended from start to finish in such a manner that would guarantee the achievement of the task as well as the process outcomes. Coordinators and Directors indicated that they would not have engaged in the QFI processes if the process was not externally facilitated. The role of the facilitator was based on the concept of the “critical friend” (MacBeath 1999) who can “ask difficult questions” (MacBeath 1999 p87) and who also listens, questions, feeds back, reflects, summarises, challenges, motivates and reassures ( MacBeath 2006). The role of the QFI facilitator differed from the facilitators of School Development Planning who in the case of the latter generally provided an information day on planning or who facilitated a small part of the process. The school has to identify an aspect of the planning process that requires facilitation and the facilitator assisted as instructed.  In designing the Quality Framework supports the author was cognisant of the importance of completing the task within a given timeframe and for this reason instructed the facilitators to lead the process from start to finish, minimising the need for staff to understand the detail of the evaluation and planning processes before engaging. The feedback indicates that staff learned about how to plan and evaluate from engaging in the processes rather than working them out before hand. The author would argue that the nature of the support provided by facilitators was a key factor in achieving the high levels of engagement by centres in the initiative since it was rolled out in 2006.

If one key role of facilitators was to ensure the task was completed within a given time frame the other key role was to ensure that the process outcomes. In planning this aspect of the initiative the author was cognisant that, in some previous reform initiatives, staff focused on the task in order to meet accountability requirements and ignored the intended developmental nature of some initiative (Hargreaves and Hopkins 1994, Giles 2006). It was clear from the feedback that without external facilitation, Coordinators and Directors would have found it difficult to engage in planning or internal evaluation at any level and it is the process aspect of the initiatives that always looses out to the task. However, the author would argue that the process outcomes are key to ensuring that staff continue to engage in evaluation and planning on an ongoing basis rather than as a one off event and therefore facilitators have to ensure that QFI processes always include activities that result in process outcomes. Such activities include providing opportunities for staff to meet as a team, to listen to each other’s experience of working in the centre, to have fun together, to share perspectives, to engage in professional dialogue, to make decisions together, to gather evidence as a team, to evaluate the implementation of actions together, to challenge and affirm each other and to respect the contribution of each staff member. The skills required by a facilitator or critical friend to ensure these outcomes include: interpersonal skills, group work skills, listening, observing, questioning, managing conflict, team building, collaboration, technical skills, interpretation and managing change (MacBeath 2006).

In addition to the facilitators, the implementation of the QFI was also aided by the guidelines: “the folders or manuals” and “checklists” (SD2.24), and “the funding, the manuals are just a fantastic resource, but also the time. We are being facilitated, the time is built in, it’s great” (LD2.7). Some of these elements refer to the practicalities of the initiative as outlined in the Pilot Phase. The importance of working out the practicalities is also a key factor in achieving high levels of engagement. Asking centre staff to work the full year with students and to try to fit in quality assurance processes “somewhere” is not a feasible approach. If the Department of Education and Science cannot identify when schools or centres would allocate time to such work it is unlikely that quality processes would be implemented in a consistent manner, if at all.  Identifying the barriers to engagement and then establishing supports to counteract such barriers is a logical approach to supporting such initiatives. Centres, like schools, are busy places: it is unlikely that staff would dedicate time to figure out how to conduct quality processes as intended. As a result, short cuts are taken. A minimalist approach is adopted where quality and improvement processes are conducted in order to meet some accountability requirement. A facilitator-led process does not necessarily mean that centre staff do not retain ownership of the process as argued by Gregory (2000). Facilitators engage in the process of animation as described by Gregory rather than fostering a dependant relationship. The author would argue that ownership is greater because staff experience the process outcomes, and achieve the completion of evaluation and planning processes, but most importantly the achievement of improvements. If the improvement of services is the ultimate goal then the approach adopted in the QFI model simply moves stakeholders in a more committed and more efficient manner towards this goal.

Image of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres

 There were many references in the focus group meeting with Coordinators in relation to the image of the Youthreach programme. In many instances Coordinators referred to a negative perception of Youthreach and there appeared to be a difference of opinion in regard to the impact of the QFI on the way the programme is viewed within the education system and in local communities.

The positive impact of the QFI in this regard can be seen in comments such as: “we had 20 people at it (CDP) and the reason for that was to educate people about what we are doing. I share a building with adult education and I don’t believe they thought we were working down here” (SC1.29), “we opened ourselves up to them and people did not realise exactly what we did and how much we were doing. That was a PR job and an eye opener that went really well” (SC1.31). A number of comments seemed to suggest that the image of Youthreach was a much bigger issue than could be addressed by the QFI: “kids are coming in and they think it’s a youth programme, a youth club and when you are talking to parents they are surprised to find out what Youthreach is. And I know they [DES] are conscious of marketing it so well that kids will want to drop out of school and come to us and it’s a fine line, but I think it has to be done and our logos should say Youthreach: Centres for Education” (AC5.5), “the VECs and DES are not monolithic bodies, there is no coherent thinking about what we are trying to do. Things are done on an ad-hoc basis. With regard to impressing the DES, schools will always have more clout than us regardless of what we do” (EC 2.11).

Directors of the Senior Traveller Training programmes did not appear to be as concerned with issues of recognition. This may be because Directors receive a higher salary and work a shorter year than Coordinators and also because qualified teachers in STTCs are entitled to receive teachers’ pay and conditions whereas the situation for qualified teachers in Youthreach remains somewhat unclear, with various local interpretations in this regard. Therefore, the fight for employment status remains an issue with Youthreach staff in a way that it is not an issue with staff of Senior Traveller Training Centres. One comment did suggest that the QFI “had an impact on how STTCs are perceived. It has put structure on it, it has introduced a level of trust as well, there’s a whole centre approach to stuff. Now they are more structured than most other places” (ND3.2). However, the proposed closure of Senior Traveller Training Centres has caused Directors to question the image of the centres: “I would have thought 6-8 months ago, I would have agreed that the impression of STTCs nationally was good, but of late, I would have to disagree. It comes back to the way we have been treated. No STTC has been consulted by anybody. I didn’t go into the QFI to be handed a medal or to look at how wonderful we are. I went into it to improve the standard of education. But who cares about Travellers now, who cares about anyone in the centres” (SD3.6), “I thought we were looked on differently, but now I think nothing has really changed, we have been sidelined” (SD3.8).

