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Executive Summary
This report is a mixed-methods evaluation of three events held as part of the nascent
BEACONS (Bringing Education Alive for our Communities On a National Scale) process. It
has been undertaken by the Centre for Effective Services (CES) and presents findings on an
evaluation of three BEACONS events held in November and December 2019 (including one
follow-up event). It builds on the findings of the inaugural BEACONS event held in May
2019.

BEACONS is an innovative approach to building stronger school communities through
promoting and facilitating more conversations between teachers, parents and students.
BEACONS aims to foster a supportive education ecosystem for both teaching and learning.
To date, three communities in Baltinglass, North-East Inner-City Dublin and Ennistymon
have pioneered this new model for conversations between teachers, parents and students.
An evaluation of the pilot BEACONS event, held on May 16th in Ennistymon, has already
been produced by CES. This evaluation report focuses on the subsequent three BEACONS
events, including a follow-up to the pilot event. The purpose of this evaluation, and the
evaluation of the pilot event, is to inform the design and implementation of future events.

The evaluation ultimately addresses the question:


Were the BEACONS events successful in meeting their aims?

In answering this question, the following questions are addressed about the BEACONS
process:


what worked well and should be retained for future events?



what worked but would benefit from modification for future events?



what did not work and should be changed for future events?



what could be incorporated for future events to maximise success?

The evaluation used on-site quantitative and qualitative evaluation methods for collecting
data. This enabled the evaluation team to gather contemporaneous feedback from
participants at the events, as well as a retrospective e-mail survey to local ‘champions’.

Data for the evaluation was gathered from two main sources during each event, via
Mentimeter (www.mentimeter.com) and via a ‘graffiti wall’. Mentimeter is an online tool that
allows participants to use their smartphones to answer questions and give feedback in real
time during the event. A graffiti wall involves participants writing on large sheets of paper
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taped to the wall.
The findings of the questions posed on Mentimeter suggest that the events were successful
in their aim of giving participants a forum to generate and discuss ideas and issues important
to them. Participants appeared to feel that they were able to talk about the things that
mattered to them and were generally positive about the prospect of attending a future event.
Participants were broadly positive about the venue and refreshments but had some critiques
about the variety of food available and the comfort of the venues. The findings at the followup event in Ennistymon also suggested that there had been progress in advancing actions
identified at the pilot event, and that this progress could be attributed to BEACONS, with
participants looking to embed the BEACONS process in their school communities and
channel local messages to a national audience.

The findings also suggest some important ways that the BEACONS events could be
improved, including:


Giving consideration to what constitutes the ‘school community’ and who should
be represented at these events.



Enabling greater participation during the event by issuing more information on
what will be covered at the event (and how) to allow participants time to reflect in
advance of attending.



Placing a greater emphasis on how change will be instigated following the
events.



Putting in place a process for following up with participants after the events and
getting feedback to participants and other stakeholders on what was covered at
the events and what has happened since the event.



Ensuring the venue, refreshments and timings of the events meet participant
needs.

The findings from the analysis of the graffiti wall comments reflect and extend the findings of
the analysis of the Mentimeter data. Participants saw the value in the event and appeared
keen to be involved in similar events in the future, with some explicitly calling for more such
events. Participants liked feeling they had a voice that was heard and respected, as well as
hearing the voice and perspectives of other participants in an open, trusting and inclusive
atmosphere. Participants noted some things they did not like so much about the event,
including aspects of the format and representation at the event, and suggested more time for
discussion, more advance information about the event, and a greater representation of other
parts of the school community.
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The analysis of the graffiti wall comments at the follow-up event suggests that changes have
happened since the first BEACONS event and in some cases have happened quite quickly,
with evidence of not only concrete tangible changes, but cultural changes in school.
However, there were indications that expectations had been raised with regard to the issues
of bullying and student anxiety, with disappointment voiced by some participants at the lack
of change in these areas. The aspects that were liked at the second BEACONS event in
Ennistymon echoed those reported at the Baltinglass and North-East Inner-City events, with
participants valuing the inclusive atmosphere, the opportunity to hear and feel heard and to
engage with members of their school community.

The encouraging findings point to a number of next steps for the BEACONS process,
including consideration of:


What constitutes the ‘school community’ and who should be represented at these
events.



How to set realistic expectations among participants around what can be expected to
change. It also suggests a need to identify or clarify how certain child protection
issues should be followed up on if concerns emerge at a BEACONS event.



How insights generated are brought together, synthesised, and distilled to generate
messages that would be relevant regionally and nationally.



How ‘seldom heard’ voices can better be heard at these events

Moving forward, answers to the following questions will help BEACONS to refine its design
and implementation:


What is meant by school community?



Who should be represented at BEACONS events?



How are the important messages identified?



How are expectations set?



How will BEACONS be evaluated and learning shared going forward?



How will participants in BEACONS events get feedback?



How will future successes be celebrated?



What is BEACONS’ route to scale?
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Section 1: Introduction
This report is a mixed-methods evaluation of three events held as part of the nascent
BEACONS (Bringing Education Alive for our Communities On a National Scale) process. It
has been undertaken by the Centre for Effective Services (CES) and presents findings on an
evaluation of three BEACONS events held in November and December 2019, and it builds
on the findings of the inaugural BEACONS event held in May 2019.

BEACONS is an innovative approach to building stronger school communities through
promoting and facilitating more conversations between teachers, parents and students.
BEACONS aims to foster a supportive education ecosystem for both teaching and learning.
To date, three communities have pioneered this new model for conversations between
teachers, parents and students.

The first pilot BEACONS event was held in Ennistymon, Co. Clare in May 2019. A
retrospective evaluation of this pilot event was undertaken by the Centre for Effective
Services (CES). Since then, three subsequent events have taken place:


one in Baltinglass, Co. Wicklow



one in Dublin’s north inner-city



a follow-up to the pilot event held in Ennistymon, Co. Clare.

The BEACONS mission is to provide a process for school communities to facilitate
conversations between all relevant voices about the issues that are of the greatest
importance to them. These events aim to facilitate open and honest conversations between
a diverse range of participants and seek to give voice collectively to those at the front line of
education. Teachers, parents and students are at the heart of these conversations.
Conversations are intended to grow relationships and feed into local and national actions. In
this way, BEACONS seeks to develop and grow a scalable model of conversations between
principals, teachers, parents and students about things that matter to them.

A core aim of the BEACONS process is to explore how this bottom-up approach can connect
with national conversations about education to support a system in which teachers and
learners can thrive. This evaluation therefore incorporates the perspectives of teachers,
parents and students, as well as event organisers and facilitators, to understand whether
participants felt that all voices were heard at these events, and whether the issues of
greatest importance to participants were discussed.
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BEACONS aims to address the challenges of embedding innovation and change at a local
level in school communities. It also seeks to address the disconnect that can exist between
policymakers, principals, teachers, parents and students, and to enhance healthy
connections and relationships between these groups. It is based on the premise that a
model for ongoing conversations between principals, teachers, parents and students at the
local level can be developed for all school communities and scaled to a national level. This is
intended to facilitate local engagement with issues of importance to the school community,
as well as enhancing connections with national policy development and implementation. This
evaluation seeks to understand how productive participants in the BEACONS events found
them to be.

The outcomes that BEACONS ultimately seeks to achieve include more systematic
innovation in schools; enhanced understanding and bottom-up insights for policy
development and implementation; better relationships between teachers, parents and
students that will enhance the quality of inclusive education; more effective utilisation of
resources; and more organic and creative links between schools and their communities,
enhancing the quality of teaching and learning for all. While it is arguably too early to identify
outcomes from BEACONS, an understanding of participant perceptions of changes since the
first Ennistymon event can help to indicate whether BEACONS is encouraging movement
toward its goal. This will help to inform whether the BEACONS process could and should be
scaled-up.

