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The collection and processing of accurate and appropriate data is an essential element of service delivery. The TUI endorses the need for a high quality data strategy to support the effective delivery, evaluation and accountability of education services at local and national level.  Based on general commentary from its membership the TUI notes a number of factors of particular importance. 

General Points 

The union believes more and better data should be available about the education sector including details on students, resources to schools/colleges/education centres, staff etc.  It holds that centralised systems of collecting and maintaining data are important to ensure that appropriate data is available locally and nationally in a consistent fashion. 

While data collection will necessarily have a high focus on quantitative data in terms of profiling student numbers, students’ academic achievements, staff details, and financial management, it is important that the strategy include an increased focus on  qualitative studies and analysis.  Qualitative data emphasises views, attitudes and perspectives drawing on experience and expertise as well as relevant quantitative details. It is vital if a deep understanding of the education sector and associated strengths and weaknesses, successes and failures is to emerge. Therefore, resources should be set aside to support a number of qualitative studies on specific themes at appropriate intervals.  In tandem, a stronger focus on longitudinal, comparative studies is advised to generate comprehensive analysis of changes in provision over time. 

It is important that data collection is not an end in itself nor should it lead to a culture of bureaucracy and performativity at the expense of service provision and quality.  It must be used by the Department to generate strong and wide-ranging analysis of the education sector. In this regard relevant organisations, including teacher unions, should have access to certain data and associated reports to support their analysis of critical issues.  Notwithstanding this education providers are justifiably concerned that data is often used inappropriately to suggest weaknesses, leading to poor publicity for schools or other education centres and the education sector as a whole.  The Department’s strategy should include measures to cushion against the unfair and inappropriate use of data by media or other interests.  

Although a large volume of data is collected the capacity to cross link and aggregate data within programmes and between programmes and between VECs/schools, colleges and other education centres is restricted or non-existent.  This prevents a thorough and deep analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of education provision at various levels at different times.  For example, while it is possible to determine how many learners participated in further education programmes it may not be possible to establish how many of those with a particular disability achieved a particular award type or level.  The capacity to analysis the nature and type of supports provided to individual learners and examine progression patterns of learners is also very restricted.   More recent critical black spots have emerged in respect of the data available on enrolment patterns of post-primary students with special educational needs.  Accurate data in this instance is as important as policy statements that propose equity of treatment to identify if written policies translate into practice. Centralised data collection systems, designed to accommodate the timely collection of consistent data, could address this. 

Schools, Colleges, Education Centres 

Given the significant pressure on schools, colleges and education centres to provide multiple reports that serve different functions an audit should be conducted to establish the full extent of reporting requirements.  A component of such an audit should be to identify the suite of details that need to be collected on students, programmes, services, staff, and resources (including staff allocations, supports and finances) in the context of legislative and other reporting requirements.  An examination of timelines for making specific reports could be included. The union advises that a minimalist approach to data collection and interpretation should be avoided as it restricts deep analysis of the education sector. Nonetheless, it cautions against data collection being driven by an administrative agenda that disrupts normal functioning or diminishes the efficient operation of schools, colleges and education centres. 

Schools, colleges and education centres are required to provide data and reports to a wide range of agencies (Government Departments, Awarding Bodies, NEWB, HEA etc) and are increasingly called upon to support national and international research.  Effective management of data (collection, processing, interpretation, monitoring etc) requires considerable time, effort and specialist expertise, placing an ever-increasing burden on management, educational and administrative staff. To date the demands of date collection and management are not well recognised and are poorly resourced. In particular, TUI members have reported that teachers are allocated insufficient time and there is limited access to IT systems, administrative support and technical expertise. Any review of the current systems should take cognisance of this.  A commitment to providing sufficient additional resources to enable schools/colleges/education centres meet data collection and reporting requirements, without impairing the delivery of core services, must be explicit in a reviewed data strategy. In this regard additional resources include staff time, professional development, IT systems, administrative and technical support.

Schools, colleges and other education centres have reported that current reporting demands has led to an excessive level of data processing as different information is required for different purposes.  Some efforts have been undertaken to streamline the collection of data on students at primary and post-primary levels of education. These must be advanced further with a particular focus on avoiding unnecessary duplication of work at local level and ensuring that multiple reports can be drawn from general databases. A wide variety of services and programmes fall under the umbrella of further and adult education and a multiplicity of separate reports are required by Government Departments and other bodies. The absence of a nationally designed database for the further and adult education sector has led to a wide range of different reporting templates and systems emerging serving defined and limited purposes.  The Department’s Strategy into the future should provide for a national database to support the collection and management of data in further/adult education services. 