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS

The data gathered from focus groups provided some information about the future development of the Quality Framework Initiative. However, the author suggests that the focus groups alone did not provide sufficient information to direct the future development of the initiative and therefore recommends that a thorough evaluation of the impact be conducted as well as a consultation process to examine each aspect of the framework including, national coordination and supports, the quality standards and the improvement processes. Be that as it may, the author would like to make some initial recommendations based not only on data from the focus groups conducted in cycle four but also on the data from the previous cycle, the Pilot Phase and the work she had initiated on the further development of the quality framework arising from reviews with the facilitation team.

The author recommends the redevelopment of the quality standards, particularly in light of the proposed closure of Senior Traveller Training Centres and the imminent production of new operational guidelines for the Youthreach programme. The planning process requires simplification which would avoid the detailed level of review that currently exists and lessen the emphasis on the production of the plan as a document. Planning could evolve into a one day process that would simply identify the areas due to be evaluated in the coming years. Greater emphasis should be placed on the self-evaluation process as the main mechanism for improvement with a continuation of the focus on the facilitator-led prescriptive approach whereby the process and task outcomes are ensured as opposed to the achievement of the task alone.

In keeping with this approach the researcher recommends that inspection would focus on self-evaluation and implementation of actions rather than a focus on planning only. Also recommended is the appointment of a National Coordinator who would support the evolution of the framework by continuing to make changes and improvements to the quality framework guidelines and processes, lead the work of facilitators, support centres and monitor implementation.

CONCLUSION

The processes and guidelines of the Quality Framework Initiative were redeveloped at the start of action research cycle four. Systems for making payments to centres, providing information to stakeholders, receiving feedback from stakeholders and monitoring implementations levels were established. During 2005 the rollout of the initiative was held up due to industrial relations issues for Youthreach staff, but the resulting productivity agreement involved the engagement by Youthreach centres in the QFI. All Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training centres were invited to participate in the internal processes of the QFI from 2006. 

Implementation records from 2006 show a steady increase in the annual number of centres engaging fully in Internal Centre Evaluation and Centre Development Planning processes. In 2006 109 engaged and by 2008 this number had risen to 125. In 2009, following the termination of the National QFI Coordinator’s position, the number engaging dropped to 112. The level of implementation was particularly high when compared to other similar initiatives in the Irish education system.

Throughout this four year period the initiative was not only maintained but continued to improve. The national QFI Coordinator continued to raise expectations among centre staff and management in relation to engagement, improved QFI processes, incrementally increased the level of challenge, improved the task and process outcomes, responded to feedback from all stakeholder groups and provided additional supports where feasible. 

While some anxiety was reported in relation to the QFI prior to centre engagement in the initiative, the impact of the QFI as reported by Directors and Coordinators was overwhelmingly positive. It was clear that experiencing the process had changed people’s minds about it in a positive way. It had raised expectations, established systems and professionalised the service. The QFI processes were seen as useful and affirming and had a positive impact on centres, resulting in a range of process outcomes. Staff also experienced the success of completing the tasks of planning, self-evaluation and implementing actions to improve centre provision. Opinion was mixed in relation to the QFI improving the image of centres. While some reported that the local community had responded more positively others claimed that this was not the case with local management and the Department of Education and Science. 

There were few negative comments about the QFI in the data from focus groups although concerns were raised in relation to: taking staff time away from learners to engage in quality assurance processes; the perception that centres were taking sole responsibility for achieving quality standards; and that the Department of Education and Science was not responding to needs of centres identified through the QFI processes.

Perceptions in relation to the inspection of centres were generally positive. It was suggested that the introduction of the inspection had improved the status of centres. While there were some concerns about the relevance of inspection criteria, the role of inspection in setting and examining national standards was appreciated. The level of anxiety associated with the inspection generally appeared to be relatively low as inspection was viewed as a support for centres rather than a process to be feared.

The nature of the support provided by facilitators was a key factor in achieving the high levels of engagement by centres in the initiative. Facilitators built good working relationships with centre staff and acted as critical friends. They ensured that the process was implemented as intended and assisted in the ongoing improvements made to the QFI processes.

Among the key recommendation made in relation to the QFI at the end of cycle four were the redevelopment of the quality standards, the simplification of the planning process with a greater emphasis on internal centre evaluation, the inspection of self-evaluation by the Inspectorate and the continuation of the prescribed facilitator-led processes. 

The combination of internal and external approaches is important in building capacity within organisations according to Wilkins (1999). The internal approaches of evaluation and planning involved the elements recommended by Wilkins such as putting people at the centre, establishing a positive climate, challenging low expectations, supporting and promoting professional learning, teamwork, broadening leadership, promoting inquiry and reflection, facilitating self-accountability and collective responsibility as well as positive pressures recommended by Mintrop and Sunderman (2009). The internal processes included a combination of the technical and participating models and as a result, were both outcomes and process driven (Meuret and Morlaix 2003). The external approaches normally used by the Department of Education Inspectorate also correspond to the external approaches to capacity building outlined by Wilkins (1999) including the developmental rather than punishment/ reward approach to inspection. This mirrors the soft accountability approach recommended by Mintrop and Sunderman (2009) which they claim supports and inspires educators.

While Cycle Four was the final stage of the current research project it is not the final stage of the Quality Framework Initiative. The recommendations arising from the final cycle could usefully inform the further development of the initiative. When reflecting on the entire research project the author acknowledges that a great deal of learning has occurred for the researcher. The original key questions have been answered and the initiative has been implemented in practice. Chapter eight will outline the final conclusions for the overall research project based on the findings from all four action research cycles.
CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
INTRODUCTION

The desired outcome of the study was to develop and implement a quality assurance system for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres and following this to examine its implementation and impact. The original research questions for the overall research project were as follows:

· What kind of quality assurance system/ improvement mechanism should be developed for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres?