A draft logic model was developed for BEACONS in July 2019, which identified the problems
it intends to address (see Figure 1). The development of the logic model enables a clearer
understanding of the model, including the context in which it was developed and operates,
and the enablers and barriers to its implementation, and core elements. The logic model
provides a graphic representation of BEACONS, showing the intended relationships
between the inputs, activities, and outputs. It graphically expresses the essential elements of
BEACONS and helps to clarify how BEACONS seeks to channel local recommendations to
achieve national change.

In conjunction with the development of the logic model, a theory of change was also
developed for BEACONS. A theory of change makes explicit the expectations around why
providing particular inputs should lead to changes in specified outcomes by way of
generated outputs. A logic model and theory of change helps to articulate ‘what’ the process
or idea is and helps to identify and understand the systemic nature of the work, the key
linkages and cause and effect relationships.
8

Figure 1 BEACONS Logic Model
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Each BEACONS event was organised by local ‘champions’ in partnership with Dublin West
Education Centre (DWEC). The local champions were teachers from the local community;
they engaged with the schools at local level and followed up with phone calls, they sourced
the venues and other local contacts such as suitable caterers. DWEC undertook the
administration of each event, including emailing schools with information on BEACONS,
sending invitations and following up with reminders, liaising with local venues, caterers,
developing registers, and providing necessary ITC equipment. They also were responsible
for processing all invoices and issuing follow-up communication, including a report of each
event. This phase of work was funded under the Public Service Innovation Fund run by the
Department of Public Expenditure and Reform (DPER) and also by the Teaching Council.

Purpose of the evaluation
The purpose of this preliminary evaluation, and the evaluation of the first event in
Ennistymon in May 2019, is to inform the design and implementation of future events, rather
than to offer an analysis of the various themes addressed at these events and the
appropriateness of the actions identified relating to them.

Evaluation of the BEACONS Pilot event
The retrospective evaluation of the pilot event in Ennistymon suggested that the BEACONS
process has the potential to provide a reliable platform for instilling a community focus in
education, and potentially informing and enhancing both policy and practice in the future.
Feedback from participants indicated that the first BEACONS event was a significant
achievement, successfully bringing together a diverse group of stakeholders in the local
community and education sector more broadly, to participate. The event organisers were
commended by participants in the evaluation for coordinating the event in a short space of
time, with a diverse group of stakeholders, including both primary and post-primary students,
principals, teachers and parents from a variety of education and ethnic backgrounds. The
event was experienced as open, welcoming, participative and inclusive where the voices of
students were prominent. Participants indicated that they would be willing to attend a similar
event in the future. The quality of the facilitation was highlighted, with participants
acknowledging this as an important core element of the event and suggesting that having an
experienced facilitator should be a pre-requisite for future events.

The evaluation of the pilot event also identified a need to clarify the purpose of BEACONS.
As BEACONS is still in an early, experimental stage of development, there can be flexibility
in terms of how it will work to achieve its desired outcomes, but there was a risk that the
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events could be viewed as a ‘talking shop’, as one interviewee put it. This strategic work is
underway, and the national Steering Group have begun to develop a Theory of Change and
Logic Model for BEACONS. This will support the development of a clearer strategic direction
and statement of purpose.

The evaluation of the pilot event recommended that time should be invested in carrying out a
stakeholder mapping to determine and clarify who is or should be targeted to get involved in
the BEACONS process and how they could be effectively targeted. Attention was drawn to
the need for adequate follow-up with attendees at future events to reinforce the ‘feedback
loop’ function BEACONS intends to offer to the system, not just to ‘the centre’ or policy
sphere but also back to the grassroots community members involved.

For this report, and given the similarity in purpose of these events, the findings from the
Baltinglass and North-East Inner-City events have been aggregated and the findings are
discussed together. The findings from the follow-up Ennistymon event are discussed
separately.

Methodology
Learning from the pilot event and its evaluation informed the design of the present
evaluation. This current evaluation seeks to explore the process elements of the three most
recent events, rather than providing any assessment of the ideas generated on the day. The
evaluation ultimately addresses the question:


Were the BEACONS events successful in meeting their aims?

In answering this question, the following questions are addressed about the BEACONS
process:


what worked well and should be retained for future events?



what worked but would benefit from modification for future events?



what did not work and should be changed for future events?



what could be incorporated for future events to maximise success?

Learning from the evaluation of the pilot event in Ennistymon in May 2019 suggested that
retrospective collection of data did not maximise the potential for feedback from the wide
range of event participants. The current evaluation therefore adapted the evaluation
methodology and instead used on-site quantitative and qualitative evaluation methods for
collecting data. This enabled the evaluation team to gather contemporaneous feedback from
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participants at the events, as well as a retrospective e-mail survey to local ‘champions’.

This evaluation is a mixed methods evaluation involving:


a survey conducted during the BEACONS events using Mentimeter,



a ‘graffiti wall’ which captured participants perceptions and experiences in real time
at the events, and



a retrospective e-mail survey with local champions following the events to gather
their reflections on the events.
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Section 2: Overview of the BEACONS events
To date, four Beacons events have been held:
 16th and 17th May, Ennistymon, Co. Clare,


7th and 8th November, Baltinglass, Co. Wicklow,



13th and 14th November, Larkin, North-East Inner-City Dublin,



22nd November, Ennistymon, Co Clare (follow-up event).

An evaluation of the pilot BEACONS event, held on 16th and 17th May in Ennistymon, has
already been produced by CES. This current evaluation report focuses on the subsequent
three BEACONS events, one of which was a follow-up to the pilot event.

Overview of Baltinglass and North-East Inner-City Dublin events:
Guidance for facilitators was developed by Chris Chapman, facilitator at the pilot event in
Ennistymon and independent facilitator working with the Burren College of Art. The purpose
of the guidance was to outline a schedule for the events and to support facilitators in their
facilitation of the events. The guidance included a proposed schedule, which could be
flexibly adhered to. Facilitators were encouraged not to be too precise with regard to times,
other than the finish time. Facilitation focused on making sure that everyone felt welcome
and cultivating a safe environment where people felt comfortable in sharing their views.
Table 1 Participants at Baltinglass and North-East Inner-City Dublin events

Location

North-East Inner-City Dublin

Baltinglass, Co. Wicklow

Participating

Larkin Community College, Marino

Scoil Chonglais, Scoil Noamh Iosaf,

Partners with the

College CDETB, Mount Carmel Girls

Bigstone National School, Stratford Lodge

Teaching Council

Secondary School, O’Connell’s Boys

National School, Stratford-on-Slaney

and Burren

Secondary School, Belvedere College

National School, The Lalor Centre, Adult

College of Arts

Secondary School, Central Model Primary

Basic Education Service West Wicklow,

School, Scoil Caoimhin Gael Primary

Baltinglass Outdoor Education Centre

School, Rutland Street Primary School,

with the Teaching Council and Burren

Neighbourhood Youth Project (NYP1),

College of Arts

Lourdes Youth and Community Services
(LYCS), and Poet in Residence Poetry
Ireland
No. Of Attendees

51 (including 11 observers)

56 (including 7 observers)

Venue Day 1

Larkin Community College

Horan’s Restaurant

Venue Day 2

Jesuit Chapel on Gardiner Street

Horan’s Restaurant

Each event took place over the course of a day and a half, usually beginning on a Thursday
evening from 7pm to 9pm and continuing on the following Friday for a full school day. Each
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of the Thursday evening sessions focused on participants getting to know one another and
sharing their experiences of the education system from their different perspectives
(principals, teachers, parents, primary and secondary students). The Friday morning
sessions (9am – 12.30pm) focused on sharing stories of education at its best, identifying
common qualities in the stories, and the potential for such stories to happen more often. This
was followed by two ‘open space rounds’ that gave the participants the opportunity to talk
about the issues that they felt were most important by nominating topics that were discussed
at different tables that participants could move between. The session after lunch (1.15pm3pm) focused on reflecting on what had come up so far and determining next steps.