In general teachers have embraced the concept of making electronic returns in respect of state examinations and other national awards, when time and training is provided.  However, teachers have reported that the time required to make such returns is underestimated and the entry processes are often frustrated by a lack of expertise and little access to administrative support. Teachers have also reported that access to technical support is insufficient and sometimes inefficient as referral to another person may be necessary once an initial query is placed, causing undue delays and demanding more time. Guidelines accompanying IT packages are often complicated with an overuse of ‘jargon’ creating further stumbling blocks. Therefore, greater attention to user-friendly language is important. In some instances access to IT systems is restricted to certain times (e.g. entering credits for Leaving Certificate Applied Assignments) conflicting with teaching commitments of most teachers. In addition there have been many reports of systems crashing, frustrating teachers’ efforts and significantly increasing the time invested in making returns. If the goodwill of teachers in their roles as programmes co-ordinators or examination secretaries is to be preserved these issues must be addressed immediately.   

Data Systems  

IT systems are critical in enabling and supporting data collection and management in the modern context.  All schools/colleges/education centres, irrespective of size, must have access to the appropriate equipment (hardware and software), which should be updated as necessary.  Dynamic and effective use of IT systems will be dependent on the relevant staff being allowed adequate time and enabled to develop the expertise required to interface with the IT systems.  Access to training and technical expertise is critical and TUI members have reported significant deficits in this regard. 

In terms of the effective use of public resources it is crucial that the design of data systems facilitates the easy and efficient importation, exportation and transfer of data across systems. Appropriate confidentiality for individual learners, staff members and specific schools/colleges and education centres must be ensured.  Facilities for the sharing of appropriate information and details between relevant state services (e.g. health and education services) and across the different levels of education and training (e.g. primary, post- primary, third level, and state training agencies) should be a priority.  For example, details of special supports provided to a student at one level of education should be easily transferable to the appropriate agent(s) as the student moves through and around the education/training system. 

Data collection in respect of learners should allow for a profile of the learner, the supports they receive and the awards they achieve to build up over time. In this regard the need to use PPS Numbers as a primary means of identification is acknowledged. Learner confidentiality must be preserved and general access to details on individuals must be restricted.  Individual learners must be entitled to view their personal details and advise on appropriate amendments.   

Data systems should be open-ended with inbuilt facilities to restrict or add dimensions as new legislation emerges and developments progress, having due regard for varying needs at local and national level.  In the development of any data collection or management system there should be sufficient involvement of local practitioners (teachers and managers) so that the broadest possible range of operational issues can be examined as a system is being designed.         

Recent years have seen the implementation of a range of measures that promote greater equality for learners and employees. However, the data collected in respect of staff, students and services is weak in terms of what is available and how it can be cross-connected and analysed.  To be truly critical with a view to improving services for specific learners and employees data systems must be equality proofed. This is essential to ensure that sufficient details are collected to support a deeper analysis of equality related issues across the nine grounds of equality.    

Data on Staff 

The union recognises that it is more efficient if the payment of teachers and records of teacher absences and attendance are recorded and managed electronically. However, a number of shortcomings emerged as current systems were rolled out.  For example, teachers reported late, absent for short periods or on school business were recorded as absent for a day.  This is unacceptable and brings data systems into disrepute. Reports also suggest that the pay roll system crashed resulting in some teachers not being paid on time with particularly serious consequences for some part-time teachers.   It is accepted that the implementation of any new system is met with ‘teething problems’ and that the Department is making efforts to address such technical issues.  Nonetheless, it is imperative that data management systems are thoroughly tested and trialled. If critical flaws emerge in the hardware and software systems during the trail period full implementation should be delayed.  During the trialling period established systems of data collection, where such exist, should continue to be maintained. 

The level of data available on the current pool of teaching staff and other staff associated with service delivery is limited or inaccessible in respect of some details e.g. age profiles, gender breakdown of those holding co-ordination positions, posts of responsibility and management positions. There are also gaps in the details available in relation to the overall allocation of teaching hours, ex quota staff and other staff to VECs/schools/colleges/education centres. While protecting the confidentiality of individuals, the Department’s data strategy should ensure that the teacher unions and other agencies that have a particular interest in critiquing such matters have access to the relevant local and national data.

Finally, the union recognises that accurate and comprehensive data enables thorough and high quality analysis, which can be an important tool in seeking improvements and increased investment in education. The Department’s Strategy should include a strand that promotes a professional understanding of and attitude to data collection, increases capacity to collect and interpret data and builds confidence within the sector that data outputs have significant positive outcomes. 
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