· How will the system be developed?

· How will the system be supported?

As action research involves the purposive redesigning of projects while they are in process, new questions were developed and the original questions were refined through each action research cycle. The purpose of the research is to answer the questions posed for each cycle until the problem is solved to the satisfaction of participants (Greenwood and Levin 1998).

This chapter provides a brief overview of the research project. The findings that resulted from the four action research cycles are then summarised as answers to the research questions for each phase. Based on the findings, and considering broader issues, the author outlines final conclusions which expand on the significance of the findings. Finally, proposed applications for the conclusions are set out in a list of recommendations for:

· the Quality Framework Initiative

· a national improvement strategy

· further research

 OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH PROJECT AND FINDINGS

The research project was set in Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. Both programmes are provided by the Further Education Section of the Department of Education and Skills and are regarded as second chance education programmes. The funding-led origins and temporary nature of the programmes had impacted on the quality of provision. However, changes in legislation, policy and related social developments during the 1990s and early 2000s promoted the importance of second chance programmes and emphasised the need for higher standards and greater consistency in the delivery of such programmes. With greater recognition came a focus on improvement and quality which led to the recommendation in 2000 that a Quality Framework Initiative should be developed for the programmes. The author was appointed as national coordinator of the Quality Framework Initiative and was therefore responsible for developing an appropriate quality system for both programmes.

In reviewing the literature, the author decided to mainly focus on the literature of mainstream education as both Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres are the only second chance centres prescribed as Centres for Education under the Education Act (1998) and as such came under the remit of the Department of Education and Science Inspectorate. The author believed that whatever quality assurance system would be eventually developed, it would have to comply with the requirements of the Inspectorate. Because the inspection process in Ireland, at the time, only applied to mainstream provision, it seemed prudent to focus on this area. Also, much of the useful quality assurance and improvement literature is found in the literature of mainstream education. It appears (to the author) that the relevant issues have been thoroughly debated in the literature of mainstream education because it has been the focus of so much government reform in recent years. 

In reviewing the literature the concept of quality and quality education was explored. It was clear that there was no agreed definition of quality education in the literature. Notions of quality vary according to the philosophical perspective that informs the various education traditions. The origins of the quality movement in manufacturing were outlined and the relevance of the business quality approaches to education was investigated. Key issues relating to quality systems in education were then discussed: accountability, capacity building, professionalism and educational change. This discussion highlighted the different functions of quality assurance systems and therefore the different choices that could be made in their development. Various efforts to improve the quality of education provision were explored including school effectiveness, school improvement and quality assurance, with a particular focus on Total Quality Management. The focus of the literature then narrowed to specifically explore self-evaluation, inspection and planning. These three approaches were also outlined in terms of their application in the Irish and English education systems. 

Based on the review of literature the author concluded that the development of a quality framework could make a significant contribution to the improvement of centres and the services that they provide for learners. She recommended core elements of a Quality Framework for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. These included the development of quality standards for the organisation and management of the centres which would allow flexibility at local level and a system for internal evaluation, planning and external inspection. The processes of evaluation and planning would be utilisation focused in that they serve multiple purposes: capacity building for learners, staff and management; improvement of the service offered to learners; and support accountability to learners, parents, local management and Department of Education and Science. In this model the use of a facilitator would be required to support processes and ensure opportunities for reflection and professional dialogue that would have a number of process outcomes including: enhanced shared understanding; teambuilding, increased staff engagement and ownership; increased sense of self determination and the learning of new knowledge and skills.

In terms of a methodological approach to the current research study the author considered the quantitative, qualitative, transformative and pragmatic paradigms before selecting a pragmatic mixed methods approach. Action research was selected as a methodology and the author employed Elliott’s model of action research. The research project was conducted over a nine year period from late 2000 to the end of 2009 and involved four action research cycles. However, the research project was only formally initiated in 2004 during the initial stages of action research cycle three. As a result the findings and recommendations from action research cycles one and two are based on the two reports produced prior to 2004 and are set out as a background to the formal research findings that arose from the data gathered as part of action research cycles three and four.

The first action research cycle was the Exploratory Phase and mainly involved a combination of desk research and consultation. The key questions for the Exploratory Phase were as follows:

· What do quality assurance and improvement mechanisms mean in an education setting?

· What are the core parts of quality assurance systems or improvement frameworks?

· What are the key elements of a quality centre?

· What should happen next in the development of the system?

· How will the system be supported?

The key actions undertaken during this cycle included undertaking a review of literature, providing information to centres and VECs in relation to the initiative, consulting with Coordinators and Directors and organising a consultative seminar. The findings indicated that Coordinators and Directors supported the development of a quality framework for centres and had recommended that self-evaluation and external evaluation would be employed as improvement processes, although there was a lack of clarity in relation to a mechanism for external evaluation. The development of quality standards for both programmes had begun during the exploratory phase and a first draft was produced. It was also recommended that the exploratory phase would be followed by a broad consultation phase involving representatives of all stakeholders and leading to the development of an agreed quality framework.
The second action research cycle, the Consultation and Development Phase, involved an extensive consultation process with key stakeholder groups and the development of a quality framework
The research questions for the Consultation and Development Phase were as follows:

· What should form the core parts of a quality framework for centres?

· How would self-evaluation operate in centres?

· How would external evaluation operate in centres?

· How would centre development planning operate in centres?

· What factors should be considered in the development of quality standards?

· What are the quality standards for centres?

· What should happen next in the development of the system?

· How will the system be supported?