Format of each event
Each event was held across two days. The facilitator notes developed by Chris Chapman
were used to guide facilitators through each day, and to make clear the objectives of each
activity. Each activity was to be undertaken in a way that made participants feel welcomed,
heard, and acknowledged.

The event incorporated both small group discussions and whole group discussions that
harvested the information generated in the smaller discussions. The small groups were
broken up in various ways. On the first day, participants were invited into their
‘constituencies’ - teachers, parents, principals, secondary and primary school students - to
discuss what they wanted the other groups to know about their experiences of being in
education. On the second day participants broke into small groups with people that the
participants did not know to share stories and experiences. The second day involved a
number of interactive activities, including appreciative story enquiry and open space rounds.
Group discussions in the ‘open space round’ were determined by the topic participants
wished to discuss; a review of what had been coming up in pairs; and finally, school-based
groupings with parents, teachers, principals and students from the same school reflecting on
what they were learning and next steps. After each of these small group discussions, there
was a whole group ‘plenary harvest’ session in which the facilitator drew attention to
common themes and differences between the groups - drawing attention particularly to
instances where the student voice was saying something different.
Across both days reflection on what was emerging from the discussions was promoted, with
an emphasis on ensuring that people had a sense of the overarching narrative emerging
from the event.
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Appreciative Story Enquiry
This exercise was premised on the idea that there are lots of good things happening that
should be acknowledged. It was undertaken over two rounds in groups of three, ideally with
participants who did not already know each other. Ideas were captured on post-it notes and
shared during the next activity ‘identifying qualities of good education’ which aimed to help
people to appreciate essential qualities of ‘good’ education and identify possible ‘easy wins’
for achieving these qualities more often.

Open Space Rounds
These exercises sought to enable people to identify and talk about issues that they feel are
most useful to talk about. Different conversations were held at different tables, and
facilitators were encouraged to make sure that some conversations were initiated by
students. Participants were advised about the activity prior to the break giving them an
opportunity to think about topics they may wish to nominate. Participants were encouraged
to move between tables if they wished to take part in a number of the conversations.
Participants then discussed these issues in school-based small groups to identify what could
be done in their schools.

Themes discussed in the Open Space Rounds
A wide variety of topics were raised during the open spaces at both events. These can be
understood under three / four main themes:


The aims and processes of education - Baltinglass and North-East Inner-City
Dublin were concerned with how to incorporate creativity into education, how to
make it fun, and considered different ways of learning and teaching.



Wellbeing and stress in education - Stress, particularly exam stress, was a
concern at both events. Coping strategies and the importance of wellbeing were
discussed.



Social and environmental awareness / consciousness - Concerns about the
environments emerged in both events, in the form of ‘Plastic Use’ at the
Baltinglass event and ‘Climate Change’ at the North-East Inner-City Dublin event.
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Table 2 Open Space Round themes

Baltinglass

North-East Inner-City Dublin

Follow Your passion

Stress

Creativity

Homework

Conversation-based Learning

Teaching methods

Outdoor Education

Climate Change

Inclusion

Tests

Exam Stress

Pure education

Positive Use of Technology

How to make schools more creative

Health & Wellbeing

Stress and coping strategies

Active Learning and Fun

New subjects

Links Between Schools

Mixed gender schools

Reduce Plastic

Guidance for life after school

Phones and Social Media

Books and iPads
Drugs and Social Media Dangers
Role of Healthy Living in Education

Figure 2 Themes from North-East Inner-City Dublin
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Overview of the Ennistymon follow-up event
Participants:
Four of the five schools who had participated in the inaugural BEACONS event participated
in the follow-up event (St Joseph’s Christian Boys School, Scoil Mhuire: Vocational School,
Scoil Mhainchín National School, North West Clare Family Resource Centre). In total there
were 17 participants (including 8 observers).

Format:
The event was opened by the facilitator, Chris Chapman. The focus of the event was on
reviewing what had happened in the time since the first BEACONS event, with space to
raise any questions, and a consideration of the future of BEACONS. Tomás Ó Ruairc
(Director of the Teaching Council) put the event in the wider context of the two other
BEACONS events that had taken place in Baltinglass, Co. Wicklow and North-East InnerCity Dublin and the planned year-end event to share the learning from the process to date in
the Teaching Council on 13th December 2019.

Participants were invited to name a word they remembered from last May or a word they
wanted in the conversation, and to capture these on post-it notes displayed on large sheets
of paper. Participants then viewed a video of the inaugural BEACONS event, before focusing
on two key questions: What had changed since the first BEACONS event? And what had not
changed enough?

Participants then took part in Open Space Rounds, focusing on 12 subjects chosen by the
participants. Following this, schools and observers discussed what they were finding most
useful for their contexts, before the event closed.

Themes discussed in the open space rounds
Open space discussions focused on similar issues to the Baltinglass and North-East InnerCity Dublin events, with stress and environmental issues featuring. However, bullying and
the BEACONS process also featured, with the following themes being discussed:


Student voice



Environment



Stress & anxiety



School sport/recreation



Bullying



Social media
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How to make BEACONS process/good ideas stick



Homework



How to make space



How to appreciate yourself



Inclusive education

Figure 3 Ennistymon inaugural event

Section 3: Data Collection and Analysis
Data for the evaluation was gathered from two main sources during each event, via
Mentimeter (www.mentimeter.com) and via a ‘graffiti wall’. Mentimeter is an online tool that
allows participants to use their smartphones to answer questions and give feedback in real
time during the event. A graffiti wall involves participants writing on large sheets of paper
taped to the wall (see Appendices one to three). These methods were selected as they allow
for creative participation by all participants, including young people and crucially limit the
need for superfluous paper, postage and collection of evaluation forms. They can also easily
be implemented to gather real time reflections.

Event organisers were asked to give 20-30 minutes to the evaluation exercise with all
participants. The facilitator was asked to encourage involvement and feedback of all
participants.

A retrospective online survey was conducted following the events with the local champions
from each event.
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Section 4: Findings
Findings from the Baltinglass and North-East Inner-City Dublin events
Exercise 1 – Mentimeter1
The purpose of this exercise was to ask a number of questions on a scale to assess how
participants rated the operational aspects of the event. The Mentimeter exercise was framed
around four main questions, with the inclusion of an open-ended question for suggestions on
how to improve any future events common to both events. The questions asked were as
follows:
1. How did you find the venue for this BEACONS event? How did you find the
refreshments and food provided?
2. Were you able to talk about the things that matter to you at this event?
3. Would you attend an event like this again?
4. If you have any question or comment that can help us improve these BEACONS
events, please add here.
Participants who did not have smartphones were advised to share with another participant
who was using a device or alternatively, capture their responses on the graffiti wall (exercise
2 below).
Findings from the Mentimeter exercise:
The first two questions in the Mentimeter exercise related to the venue and the refreshments
provided. This is an important aspect of the BEACONS model as learning experiences and
sharing knowledge and experiences work best when all those taking part are comfortable,
satisfied and focused. Quantitative responses to the questions posed on Mentimeter suggest
that people were generally satisfied with the venue and refreshments provided, but room for
improvement was noted in the North-East Inner-City Dublin event.

The second two questions posed addressed key elements of the BEACONS model, asking
whether participants were able to talk about things that mattered to them, and how likely they
felt they would be to attend a similar event in the future.

Responses to these questions suggested that the events were overall successful in their aim
of facilitating conversations between all voices about the issues that are of the greatest
importance to them, and in their aim of developing a model for ongoing conversations
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between principals, teachers, parents and students at the local level is being met.

It should be noted that only a proportion of respondents took part in the Mentimeter exercise
(16 out of 56 participants in Baltinglass and 14 out of 51 in North-East Inner-City Dublin),
and so these findings should not be taken as a reflection of all participants perspectives.
Since participants who did not have smartphones were advised to share with another
participant who was using a device, each response on the Mentimeter may reflect the
feedback of more than one participant in the event.
Feedback on venue and refreshments

How did you find the venue for this event?
(0=Disliked, 3 = Liked)

Larkin

2.28

Baltinglas

2.8

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

Figure 4 Venue

Participants at each event were asked to respond to the question: How did you find the
venue for this BEACONs event?

Sixteen participants responded at the Baltinglass event and 14 participants responded at the
North Inner-City Dublin (Larkin) event. At both events participants tended to like the venues
selected, with participants at the Baltinglass event reporting liking the venue to a greater
extent than participants at the North-East Inner-City Dublin event, with mean scores of 2.8
and 2.28 respectively on a three-point scale.

Participants at each event were asked to respond to the question: How did you find the
refreshments and food provided? Sixteen participants responded at the Baltinglass event
and 14 participants responded at the North-East Inner-City Dublin event. Again, participants
at both events gave positive responses, reporting that they liked the refreshments provided,
with participants at the Baltinglass event reporting liking the refreshments to a greater extent
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than participants at the North-East Inner-City Dublin event, with mean scores of 2.8 and 2.28
respectively on a three-point scale.
Feedback on the format of the event
Participants at each event were asked to respond to the question: Were you able to talk
about the things that matter to you at this event?

Sixteen participants responded at the Baltinglass event and 14 participants responded at the
North-East Inner-City Dublin event. Participants gave very positive responses to this item,
reporting that they agreed that they were able to talk about the things that mattered to them
at each event. Participants at the Baltinglass event agreed to a slightly greater extent than
participants at the North-East Inner-City Dublin event, with mean scores of 2.9 and 2.79
respectively on a three-point scale.
Figure 5 Refreshments

Were you able to talk about the things that
matter to you at this event? (0=Disagree, 3 =
Agree)
Larkin

2.79

Baltinglas

2.9

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

Figure 6 Able to talk about the things that matter

Feedback on likelihood of attending a similar event again
Participants at each event were asked to respond to the question: Would you attend an
event like this again?

Sixteen participants responded at the Baltinglass event and 14 participants responded at the
North-East Inner-City Dublin event. Overall participants indicated that they would be likely or
extremely likely to attend an event like this again in the future. Participants at the Baltinglass
event reported being slightly more likely to attend a similar event in the future compared to
participants at the North-East Inner-City Dublin event, with mean scores of 4.3 and 4.2
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respectively, on a five-point scale.

Would you attend an event like this again?
(0 = Extremely Unlikely, 5 = Extremely Likely)

Larkin

Baltinglas

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

4.5

5

Figure 7 Likely to attend a similar event

Open-ended Mentimeter Feedback
Baltinglass open-ended questions
At the Baltinglass event two open-ended questions were posed using Mentimeter. The first
open-ended question asked: If you have any question or comment that can help us improve
these BEACONS events, please add here.
“More awareness of what BEACONS is beforehand so we could think of
things”
Sixteen participants responded to this question. Participant responses were coded into the
following themes:


Representation (6 responses of 16) – Some participants felt that a greater
representation of members of the school community would improve BEACONS
events, with a particular focus on including representation from pre-school, but
greater representation from other secondary schools was also proposed.



Advance information (4 responses of 16) – Some participants suggested that the
event could have been enhanced had participants been given questions to reflect on
in advance, or if they had more information in advance of the structure and purpose
of the event.



Food and venue (3 responses of 16) Some participants felt that the food,
refreshments and venue could be improved, for example it was suggested that there
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could have been vegetarian options.


Child-friendly (1 response of 16) It was suggested that the exercises at the events
could be designed in a more child-friendly manner to better accommodate primary
school children.



Format (1 response of 16) It was suggested that there should be more time devoted
to talking rather than moving around.



No Changes suggested (1 response of 16) One participant stated they wouldn’t
change a thing.

The second open-ended question asked: Reflecting on what has come up in this event, what
feels most important to you?
“Having a very welcoming space where we can chat informally about real
things that are meaningful for Baltinglass. Our schools, our children, our
parents at the centre”.
Forty-seven participants offered responses to this question, two of these responses were not
valid (they were uninterpretable, e.g. one response was an incomplete word). Responses
focused on:


Priority areas and next steps (14 responses) – Responses under this theme
concerned the areas participants saw as a priority, e.g. “Class size is important”
or “Students being happy in school”. Comments also included concerns about
funding to reach desired goals or states, such as “Funding for new initiatives as
technology”, “Funding for active learning games/science”, “Is the Department
going to financially support the required actions, e.g. a pilot school?”.



Voice (11 responses) – Responses under this theme related to being heard,
included and respected, with a particular emphasis among the respondents on
the value of hearing the voice of young people. Comments included “Student
views / voice”, “Students view”, “Student voice”, “Respect”, “the respect everyone
has given us to speak ok”.



Skills development (8 responses) – Responses under this theme related to the
benefits participants thought were important or had been utilised at the event.
Comments included “Confidence Building”, “deep listening and conversation”,
“understanding”.



Communication (6 responses) – responses under this theme related to the
opportunities for communication that were generated by the event “Fun learning.
Interaction with different groups and hearing lots of different opinions”, “I found
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the creativity group was very good because we all had something to say”,
“sharing ideas with children, teachers and parents”


Collaboration (5 responses) – responses under this theme related to the
opportunities for collaboration identified through this event “Ways we can link with
other schools and teachers”, “collaboration”.



Refreshments at the event (1 response) – One participant noted that they would
appreciate a cup of tea – “Any chance of a cup of tea?”

North-East Inner-City Dublin open-ended questions
Three open-ended questions were posed on Mentimeter at the North Inner-City Dublin
event. The first asked: Reflecting on the event what feels most important (to you/your
community)?
“That we make a positive change so that education is better suited to
individual students”
Fifteen responses were received. Of these, three related to the importance of the individual
needs of each student, three comments were action-oriented, three related to the
importance of engagement with others and six related to the importance of the wider
educational context and the social issues student grapple with.

The individual needs of each student. Participant responses under this theme related to
ensuring the child is gaining as much as possible, making changes to ‘homework’, making
more time for chats for teachers and children and making a positive change so that
education is better suited to individual students.

Action-oriented. Participant responses under this theme focused on what could usefully be
done going forward, and questioning how this could be undertaken, including getting the
message about the problems with education through to the government and the Department
of Education, changing education, listening and being heard, action, insight, joined-up
thinking, Making progress and radical thinking.

Engagement with others. Responses under this theme included hearing about and
understanding other peoples’ perceptions, conversation and communication.

The wider educational context and the social issues student grapple with. This theme made
reference to iPads vs books, climate stress, mental health and positive mental health in
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education, drugs, social media dangers, and teaching methods

The second question asked at the North-East Inner-City Dublin event asked participants to
identify: Any questions or comments that would help us improve?
“Is it really going to make a difference? How are we going to go about
making a change?”
Thirteen responses were received, one respondent noted that they had no suggestions for
improvement (“nothing”), and one commenter noted the need for participants to work
together, or to “help each other”. The remaining feedback from the North-East Inner-City
Dublin session fell under three themes: understanding the impact the event will have, issues
to do with the venue and refreshments, and the process / schedule of the sessions. The
quotes that comprise these themes are presented below.

Understanding the impact the event will have. Some participants were keen to see the
difference that this event would make, how that difference would be initiated and how they
would be followed-up with (Comments included: “Give feedback please”, “If there was a next
‘next step’ event – seeing the results and what happens”, “Is it really going to make a
difference? How are we going to go about making a change?” “Will it make a difference?”)