The key actions included conducting an extensive consultation process with all stakeholder groups and developing a quality framework including quality standards and guidelines for stakeholders. The findings from the consultation process indicated support for the development of a quality framework among all the key stakeholder groups and the processes of self-evaluation, centre development planning and external evaluation processes were recommended as mechanisms for improvement. The key elements of a quality centre were explored and the findings formed the basis of a second draft of the quality standards document. The quality standards were finalised through a synthesis process involving representatives of the key stakeholder groups.
It was recommended that a support service be established which would provide advice and training for all centres in relation to the quality framework processes. This support service would develop the necessary resource materials such as guidelines for centres in relation to each quality process. It was also recommended that the quality assurance processes should be externally facilitated and appropriate training should be provided at national level for facilitators. In terms of implementing the quality framework a pilot phase was recommended prior to national rollout. 

Up to this point no decision had been made by the Department of Education and Science in relation to the body most appropriate to carry out the external evaluation function. However it was recommended that external evaluation would be carried out in a supportive manner, affirming good practice and pointing out areas for improvement.

Three documents were produced by the end of the Consultation and Development Phase: Draft Quality Standards for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres; Draft Guidelines for Internal Centre Evaluation and Draft Guidelines for Centre Development Planning

The third cycle of this action research project moved from consultation and development into testing the implementation of the newly developed quality assurance model. The Pilot Phase involved the piloting of centre development planning and internal evaluation processes in a number of centres. 

The key questions for the Pilot Phase were as follows:

· How was the framework implemented?

· Who participated and how?

· How was the ICE process implemented?

· How did participants experience the ICE process?

· How can the ICE process be improved?

· How was the CDP process implemented?

· How did participants experience the CDP process?

· How can the CDP process be improved?

· How did participants respond to the quality standards?

· How can the quality standards document be improved?

· What should happen next in the development of the system?

· How was the system supported?

· How can the system of support be improved?

The Pilot Phase involved the participation of 44 centres out of a total number of 125 across 20 VECs. This number included 29 Youthreach and 15 Senior Traveller Training Centres. Internal Centre Evaluation was piloted in 20 centres and 24 centres piloted Centre Development Planning. A total of 1,328 stakeholders participated in the Pilot Phase. Generally the level of participation was high across all stakeholder groups with the exception of VEC management.

The overall experience of both the ICE and CDP processes were positive and were described as useful, worthwhile and informative. Responses from 151 ICE participants included only 4 negative comments. Of the responses from 142 CDP participants 18 were negative. More respondents found CDP difficult and somewhat less enjoyable than was the case for ICE. Both processes yielded a range of process outcomes and all participating centres fully completed the task of producing a centre plan or conducting an internal evaluation process as outlined in the QFI guidelines. It became apparent that the facilitator was a key factor in the successful engagement of stakeholders in the QFI processes and feedback on facilitators was generally very positive. Coordinators, Directors and VEC management were optimistic in relation to the future engagement of centres in QFI processes.

It was recommended that the Quality Standards and the Guidelines for Internal Centre Evaluation and Centre Development Planning would be re-developed in light of the lessons from the Pilot Phase while the task and process focus of the initiative should be retained. In terms of supports it was recommended that centres would continue to receive funding from the Department of Education and Science in order to engage facilitators and that stakeholders participating in quality assurance processes should continue to have an opportunity to evaluate their experience. Such evaluations would be fed back to the Quality Framework Coordinator to ensure the continued relevance of the guidelines and processes. Finally, it was recommended that following the redevelopment phase the Quality Framework would be rolled out to all Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. 

The Quality Framework was rolled out to all Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training centres by 2006. In 2010, after four years in operation, the research examined the level of implementation and the impact of the QFI in centres. 

The key questions for the Redevelopment and National Rollout Phase were as follows:

· What was the level of implementation of the QFI after four years?

· What was the impact of the QFI on centres after four years?

· What was the attitude of Coordinators and Directors to the QFI?

· What was the role of facilitators in the QFI processes?

· Has the QFI impacted on the image of centres?

The key actions undertaken in this phase were: the redevelopment of QFI processes and guidelines; the further development of a support service; and the rollout, monitoring, maintenance and further development of the initiative.

The key findings on completion of cycle four indicated that the level of implementation was very high, had increased steadily from 2006 to 2008 and then dropped slightly in 2009. Overall, the implementation of the QFI had been carried out as intended and as outlined in the QFI guidelines. The majority of Centre Development Planning processes were completed within a six month period resulting in the production of a three year plan. The implementation of actions was self-evaluated every year until the plan was fully implemented. Internal Centre Evaluation processes were conducted over two consecutive days and resulted in a one year action plan. The implementation of actions from the previous year was checked at the start of a self-evaluation process.
The overall impact of the Quality Framework Initiative on centres was positive. Centres had become more structured, expectations were raised, capacity was built, process outcomes were achieved and the service had become more professionalised. The facilitator played a key role in leading the process and ensuring that the task and process outcomes were achieved. The QFI had evolved over the four year period to include the improvement of ICE and CDP processes as well as the provision of specific supports and training in response to identified need. Due to the high level of engagement by centres in the QFI processes and particularly in the light of the proposed closure of Senior Traveller Training Centres, there was a need to redevelop the QFI in order to challenge stakeholders in a new and more focused manner and to further build capacity. The simplification of the planning process was specifically recommended with a greater emphasis on Internal Centre Evaluation. In keeping with this approach the researcher recommended that the inspection process would focus on internal self-evaluation rather than focus solely on planning as was the norm. Also recommended was the appointment of a National Coordinator who would support the evolution of the framework by continuing to make changes and improvements to the quality framework guidelines and processes, lead the work of facilitators, support centres and monitor implementation.

CONCLUSIONS

The Quality Framework Initiative is an example of a successfully implemented national improvement mechanism within the Irish education system. The conclusions outline the key features of the initiative that resulted in high levels of engagement and that had a positive impact on centres, as was reported in the findings.

1. Developing the Quality Framework Initiative

Consulting with stakeholders through each stage in the development of the Quality Framework contributed to high levels of engagement by stakeholders in the initiative. The consultative process had allowed stakeholders to identify the key elements of a quality centre and subsequently the quality standards. Facilitating stakeholders to discuss concepts of quality and quality assurance systems and then to make recommendations about the core parts of the Quality Framework greatly assisted the change process.