Issues to do with the venue and refreshments. Some participants noted room for
improvement with regard to the venue and refreshments on offer; comments included “Better
choice of food”, “Better food, more options”, “Bigger room” and “Warmer place and more
breaks”.

The format of the sessions. Participants had suggestions for the format and scope of the
sessions; comments included “Shorter sessions”, “Smaller session + It would be amazing to
have government representatives to be at the event such as the minister for education etc.”,
“Speed it up, more focused”, “Voices are important and discussions”.
The third question at the North Inner-City Dublin event asked participants to identify: “One
thing you could do in the next week as a result of this event?”
“Bring our ideas back to school and present before all the staff and call us
back to see our result”
Thirteen responses were received. Responses included reflecting on the event, sharing
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learning with colleagues and students not in attendance at the event, and specific actions
that participants could undertake, with some being more concrete and implementable than
others, as can be seen in the following quotes:


I think that we could go on an educational protest outside the Department of
Education



Understand that teachers matter as well as kids; change homework



Have a similar meeting with the whole school. I would change the age group different age group, different opinion



Have students be allowed to pick the subjects they sit at leaving certificate



Change sport to more sport



Bring our ideas back to school and present before all the staff and call us back to
see our result



Reflect on the content we have heard



Do an oral presentation about the ideas that came up today



Every Friday we go scuba-diving, paintballing



Listen more; thank participants; investigate joining Citizens Assembly Working
Group



Protest initiative – change the school system



More sports! Koohuts!



No comment

Discussion of Mentimeter findings
The findings of the open-ended questions posed on Mentimeter at the events suggest that
the events were successful in their aim of giving participants a venue to generate and
discuss ideas and issues important to them. Participants appeared to feel that they were
able to talk about the things that mattered to them and were generally positive about the
prospect of attending a future event. Participants were broadly positive about the venue and
refreshments but had some critiques about the variety of food available and the comfort of
the venues.

The findings also suggest some important ways that the BEACONS events could be
improved, including:


Giving consideration to what constitutes the ‘school community’ and who should
be represented at these events, with participants at the Baltinglass event seeking
greater representation from the pre-school community, and a participant in NorthEast Inner-City Dublin suggesting government representatives to be included in
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the event. This echoes a suggestion from the evaluation of the pilot event which
proposed a stakeholder mapping exercise accompanied by a communications
strategy to effectively target prospective attendees;


Enabling greater participation during the event by issuing more information on
what will be covered at the event (and how) to allow participants time to reflect in
advance of attending;



Placing a greater emphasis on how change will be instigated following the
events, with participants at both events seeking further information on how
identified goals will be reached or how desired changes could be achieved. This
reflects an extension of a finding of the evaluation of the pilot event which
suggested further refining and more clearly articulating the purpose of BEACONS
and indicates a need to clarify how it can help to instigate local, regional, national
and systemic changes.



Putting a process for following up with participants after the events and getting
feedback to participants and other stakeholders on what was covered at the
events and what has happened since the event.



Ensuring the venue, refreshments and timings of the events meet participant
needs. This includes understanding the dietary preferences and requirements of
participants, and ensuring the venue and timings are child-friendly.

Exercise 2 – Graffiti wall
The graffiti wall was used as a physical, interactive data generation and capture technique
that got participants out of their seats and thinking on their feet. The technique involved
participants writing on large sheets of paper taped to the wall. The graffiti walls were
organised around four open ended questions, with large sheets of paper put up throughout
the main room for the event with the following headings on each:


What I liked about this event



What I didn’t like about this event



What I would change about this event



What I would have liked more of at this event

Four different coloured post-its along with markers were made available to attendees. The
facilitator advised participants to take a particular colour post-it, depending on their grouping
(e.g. yellow for students, green for school personnel, orange for parents and pink for other
groups present). This was to determine the preferences/views of the different groupings.
Facilitators took pictures of the graffiti walls at the end of the event, which were subsequently
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emailed onto the CES evaluation team.

Students provided the most responses to each question, and responded most frequently to
the questions on what they liked about the event (28) and what they did not like about the
event (compared to 23 comments from students on what they would change about the
event, and 17 comments on what they would like more of). School personnel, parents and
other groups present also had the opportunity to use the graffiti wall, but did so less
frequently, with 15 responses to the first question, 8 responses to the second, 5 responses
to the third and 14 responses to the final question.

What I liked about this event / What worked well
Students at both the Baltinglass event and the North-East Inner-City Dublin event reported
finding the events to be empowering, inclusive and engaging, with the participants frequently
citing being heard, being part of the conversation and engaging with others as things they
liked about the event. The opportunity to interact with other people from their school
communities and to share ideas was valued, as was the inclusivity and respect that was
perceived to have been afforded to all the voices in the room. The focus on the inclusivity
was echoed by other responses, with reference made to the openness and honesty of
teachers present and the sense of trust at the event. Adults at the event particularly liked
hearing from the student participants. One participant commended the facilitation, and one
noted the overall positivity of the event. School personnel particularly valued the chance to
share ideas in an open and respectful manner. Parents valued the opportunity to hear the
variety of opinions expressed and the chance to interact with diverse schools and the
engagement of the group.

What I didn’t like / What didn’t work well
The main things students reported not liking related to the format of the event (including the
limited time to cover the agenda, the late finish on day one, the limited advance information,
and the exercises), the venue (including the amount and variety of food on offer, and the
space), the representation at the event (with a greater representation from other members of
the wider school community sought, including pre-school and other schools from the area),
and the fact that they felt there were not enough events like this. Other responses included
reference to the ‘fear of the unknown’ and the child-friendliness of the event, with the event
being too long to keep the children’s attention.
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What I would change about this event:
The main thing students proposed changing about the event was the venue. Other
suggestions included changing the format to include more breaks, more child-friendly
activities, different timings, more interaction between participants, smaller group sizes, and a
greater number of participants from different schools. Two participants noted here that they
would like more events like this, and two noted that there was nothing they would change.
The comments from students echoed the other comments received, with feedback noting
that the day may be too long for children, considering more ways that people could express
themselves, and being given the questions in advance. School personnel further noted that a
greater representation of the school community would improve the event, with a focus on
including pre-schools.

What I would have liked more of:
Students reported wanting more opportunities to interact with other people, to discuss ideas
and to mix with others. Participants also reported wanting more events like this. One
participant suggested a bigger, more open venue, while another suggested a greater
availability of food. School personnel wanted more time for discussion, particularly with other
schools, and more structured discussions that allow more in-depth discussion of ideas that
come up as opposed to jumping between different topics.

Graffiti wall summary
The findings from the analysis of the graffiti wall comments reflects and extends the findings
of the analysis of the Mentimeter data. Participants saw the value in the event and appeared
keen to be involved in similar events in the future, with some explicitly calling for more such
events. Participants liked feeling they had a voice that was heard and respected, as well as
hearing the voice and perspectives of other participants in an open, trusting and inclusive
atmosphere. Participants noted some things they did not like so much about the event,
including aspects of the format and representation at the event, and suggested more time for
discussion, more advance information about the event, and a greater representation of other
parts of the school community.

Overview of survey findings
CES conducted a retrospective e-mail survey with event organisers after the event to
explore event planning and facilitation, and the themes arising during the event.

Feedback from the Baltinglass and North-East Inner-City Dublin events suggested that local
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champions felt that the BEACONS events met their aims. However, the planning, organising
and co-ordination of the events was largely done via e-mail or over the phone on top of
normal workloads. It was felt that e-mail communication should not be the main form of
communication and some more face-to-face contact would have made the process go more
smoothly.

Participant recruitment was undertaken primarily by the local champion. This may limit the
range of potential participants and points to the need for a broader discussion on who the
target audience is for future BEACONS events.

Findings of the Ennistymon follow-up event
Exercise 1 – Mentimeter findings
Ten pairs or groups responded in writing to seven questions. Four of these questions were
answered on a rating scale, and related to the venue, the food and refreshments, being able
to speak about issues that mattered to participants, and progress since the first event. The
remaining three open-ended questions invited free text responses on the event.

Venue and Refreshments
The first two questions related to the venue and refreshments provided. They were
answered on a scale of 1 – 3 (1 = totally disagree; 3= totally agree). Participants were
ambivalent about the venue, with an average rating of 2.2, and a comment noting that the
venue was ‘a bit cold’ and another noting that the venue was appropriate. Participants were
broadly positive about the food and refreshments with an average rating of 2.7, and the
comments ‘delicious’ and ‘good’ being received. However, one person noted that there was
nothing for coeliacs, highlighting the importance of ascertaining participant needs, including
dietary preferences and requirements prior to the event to ensure that these can be catered
to.
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Ennistymon venue, food and refreshments
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Figure 8 Ennistymon – Venue, food and refreshments

The BEACONS model
The third and fourth questions posed addressed key elements of the BEACONS model,
asking whether participants were able to talk about things that mattered to them, and the
extent to which there had been progress since the first event.

We were able to speak of the issues that mattered to us

Able to speak on issues that matter
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Figure 9 Ennistymon – Able to speak of issues that matter

Speaking on issues that matter

Participant responses suggested that they almost all felt able to speak of the issues that
mattered to them, with an average score of 2.98 out of 3. This is one important indicator of
the success of BEACONS as it provides clear evidence that the event has been successful
in providing a space for these conversations to happen. One commenter asked, ‘Can we
give it a 4 [out of 3]?’ while another wrote ‘very good!!’.
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Progress since the first event
The final question asked whether participants felt there had been progress since the first
event. This question was answered on a 5-point scale (from 1 = totally disagree to 5 = totally
agree). The response average was 4 suggesting that participants largely saw changes since
the first event, as one participant noted: “Lots done, more to do!”.

There has been progress since the first event
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There has been progress since the first event
Figure 10 Ennistymon – Progress

Responses to question 5, on what struck people most about the event, emphasised the open
and inclusive communication that participants were experiencing as well as the fact that the
themes and issues addressed resonated with them or moved them. Students in particular
reported finding being listened to empowering:
“How everyone has a voice, is allowed their opinion and how the voices
and opinions are being listened to”
“Students actually get listened to”
“Struck by how aware teachers are of students’ issues; struck by how
stressful school can be for some”
“Struck by persistence of bullying and how alienated some young people
are from themselves and others”
Question 6 asked participants to identify the freshest thinking they have now. Responses
related to the value of the BEACONS event, in addition to the learning gained from it.
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Responses indicated that participants valued diverse groups coming together, including
different generations and primary and secondary school students:
“BEACONS can make a difference + can be done with enthusiasm”

Question 7: Please give us any question or comment that may help BEACONS?
These responses are important to note going forward as they include clear suggestions and
directions from participants on what they would like to see going forward.
One participant noted: “It was great and not what we expected. Really good to have
teachers listen and take notes”. Two suggestions related to the food and refreshments
provided: “extra refreshments”, and “have food options for coeliacs”.

Three comments related to the format of the event, with suggestions including more break
times during the event, thematic BEACONS events, and a suggestion on alternating the
schools in which the events are held:


A movement break for kids, kick a ball around with your friends.



Base the meetings in a different school each time.



There should be a BEACONS based around bullying; overall it connected the
students to teachers; gives a better understanding of school to everybody.

Three comments related to the representation of the school community at the events:


It should be for everyone in school, not just one group.



More kids present so we can make more friends – this would help for secondary
school.



More young people.

Three comments related to progressing the issues identified or to embedding the BEACONS
process:


A conversation on bringing the learning/the ideas/the actions back to school.



Collecting all the information to see how BEACONS is growing/making a difference
around the country; connecting this information with the impressions of the “big wigs”
on December 13th to look at next steps.



Make BEACONS process part of SSE (School Self-Evaluation) /SIP (School
Improvement Plans); get champions among students, teachers, parents and
principals.
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Overview of Mentimeter findings
The findings suggest that the event was successful in providing a space where participants
could talk about the things that mattered to them. Participants felt they had a voice that was
listened to and respected, and participants enjoyed engaging with other perspectives and
opinions at the events. The findings also suggested that there had been progress since the
pilot event in May 2019, and that this progress could be attributed to BEACONS, with
participants looking to embed the BEACONS process in their school communities and
channel local messages to a national audience.

Exercise 2: Graffiti wall
What has changed since first BEACONS in May?
Participants noted a range of changes that had occurred since the pilot BEACONS event in
May 2019. Both positive and negative changes were cited by participants, with more positive
changes being identified. While this evaluation cannot claim that any of the changes
identified by participants can be directly attributed to BEACONS, the participants themselves
did feel that BEACONS catalysed small but significant changes in their school community in
a very short period of time.

Changes included tangible changes such as new sports in schools (‘golf, gymnastics,
basketball’), new water fountains, new practices (such as the dialogue café or introducing
the ‘why’ of subjects, a student council and online resources for students who miss school)
and the achievement of a green school flag. The new practices introduced made changes to
fundamental aspects of the students learning experiences and their relationships with
teachers.

Other identified changes related to experiences and relationships at school and in the wider
school community, including more conversations, feeling listened to, awareness that
teachers cared, support form teachers and principals. One participant suggested homework
had decreased.

Not all changes reported were positive. Anxiety and bulling were still identified as issues that
need urgent attention in at least one participating area, with comments such as “bullying is
not dealt with”, “things have got worse”, and “Not enough support on Anxiety levels and
stress” featuring in the feedback. This suggests that while BEACONS has been successful in
surfacing complex issues, it is not a means to ‘fix’ them, nor should it necessarily be. This
points to the need to manage expectations among participants about what BEACONS can
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and cannot achieve, and in what timeframes.

Figure 11 Graffiti wall Ennistymon - What has changed?

What hasn’t changed enough?
Three comments were received on this question. These comments noted:




Bullying is not being dealt with properly or for a long enough length of time.
Teach them how to deal with their emotions.
We need more help with anxiety / confidence (Classroom Based
Assessments, Orals, Presentations).

These comments again indicate that more consideration needs to be given to jointly setting
expectations between all participants about what changes can reasonably be expected to be
instigated through BEACONS, how these will be instigated and when any results should be
expected to be seen.

Figure 12 Graffiti wall Ennistymon - What hasn't changed enough?

What I liked
Most of the comments received focused on liking the atmosphere of trust, openness and
inclusion, with people reporting feeling heard, listened to and understood. Other comments
related to liking the format, and people’s openness to the process.
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People found the event to be energising and uplifting. People liked hearing about positive
changes that happened since the last BEACONS event, and people witnessed change
happening during the event itself – “Deepening understanding witnessed between students
and teachers”.

What I would change
Changes suggested related to the format and timing of the event (for example, to either give
it more time or to hold it more regularly, to hold a BEACONS event for a single school and to
focus more on practical solutions), the representation at the event (to involve more young
people, and to have whole school involvement). Two comments related to the food and
refreshments provided, with a suggestion to include a coeliac food option.

Overview of graffiti wall findings
The analysis of the graffiti wall comments suggests that changes have happened since the
first BEACONS event and in some cases have happened quite quickly, with evidence of not
only concrete tangible changes, but cultural changes. However, there were indications that
expectations had been raised with regard to the issues of bullying and anxiety, with
disappointment voiced by some participants at the lack of change in these areas. The
aspects that were liked at the second BEACONS event echoed those reported at the
Baltinglass and North-East Inner-City events, with participants valuing the inclusive
atmosphere, the opportunity to hear and feel heard and to engage with members of their
school community.