Testing the quality assurance processes through the Pilot Phase was also an important part in the development of the framework. This ensured that the processes were well developed prior to national rollout and that problems associated with the Pilot Phase were resolved. This in turn led to high levels of satisfaction among stakeholders when the initiative was rolled out nationally.

2.  The Quality Framework

The Quality Framework was specifically designed as an introductory improvement mechanism and therefore suited centres at a particular phase in their development. Considering the historical development of centres, the lack of a support service, and the dearth of supporting documentation to guide centre practice (as outlined in chapter two), the approach focused on establishing systems of good practice in all centres while at the same time developing the capacity of staff. However, according to Creemers and Kyriakides:
unless teaching and learning outcomes are improved, any school improvement effort should not be considered truly successful no matter how much it has managed to improve any aspect of the climate of the school.

(Creemers and Kyriakides 2010 p15)

The author disagrees with this comment in so far as it appears to presuppose that schools have achieved some basic level of development that would allow them to focus on improving the quality of teaching and learning. In the case of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres the basic level of development needed to occur first in terms of clarifying good practice and establishing basic operational systems. The Quality Framework that was developed focused on agreeing and implementing actions that led to improving centre practice and building the capacity of staff. As can be seen from cycle four, the Quality Framework Initiative had subsequently moved on to include a focus on teaching, learning and soft outcomes for learners in the development of guidelines and training programmes, on programme planning and teaching methodologies and on managing learner behaviour. 

The four core parts of the Quality Framework (the quality standards; centre development planning; internal centre evaluation; and external evaluation) were useful aspects. They resulted in improvements in practice and built the capacity of staff. The nature of the Quality Standards was appropriate for the development of centres in that they set out highly specified but not prescribed expectations for the operation of centres and for the systems that should be in place rather than the outcomes for learners. The internal centre evaluation process is an extremely useful improvement mechanism that suited the nature of centres, resulted in improvements and had the support of staff. Centre Development Planning is useful to an extent but not to the same degree as internal centre evaluation due to the difficulty of the process and the perpetual focus on the production of a plan. The author would argue that the Internal Centre Evaluation process is a more time efficient process that results in greater process outcomes and is therefore more engaging for staff and results in the same level of improvements as the Centre Development Planning process. External evaluation of centres as conducted by the Inspectorate of the Department of Education and Skills is very appropriate to the development and support of centres. This soft accountability approach applies sufficient pressure as to warrant compliance with inspection requirements while at the same time remaining non-prescriptive in terms of outcomes for learners. The approach facilitates centres to remain responsive to the educational, social and emotional development of learners without being restricted to focus only on outcomes that can be easily measured.

3. Facilitator-Led Approach

A unique aspect of QFI processes is the facilitator-led approach. The findings clearly indicated that Coordinators and Directors would not take the time to learn about and understand the QFI processes to such a degree that they could lead a staff team through the processes as intended. Improvement mechanisms are often good in theory but poor in implementation because of this reason. Very often short cuts are taken and a minimalist approach to compliance is adopted, the focus becomes the production of a plan or an evaluation report for the sake of accountability and the process outcomes can be lost. The facilitator-led approach eliminates this problem. Stakeholders can trust the facilitator to lead them through the process as intended so as to ensure that the task and process outcomes are achieved within the timeframe allocated.  While the responsibility for leading the process is removed from stakeholders the ownership of the process is maintained as a process outcome. 

The prevailing approach within the mainstream Irish Education System would suggest that ownership of the process can only result from stakeholders learning about the process before implementing it themselves. The author would not disagree that this would result in ownership but argues that it is not the most efficient approach to achieving ownership nor does it generally lead to the implementation of the process as intended. The facilitator-led approach assists stakeholders to learn how to plan and evaluate while they are engaging in QFI processes rather than before they engage. 

Because the QFI process continued to evolve, new activities were introduced yearly and a planned incremental improvement in the quality of the processes and the task was managed through the facilitated process, something that could not occur if the process was not facilitator-led. One of the roles of the QFI facilitator was to challenge staff and improve their capacity year on year. The skilled facilitator could judge the capacity of staff and manage the level of challenge so that stakeholders’ capacity was stretched but not overstretched during QFI processes.

The facilitator-led approach is an efficient and effective way to manage the implementation of a national improvement initiative. Following this approach the pace of incremental development is planned and driven nationally. It ensures that the initiative is consistently implemented as intended so as to yield high levels of engagement and the achievement of task and process outcomes within allocated timeframes and resources. 

4. Practicalities 

Working out the practicalities of implementing the Quality Framework was a key factor in the success of the initiative and was one of the key differences between this approach and other improvement initiatives operating within the education system in Ireland. It was necessary to set out answers to the basic questions of who, what, where, when and how with regard to the centre development planning and self-evaluation processes. The practical arrangements were based on a pragmatic approach which recognised that the amount of time allocated to the processes should be sufficient in order to achieve the task and process outcomes yet efficient in the use of time and resources. The prevailing approach to improvement activities within the Irish education system was to “fit it in somewhere”. The author sought to avoid the implementation problems that resulted from this approach. 

It was important to ensure that the processes did not detract too much time from core work with learners. The clarification of practical or technical issues created clear expectations for how centres would engage in the processes, the amount of time they would allocate to QFI processes annually and the output to be achieved for each year. The activities and process to be undertaken during each of the days was highly prescribed. This was done intentionally so that the tasks of developing a centre plan and carrying out an evaluation was fully completed during the time allocated. Prescription also included prescription of activities so as to ensure the process outcomes (Patton 1997) described previously. 