These findings support the value of BEACONS by illustrating that they can play a role in
instigating changes. The findings also suggest that BEACONS was successful in providing
an open, welcoming space where members of the school community could talk about what
mattered most to them. The findings point to the need to attend to what expectations are set
in the initial session. Participants include young people who may be the victims of bullying,
or who are experiencing school-related stress or anxiety, and so thought should be given to
how these potentially vulnerable students are catered to following such events, particularly if
it emerges during these events that they may benefit from some form of additional support.

Survey feedback
Feedback from the retrospective online survey was supplied by one champion and an
observer of the event. Both felt that the aims of the event had been met in honouring the
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request of participants on the first Ennistymon BEACONS to reconvene and establish what
progress, if any, had been made since the first session. The absence of one school was
identified as an indicator that the aim may not have been fully realised. However, the reason
for the school’s absence was not reported, so the implication of the absence is difficult to
determine.

Responses noted that, despite the short lead in to the event at a traditionally busy time of the
year, the commitment of the schools involved and the success of the first event helped to
ensure the follow-up event took place. This was bolstered by communication from DWEC
and the Teaching Council. It was noted that Fridays are typically a ‘short day’ in Ennistymon
and so future events could be held on a regular school day to ensure participants don’t have
prior plans.

Challenges noted included getting schools to commit the necessary time in an already
pressured schedule and securing the attendance of parents. It was also noted that it cannot
be predicted in advance what individuals will want to talk about and it is not easy to ascertain
how representative of the greater population the views they express may be.

For future events the following were noted as desirable: a greater representation of parents
and schools, the presence of policy makers to witness the process, providing schools with
feedback following the event. One response indicated that capturing the pilot event on video
was key to the success of the follow-up event as the video of the previous event set the
scene for enabling ambitious and honest conversations. Another response noted the
important role of facilitation at these events in ensuring that all voices were given the
opportunity to air their views.

37

Section 5: Discussion, considerations and conclusions
The evaluation of the pilot BEACONS event in Ennistymon in May 2019 suggested that the
process has the potential to provide a reliable platform for instilling a community focus in
education, and potentially informing and enhancing both policy and practice in the future.
Since that Pilot event, three further events have been held, including a follow-up to the pilot
event. Events were held in Baltinglass, Co. Wicklow, North-East Inner-City Dublin, and
Ennistymon, Co. Clare. This evaluation focused on those subsequent events, with a view to
determining how successful BEACONS has been in achieving its aims, and identifying
considerations going forward.

As an innovative process, BEACONS is in an early experimental and learning phase.
Hosting and documenting these events helps to generate learning on what is possible, what
is useful, what the challenges are to further growth and what helps to realise the ambition of
BEACONS. The concept is still being refined, but there is encouraging evidence already
available that it is viable. The early focus on evaluation is commendable and will help to
further develop this evolving process.

Caveats
Before beginning a discussion of the key conclusions emerging from this research, it is
important to keep in mind the caveats of this evaluation. The evaluation is taking place at an
early stage of the BEACONS process. This means it would not be reasonable to expect long
term outcomes or impact to be demonstrated. With this in mind, the evaluation is focused on
determining whether BEACONS is moving in the right direction with regard to its aims and
objectives. The evaluation was undertaken within a tight timeframe. Going forward
evaluation should remain a core part of BEACONS with further consideration given to how
best to gather the perspectives.

The evaluation gathered data both during and following the BEACONS events in question.
However, not all participants took part in the evaluation exercises. Only a subset of
participants responded to the Mentimeter questions during the events, and responses to
these questions required access to a smart device. Some data-gathering techniques
appeared to appeal more to some participants, with students being the main respondents on
the graffiti wall.
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Overview of findings
Facilitating conversations on what matters most
The BEACONS mission is to provide a process for school communities to facilitate
conversations between all relevant voices about the issues that are of the greatest
importance to them. These events aim to facilitate open and honest conversations between
a diverse range of participants and seek to give voice collectively to those at the coal face of
education. The findings of this evaluation indicate the BEACONS was successful in
facilitating conversations between participants on issues important to them, in an
atmosphere that felt safe, trusting, open and honest. Participants noted that they felt part of
the conversation and empowered to discuss issues of importance to them. The voice of the
student was noted as being particularly prominent and valued by participants. However,
participants in the events sought greater representation of the school community at the
events. This requires consideration of what constitutes the ‘school community’ and who
should be represented at these events. This has implications for how potential attendees are
identified and invited, particularly with regard to the role of the champion.

Embedding innovation
BEACONS aims to address the challenges with embedding innovation and change at a local
level in school communities. To this end the follow-up Ennistymon event has shown how
change can happen following a BEACONS event, and how quickly it can happen, including
signs of cultural change. However, there was some disappointment reported at the
Ennistymon event with regard to a lack of change around certain issues, including bullying.
This suggests the need to set realistic expectations among participants around what can be
expected to change. It also suggests a need to identify or clarify how certain child protection
issues should be followed up on if concerns emerge at a BEACONS event.

BEACONS is based on the premise that a model for ongoing conversations between
principals, teachers, parents and students at the local level can be developed for all school
communities and scaled to a national level. The findings suggest that this is possible, but the
question remains as to how to capitalise on these conversations to achieve not just local
change but also regional and national change. The events appear to be successful at
enhancing understanding between participants and generating bottom-up insights relevant to
policy development and implementation. However, it is important to now address how these
are brought together, synthesised, and distilled to generate messages that would be relevant
nationally.
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Changes at the local and national level
The BEACONS process aims to explore how this bottom-up approach can connect with
national conversations about education to support a system in which teachers and learners
can thrive, and to address the disconnect that can exist between policymakers, principals,
teachers, parents and students, and to enhance healthy connections and relationships
between these groups. The findings from these events suggests increased understanding
between students, school personnel and parents, in addition to the Teaching Council who
were present at all events, but there remains a question about how policy makers will be
further involved in the BEACONS process.

Participants in the BEACONS events found the events to be productive and useful but they
questioned how national change could and would be achieved. The year-end event in the
Teaching Council on 13th December 2019 aims to connect the three local events to the
national policy space, thus in part addressing participants questions regarding ‘what next’?
Findings from the follow-up event indicate that BEACONS can act as a catalyst for change at
the local level, with changes being reported in a relatively short time period. Changes
included the introduction of new ideas in schools, and also cultural changes in the
relationships between teachers and students. In this way, there is evidence to support the
view that BEACONS can address the challenges of embedding innovation and change at a
local level in school communities. This raises issues of leadership, power and authority at
local, regional and national levels with regard to taking responsibility for actions identified.

The outcomes that BEACONS ultimately seeks to achieve include more systematic
innovation in schools; enhanced understanding and bottom-up insights for policy
development and implementation; better relationships between teachers, parents and
students that will enhance the quality of inclusive education; more effective utilisation of
resources; and more organic and creative links between schools and their communities,
enhancing the quality of teaching and learning for all. The participant feedback on changes
since the first Ennistymon event indicate that the BEACONS process is encouraging
movement toward its goals.

Connecting BEACONS with outcomes
Participants in both the Baltinglass and North-East Inner-City Dublin events were concerned
with how progress would be made following on from the event. Participants at both events
indicated that they would appreciate further information on how identified goals will be
reached or how desired changes could be achieved. This suggests the need for some sort of
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further follow-up communication with participants in the events. Further thinking and
communication with participants is required on how the issues covered at BEACONS events
can be channelled into national conversations. The focus on a bottom-up approach also has
implications for how events are organised and co-ordinated, how attendees are identified
and informed about the events, who is involved in designing and writing-up the events.

Together the logic model and theory of change respond to participants’ questions about how
change can be affected at the national level.

Practical considerations
Certain practical considerations are important when it comes to ensuring broad
representation of participants at BEACONS events and ensuring that the events are personcentred. The timing, venue, refreshments and activities should be carefully considered
against potential attendees needs. The fact that children are involved in these events
suggests that a late finish time is inappropriate. Literacy issues should be taken into account
to ensure that all perspectives can be aired and acknowledged. Specific dietary
requirements should be identified in advance and catered to, particularly considering that
each session is quite long. If increased representation of ‘seldom heard’ perspectives is
sought in future events, consideration should be given to removing barriers to participation,
such as child-care costs or travel costs.

Incorporating the use of online tools such as Mentimeter in evaluating the events
contemporaneously is a useful way to gather in-the-moment feedback. However, it requires
WiFi and sufficient devices to ensure all participant perspectives can be captured. This has
implications for the venues selected and for any future evaluation approaches adopted.

Considerations going forward
What is meant by school community?
BEACONS aims to facilitate conversations between different members of the school
community. Consideration should be given to what is meant by the term ‘school community’
(to whom). This then will have implications for who is invited to attend, and possibly how they
are invited to attend. The evaluation of the pilot BEACONS event recommended that time
should be invested in carrying out a stakeholder mapping exercise to determine and clarify
who is or should be targeted to get involved in BEACONS and how they could be effectively
targeted. Careful consideration should be given to who could be involved in this exercise to
ensure that members of the school community are not unintentionally over-looked.
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Who should be represented at BEACONS events?
Related to the issue of defining the ‘school community’ is the issue of representation. A
number of participants noted that they wanted greater representation from members of the
wider school community, including pre-schools and other schools. As suggested in the
evaluation of the pilot event, a stakeholder mapping exercise accompanied by a
communications strategy would help to effectively target prospective attendees.

Local champions were key to participant identification and recruitment. The sustainability of
this approach should BEACONS scale up needs to be considered. Other existing services or
organisations may be able to assist in this process and potentially leverage their own
administrative resources.

Consideration should be given to the issue of whether the findings of BEACONS events are
to be taken to be representative of the area in question, or to reflect the concerns of the
individual participants on the day. If it is the former, how is the ‘right’ of a given participant to
represent a wider group established? This will have implications for how messages are
channelled from local contexts to national audiences. Ways of incorporating the perspectives
of ‘seldom heard’ students and parents should be explored to ensure that they too are part of
the conversation.

How are the important messages identified?
BEACONS aims to support reform and innovation at local and national levels. Consideration
should be given to how emergent messages are synthesised and agreed across BEACONS
events. As a grass-roots process, who is involved in identifying and prioritising the messages
that are channelled to policy-makers versus those that are acted on locally?

How are expectations set?
The findings suggest that further work is required with regard to what changes BEACONS
can reasonably be expected to achieve. Evidence in this evaluation suggests that while
BEACONS has been successful in surfacing complex issues, it is not a means to ‘fix’ them,
nor should it necessarily be. It is a process, not a project; a catalyst to facilitate
conversations around various issues. This points to the need to manage expectations
among participants about what BEACONS can and cannot achieve, and in what timeframes.
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How will BEACONS be evaluated going forward?
Ongoing evaluation and sharing of learning will show the difference, if any, that the
BEACONS process can make. Consideration should be given to how members of the school
community will be involved in the design and implementation of the evaluation where
possible and practical.

How will participants in BEACONS events get feedback?
The outcomes of BEACONS events should continue to be communicated to participants
including, what was learned, what will be done differently, and how their experiences may
inform future BEACONS events. If recommendations were identified through a BEACONS
event, but not acted on, the reasons why should be articulated. As a minimum, information
should be given on what is being done, if anything, to address the issues raised. This
suggests a need to share the learning within and between BEACONS, as well as building an
aggregate picture of what all BEACONS events together can tell us.

How will future successes be celebrated?
The success of BEACONS events should be celebrated with participants. Success can
encompass a range of outcomes. The recognition of participation in BEACONS events and
the progress instigated by them signals and reinforces the value that is placed on the
process and a respect for the contribution of participants.

What is BEACONS route to scale?
Processes and ideas are more likely to be scalable when they are simple and adaptable to
local contexts. This requires knowing which key elements of BEACONS are integral and
need to be retained, and where there is room for adaptation. BEACONS should keep in mind
how the process speaks to local and national policy directions to ensure that messages are
relevant and timely. Scaling will also require identification of the organisational, technical,
human and financial resources required to deliver and follow-through on BEACONS events.

Successful scale-up is more likely when stakeholders perceive a need for the model, the
model is seen as credible, when the impact is observable, and when it can easily be
replicated. Consideration should be given to how these events are intended to proliferate;
who will instigate them? Who will draw the emergent messages together? Who will validate
these messages? Is the necessary funding available to replicate the model on a large
scale?
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Going forward
In a context of an increasingly complex educational ecosystem, BEACONS responds to an
appetite for change. The high value placed on education, an increased emphasis on hearing
and responding to student voices in education, and international recognition of teachers’ and
learners’ co-agency act as enablers for this innovative process, which in turn facilitates
positive changes for the education system, and the students, parents and teachers that
comprise it. However, certain conceptual and practical issues highlighted in this evaluation
should be addressed to maximise the potential of the BEACONS process going forward.
Addressing these issues and documenting their resolution would facilitate the transferability
of the BEACONS process to contexts beyond education. In this context, BEACONS needs to
ensure that it clarifies its scope sufficiently to maximise its accessibility to school
communities, while at the same time allowing sufficient scope for flexibility to adapt and
innovate to the diversity of these and many other communities.

As BEACONS moves toward the next phase of growth, the following iterative steps provide a
suggested guide for how to progress:
1. Define the scope of BEACONS and its cross-sectoral potential, identify relevant
stakeholders and agree on the principles (e.g. person-centeredness, co-production,
etc.,) and the definitions of the key terms (e.g. school community) that underpin
BEACONS;
2. Work with stakeholders to further refine the logic model and theory of change taking
into account messages from this evaluation, and agreed scope, principles, key terms
and required resources;
3. Identify the resources required for a BEACONS event, including planning, venue,
refreshments, facilitation, pre- and post-event communications, monitoring and
evaluation;
4. Develop an evaluation framework and identify the data required to demonstrate
progress toward outcomes, effectiveness and accountability. Consider how to embed
monitoring and evaluation into the BEACONS process;
5. Identify a path to scale that maintains the principles of BEACONS in a sustainable
manner.
These steps do not necessarily need to be undertaken in the suggested order. There is a
need for flexibility so that the process can be tailored to the resources available, and to
ensure that the effort invested is proportionate to the cost and complexity of BEACONS and
its desired outcomes.
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Conclusions
Participants in the three BEACONS events held since the inaugural event felt respected,
heard, empowered and engaged. Participants reflected on their own experiences and
engaged with the perspectives of other members of the school community in a context that
facilitated trust and openness. This evaluation has noted some important considerations
going forward, including the issue of representation at the events (what is the ‘school
community’? Who defines it? How are participants made aware of the events in a way that
promotes adequate representation), communications issues (How are participants prepared
in advance for the events? How are participants kept informed following the events? How
are messages channelled beyond the event?) and how can the potential of these events be
realised going forward?

As this innovative process evolves ongoing thinking on and refining of the concept will help
to answer these questions. Monitoring and evaluation of the process will help to identify what
is key to realising the BEACONS mission, and where there is room for adaptation.
Understanding the perspectives of key stakeholders will be central to ensuring that
BEACONS reflects the things that matter to individual school communities as it grows, as
well as identifying what issues are common across school communities in Ireland.
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Appendix 1 – Graffiti wall from Baltinglass event
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Appendix 2 – Graffiti wall from North-East Inner-City Dublin Event
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Appendix 3 – Graffiti wall for Ennistymon follow-up event
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