This approach resulted in very high levels of engagement by centres in the QFI processes and therefore a momentum was created and maintained. This resulted in process outcomes such as “achieving a sense of completion”, “feeling that progress was made” and an “appreciation for the full system”. Such process outcomes would be much more difficult to achieve if the initiative was approached in a more open ended or less prescriptive manner. The approach recognises Fullan’s (2008) view that behaviours change before beliefs and that shared ownership is an outcome of quality processes, rather than a precondition. By engaging in the QFI processes year after year centre staff are given the opportunity to experience the initiative as intended and therefore experience the planned and expected benefits.
5. National Supports 

The role and specific approach of the National Coordinator of the Quality Framework was also a key factor in the success of the initiative. A key role of the National Coordinator was to ensure that the QFI processes were implemented as intended on an on-going basis. In doing so the National Coordinator attempted to develop a “processual relationship” (Fullan 2001) with Coordinators and Directors in the Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. This relationship was supported by the annual monitoring and feedback systems. The annual monitoring system involved monitoring the level of engagement of centres in the initiative. If it was evident that a centre had not yet engaged in QFI processes within a particular year, the National Coordinator would contact the centre Coordinator to discuss plans for engagement. When problems existed solutions were identified and often a flexible approach to engaging in the process was agreed that would involve addressing a particular issue that may exist for centre staff at that time. In this way the QFI processes remained flexible to the needs and capacity of centres. Where the process had lost momentum, through a change in Coordinator or Director, a review or updating session was organised in order to keep the process on track. While the author acknowledges that this approach is very unusual in the context of Irish support services it did result in engagement which in turn led to a positive experience of the process. It was a very specific interpretation of Fullan’s pressure and support approach.  As the QFI processes became embedded the need to engage with centres in this way lessened and the relationship between the centre Coordinator/ Director and their QFI facilitator developed.

An important aspect of the monitoring system was that centres and VECs were informed on an annual basis with regard to the national levels of implementation. This was also unusual in terms of existing improvement mechanisms within the Irish education system. Informing stakeholders about national levels of implementation further created expectations for future engagement by centres in QFI processes. Stakeholders were made aware that levels of implementation were high and this encouraged engagement of centres new to the processes. Such reporting informed stakeholders that they were not alone in engaging in QFI processes and that implementation was being monitored.

The feedback system was the second activity that supported the processual relationship between the National Coordinator and centre staff. Following each facilitated QFI process evaluation forms were completed by staff in centres and returned via the facilitators to the National Coordinator. This allowed for the ongoing monitoring of stakeholder experiences of the process. The national Coordinator dealt with any issues that were highlighted. This ensured that, as much as possible, the QFI processes remained a positive and useful experience for stakeholders. The system also supported high standards of facilitation as the work of facilitators were evaluated by each participant in the process. 

Managing and supporting the QFI facilitation team was also an important function of the National Coordinator. This required the provision of on-going individual support for facilitators as well as regular review sessions with the team. The quality of stakeholder experience depended heavily on the quality of the facilitator and therefore creating high expectations, ensuring consistency in delivery and dealing with facilitator related issues were key aspects of the National Coordinator’s role.

The National Coordinator responded to needs identified through the QFI processes. The development of a training programme and guidelines on programme planning is an example of such a response. It can be expected that an improvement mechanism such as the Quality Framework Initiative would result in the need for such guidelines and training. Despite the success of such developments the author concludes that the provision of such supports should not be part of the remit of a quality assurance initiative but rather should be provided in association with a separate support service. The time required to develop such programmes diverted time away from the on-going development of the quality assurance processes. However, moving to a focus on improving outcomes for learners is an important next step in the development of supports for centres. This should be provided by a dedicated service with expertise in the area rather than personnel who have expertise in quality assurance.

6. Evolving Nature of the Quality Framework

The Quality Framework was developed as an introductory improvement mechanism. When it was first introduced it was not clear how soon after national rollout the initiative would need to be redeveloped. Reflecting on the overall experience, and based on the findings, the author concludes that the quality framework required redevelopment four years after the national rollout.  Due to the termination of the role of QFI National Coordinator, this did not happen. The need for re-development at this point is based mainly on the high level of implementation of the QFI processes by centres. Because the initiative was implemented as intended, it has achieved what it set out to do. Now that capacity has increased and the processes have become embedded these have become very familiar and less challenging to stakeholders. The author concludes that improvement mechanisms require redevelopment within an appropriate timeframe following national rollout. If an improvement mechanism does what it is intended to do the capacity of stakeholders should improve over time and therefore higher level challenges should be presented to stakeholders to reflect this improvement. The detail of this redevelopment in the case of the Quality Framework Initiative should be based on a more extensive evaluation of the initiative in consultation with stakeholders thus reflecting the approach used in its initial development.
RECOMMENDATIONS
Applying the conclusions, a number of recommendations can be made. These recommendations relate to three areas as follows:

· the Quality Framework Initiative

· a national improvement mechanism

· further research

Recommendations in Relation to the Quality Framework Initiative

The Quality Framework Initiative should continue to operate as the key improvement mechanism for Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres. It should be redeveloped to include updated quality standards, internal evaluation and planning processes. This redevelopment should take cognisance of the proposed closure of Senior Traveller Training Centres and the imminent production of new operational guidelines for the Youthreach programme. The planning process should be simplified to avoid the detailed level of review that currently exists and lessen the emphasis on the production of the plan as a document. This may involve a one-day process that would simply identify the areas due to be evaluated in the coming years. Planning of actions should result from the self- evaluation process rather than the planning process. Centres should engage in internal centre evaluation annually. Detailed action plans should result from internal evaluation. The inspection process should examine the implementation of the self-evaluation process rather than being a focus on planning only.

In terms of supporting the initiative, it is recommended that a National Coordinator be appointed who would support the evolution of the framework by continuing to make changes and improvements to the quality framework guidelines and processes, lead the work of facilitators, support centres and monitor implementation. Also recommended is the continuation of the facilitator-led approach whereby the process and process outcomes are ensured as opposed to the achievement of the task alone.  Providing clear expectations with regard to annual levels of engagement and the monitoring of annual engagement should continue to be a feature of the initiative. 
Recommendations for the Establishment and Support of a National Improvement Strategy for Education Providers.
Based on the experience of the Quality Framework Initiative, the author proposes a framework for establishing and supporting a national improvement strategy for education providers. While the QFI was only tested in Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres the author suggests that the conclusions may have implications for the wider system. In this context, education providers can include schools at primary and post-primary level, adult and further education programmes and third level institutes. The proposed framework can be applied to any area of provision and would result in similar overall approaches but would differ from one area of provision to the next in terms of its operational detail. The framework for establishing and supporting a national improvement strategy for education providers is outlined in Table 8.1. Each aspect of the improvement strategy was discussed in detail in the conclusions and will not be repeated here.  

Table 8.1: Framework for Establishing and Supporting a National Improvement Strategy for Education Providers

	Aspects of the Strategy
	Recommended Approach

	Developing the Improvement Strategy
	Consultation would occur with stakeholders at each key stage in the development of the improvement strategy.

	
	The implementation of the improvement strategy would be tested through a pilot process.

	The Improvement Strategy
	Improvement strategy would include the establishment of flexible quality standards and the internal process of self-evaluation in addition to external evaluation.

	
	External evaluation processes would utilise a soft accountability, supportive approach.

	
	Task and process outcomes would be built into the improvement process.

	Implementing the Strategy
	Practicalities of implementing the improvement would be worked out in advance.

	
	Improvement processes would involve full staff teams, learners, management and other key stakeholders where appropriate.

	
	The focus of the strategy would be to move efficiently through the improvement process in order to identify and implement improvements.

	
	Processes would be prescribed and time-bound.

	
	Expectations for annual levels of engagement and outputs by programmes would be established.


	Monitoring and Supporting Implementation
	Processes would be facilitator-led to ensure task and process outcomes are achieved.

	
	Nationally planned annual incremental improvement in the quality of the processes would occur in order to build capacity.

	
	Annual levels of implementation by each provider would be monitored.

	
	On-going communication with each provider would occur in order to support engagement where necessary.

	
	National levels of engagement would be reported annually.

	
	The work of the facilitation team would be monitored and reviewed in order to improve processes.

	Feedback System
	A mechanism to facilitate stakeholder feedback would be established in order to ensure the quality of their experience and the quality of the facilitation. 

	
	Issues identified would be addressed.

	Evaluation of implementation and impact
	Annual levels of implementation would be measured. The impact of the strategy would be evaluated within three to four years of national rollout.

	Responding to Identified Needs
	Support services would provide guidelines and training for providers in relation to key aspects of provision.

	Re-development and Improvement of Strategy
	If strategy is implemented as outlined above it should be re-developed after approximately four years to ensure relevance and to further build capacity with an increased level of challenge. The evaluation of the strategy would feed into its redevelopment.


Recommendations for Further Research

The researcher recommends further studies be conducted in order to further examine the impact of the Quality Framework Initiative and to assist its redevelopment and application in other settings. The specific recommendations for further research are as follows:

· A large-scale evaluation of the impact of the Quality Framework Initiative on centres should be conducted involving a larger sample. It should consider the limitations of the current study and should correct for researcher’s bias. 
· In order to develop the quality framework to the next level further research should be carried out to establish how outcomes for learners could be measured, including soft outcomes. 

· The redevelopment of the Quality Framework Initiative should follow a similar action research process as was used in its original development. The redevelopment should involve the participation of stakeholders through each cycle and the redeveloped initiative should be piloted as part of the action research process.

· The Framework for Establishing and Supporting a National Improvement Strategy for Education Providers, as proposed by the author, should be applied in other education settings using an action research approach.

· Research should be conducted into the impact of the inspection process in centres and the possible usefulness of including self-evaluation as one of the criteria for inspection.
By way of final comment, the author claims that the recommendations as outlined above, would greatly enhance the quality assurance processes in Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres and has the potential to impact positively on other areas of education provision.
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Journal Entry: May 2003





One of the main issues that arose during the synthesis process related to the inclusion of a quality standard on leadership. Much discussion occurred in relation to the appropriateness of including such a standard. The concern for some was that including a quality standard on leadership would also mean conducting evaluations that focused on leadership. Coordinators and Directors were specifically opposed to this inclusion. They preferred to encourage the notion of evaluating the team and team responsibility for the success of the centre. Claims were made that no other member of staff or management were singled out for evaluation.  It was agreed that the quality standard on leadership would be removed on the grounds that all the key aspects of what a leader (Coordinator/ Director) is responsible for are included in the quality standards. Even though there would be no specific evaluation of leadership as such, evaluations would involve an examination of the management and organisation of the systems that are in operation which would in many ways demonstrate effectiveness of Coordinators and Directors.





Journal Entry: January 2003





The QFI processes do not focus on the individual but look in a more holistic way at the collective responsibility of the staff team together with local management. The QFI is also about highlighting the good work of the centre. Areas for improvement are listed and are dealt with through a collaborative problem solving approach. If staff felt that they were being targeted by the process they would become defensive and disengage.








Journal Entry: September 2004





I am annoyed to see that a facilitator would take short cuts with the process. Every part of the process was carefully thought out and time was allocated. Facilitators were made aware of this during the training and very clear expectations were raised. When a centre is closed to learners for a full day, the facilitator is accountable to the staff for a full day of work.  I will have to deal with this issue when I meet the team.





Journal Entry: May 2004 





Having facilitated the ICE and CDP processes in a number of centres I must admit that most staff love the ICE process but find the CDP much more difficult. Why is this? The ICE is a short process held over two consecutive days and has built in team-building activities. People always go home on a positive note and the workload involved is relatively small compared to CDP.





CDP on the other hand is long drawn out. Staff have to review all the quality standards rather than only examine nine areas as is the case with ICE. In doing so they review all the quality standards in one go which is a little overwhelming for some staff. In addition, staff have various tasks to carry out in between sessions. Generally CDP involves a heavier workload.





My concern is that not all centre teams have the capacity to engage in the CDP process while I feel that any team regardless of capacity can benefit from ICE.  For centres with poor capacity the CDP process is a steep learning curve. For staff who find paperwork difficult and particularly for those who do not have adequate IT stills, the very task of completing the plan caused huge difficulty. I would go as far as saying that this aspect was off-putting for some staff. Because so much has to be achieved over the five planning days in terms of the task there is less time for engaging in activities that produce process outcomes. 





My feeling is that the ICE process works well as it is whereas the CDP process requires further improvement. I am still not convinced that long term planning in this way is a particularly useful process in terms of achieving the implementation of actions but as it will be the focus for inspection and as it was recommended by stakeholders it will continue to be part of the Quality Framework Initiative.





Journal Entry: July 2004





The review with facilitators highlighted the different abilities of staff in various centres in relation to CDP. Most found it easy but some had found the process very difficult. For some it was the language of the standards but for many more it was writing and collating the plan. Many staff teams had never engaged with work of this nature before and had not developed the skills required. One facilitator showed the group a centre plan from an unnamed centre. She outlined various parts of the document showing that certain aspects of the process were not carried out as well as she had expected. As a team we discussed the usefulness of the plan and agreed that the team had engaged sufficiently in the process to produce a useful plan and that it could be used as the basis for centre improvement. We agreed that the aesthetics and final appearance of the plan was not as important as its usefulness. The facilitator had concerns about the quality of writing and grammar, the inadequate level of evidence documented, missing parts and the poor quality of the layout. She wondered if she should encourage the centre staff to revise the document or to leave it as it is. She stated that the staff team had already found the process difficult and it was a huge learning curve for all involved. She was concerned that local management or people external to the centre would judge the centre negatively based on the quality of the centre plan as a document. In my view the planning process was about building capacity and improving the centre and was not about producing a perfect document. 





In discussing the problem we explored the possibility of each facilitator gauging in some way the capacity of the centre staff and pushing staff to engage in the process in such a way that they are challenged but not turned off the process. Facilitators would have to use their own judgement and use a flexible approach in this regard. There was no sense in producing a perfect document but in doing so, turning the staff off the QFI and potentially damaging future engagement. Engaging annually would in itself build capacity. The real test of the plan and planning process would be the evaluation of the implementation of actions in a year from now.





Journal Entry: October 2003





In training the facilitation team I emphasised that the QFI facilitation was the first and only ‘support service’ provided to staff in Youthreach and STTCs. I expected the facilitators to work to a very high standard and in doing so create high expectation among centre staff. The work of the team was to be conducted in a professional manner and all team members were expected to follow the guidelines and implement the processes as intended. Facilitators were responsible to the centres to lead them through the task of completing the ICE and CDP processes but overall they were to ensure as much as possible that it was a positive and useful experience for those involved.





Journal Entry: July 2004





All forty-four centres that had participated in the Pilot Phase sent representatives to attend the end of Pilot Phase seminars. The two sessions were very positive and both provided a clear endorsement of the Quality Framework Initiative by practitioners and management. Participants seemed genuinely pleased that some kind of support had been put in place to assist centre staff in carrying out their work and that the DES had funded such a support for centres, nothing like this had previously been provided for staff in Youthreach and STTCs. The development of the QFI for many signalled a new level of recognition from the DES.  It was all very positive so far. Within two years of completing the consultation process I found myself at a seminar discussing the implementation of QFI processes with stakeholders. Everybody was talking the same language. How things have moved on!  





Journal Entry: November 2004





The quality framework documents need to be designed, printed and packaged to a high standard. This in itself will signal a number of things. It will indicate that the Department of Education and Science is committed to the implementation of the QFI in Centres for Education and to the permanence of the initiative. It points to the professional approach being adopted to the coordination of the initiative and this raises expectations in relation to the quality of the supports being provided to centres and VECs.  I am also aware that there is a dearth of documentation in relation to the operation of either Youthreach or Senior Traveller Training Centres and therefore these guidelines will be form key reference documents in relation to both programmes.  I am aware that I am motivated to develop high quality documentation that would also raise the profile of and reflect positively on both programmes.





Journal Entry: February 2008





When I go to conferences I see the importance of reporting on levels of implementation. Letting centre staff know that the vast majority of centres were engaging was important. This established expectations for ongoing engagement and also let stakeholders know that the type and level of centre engagement was being monitored, something that was not done in relation to many other improvement initiatives. These conferences and seminars provided an opportunity to receive feedback from stakeholders and also to highlight issues that stakeholders need to pay attention to.





Journal Entry:  October 2007





I have just returned from a one day review with the facilitation team.  As the process evolves new challenges appear. Issues that I had not thought to address in the redeveloped guidelines are now arising.  Facilitators are anticipating problems and are looking for solutions. The enthusiasm of the team is wonderful. Various people are trying out different approaches and are reporting back to the team. Facilitators don’t simply wait for instructions on how I think an issue should be dealt with; they actively pursue solutions for themselves. I now realise that the facilitation team is a much more important factor in the success and development of the initiative than I had originally realised. By meeting like this and agreeing better ways to do things, not  only are we providing an increasingly improved  service to centres we are also gradually raising the bar for centre staff and developing their capacity by stealth. 





Facilitators are now aware that centre staff are at various levels in terms of their capacity in different locations. A key skill of a facilitator is to pitch expectations at an appropriate level.  They need to constantly stretch the capacity of staff without leaving them feeling overwhelmed. As they work with centres from one year to the next, facilitators raise the bar by expecting more of staff in terms of how they engage in the process, how they conduct reviews, the level of evidence that is gathered, the quality of external consultation, the quality of documentation, the implementation of actions and most importantly they challenge and question staff about standards of service provision for learners.





Journal Entry: September 2006





When the criteria for external evaluation of centres were established, I was surprised that there was no mention of self-evaluation. For many years the Department of Education and Science has been unsuccessfully trying to introduce self-evaluation into the mainstream education system and it was therefore understandable that self-evaluation in schools was not inspected. However, self-evaluation in centres for education was becoming well established and was also a key part of centres’ quality assurance system. Why does the Inspectorate appear to ignore this key aspect of centre work and only examine the quality of planning as if this was the only quality assurance process that mattered? Would this result in centres developing centre plans to meet the inspection criteria in situations where a shorter term self-evaluation process may be more appropriate? Would it privilege the practice of planning relative to self evaluation?
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