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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 The Public Record Office of Northern Ireland (PRONI) is a division of the Department 
of Culture, Arts and Leisure (DCAL).  It is the official repository for public records and also 
has an extensive range of private and business archives.  This key educational resource for 
those investigating family or local history has become increasingly popular in recent years.  
In its mission statement, PRONI states that it contributes to “cultural capital by acquiring, 
preserving, promoting and making available the archival heritage of Northern Ireland for the 
information, education and enjoyment of all”.  It has a staff of 89 and receives an annual 
budget of £5.3 million from DCAL. 
 
1.2 In order to evaluate performance and to clarify levels of accountability, DCAL has 
developed a framework for quality improvement in consultation with those bodies which it 
sponsors.  The agreed quality indicators for learning will inform internal and external quality 
assurance across the divisions of DCAL, and across and within the arms length bodies 
(ALBs).  In conjunction with these quality indicators, DCAL has launched its Learning 
Strategy to promote and celebrate the contribution to lifelong learning made by divisions 
across the Department and by its ALBs. 
 
2. METHODOLOGY 
 
2.1 DCAL commissioned the Education and Training Inspectorate (the Inspectorate) to 
undertake an evaluation of the learning outcomes for users of PRONI.  The aims of the 
evaluation were to: 
 

 identify the extent to which PRONI’ s onsite public services address the learning 
needs and expectations of users; and 

 
 highlight the strengths of the work and identify areas for further improvement in: 

 
o leadership and management; 
 
o the quality of provision, including the arrangements for safeguarding children 

and vulnerable adults; and  
 
o the quality of outcomes for users. 

 
2.2 In March 2010 the Inspectorate made visits to PRONI to observe the working of its 
public services, and held discussions with a range of staff and users.  In addition, 
management and service level documentation was examined, including an evaluation of 
PRONI’s own internal quality assurance processes through its use of the quality indicators. 
 
3. MAIN FINDINGS 
 
3.1 CONTEXT 
 
PRONI is currently implementing a major programme of reform and modernisation.  The 
programme includes the review of its public services and a major capital investment 
programme which aims to provide a building of high design and sustainable construction as 
a legacy for future generations.  It is intended that the location of the new building will 
provide easier access for local, national and international visitors and will place PRONI as a 
key tourist attraction.  During its temporary closure, to facilitate its move to its new building, 
PRONI will conduct a review of all its processes, procedures and protocols, and will engage 
in an extensive staff training programme. 
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3.2 LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT 
 
3.2.1 The strengths include: 
 

 the commitment by the senior management team (SMT) to the Programme for 
Government and lifelong learning objectives in the strategic plan, including the 
understanding of PRONI’s role in cultural tourism and its contribution to the wider 
economy and society; 

 
 the strong sense of vision and commitment to improvement by the SMT through 

its engagement with Chartermark, DCAL’s Learning Strategy and the planned 
review of processes, procedures and protocols; 

 
 the good start to embedding the quality indicators within a process of 

self-evaluation;  
 

 the clarification of roles and responsibilities of staff and the filling of vacant 
positions; 

 
 the support for new members of staff in developing their expertise and learning in 

the use of the archives in order to provide effective public services to users, and 
the good opportunities for curatorial staff to engage in continuous professional 
development; and 

 
 the strong focus on the development of external links and partnerships in order to 

maximise the impact of PRONI’s services and learning opportunities for users. 
 
3.2.2 The areas for improvement include the need to: 
 

 give a higher priority to the education, learning and outreach agenda  at strategic 
and operational levels in order to reflect more clearly DCAL’s Learning Strategy; 

 
 involve middle management further in decision-making processes and in the 

development of PRONI’s learning strategy; 
 

 include in the planned staff development programme, a raising of the awareness 
of the intended learning outcomes of the work of the Public Services Unit; and  

 
 promote further a joined-up approach between the different archival services 

within Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland and the United Kingdom in the 
interests of maximising learning opportunities for users, including greater links 
with the General Register Office for Northern Ireland. 

 
3.3 QUALITY OF THE PROVISION 
 
3.3.1 The strengths include: 
 

 the approachable, helpful and friendly staff who provide an effective and efficient 
registration process; 

 
 the recent improvements in access to the public sections of PRONI and the 

increasing awareness of the need to find new ways of overcoming barriers to 
learning experienced by a range of users; 
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 the considerable improvement in the quality of learning experiences for users 

through the increased digitalisation and access to a wider range of sources prior 
to entry to PRONI, including the very good website, and the increased efficiency in 
accessing records afforded by the development of the electronic catalogue for 
Northern Ireland project (eCATNI); 

 
 the good individualised support by staff for  a range of users with an appropriate 

balance between promoting independent learning and providing intensive support 
where appropriate, including the help desk;  

 
 the range of services available to users including telephone support, online 

queries and remote searches provided at cost; 
 

 the good and, on occasions outstanding, quality of service provided by the 
majority of staff, who, in the most effective practice, use their highly developed 
interpersonal and professional skills to engage the interest of users; 

 
 the good examples of peer learning amongst staff; and 

 
 the good quality of the easily accessible written guides to the records for users 

both onsite and online. 
 
3.3.2 The areas for improvement include the need to: 
 

 work towards more consistent levels of service by staff through the dissemination 
of good practice; 

 
 focus operational planning more explicitly on the development of a progression in 

learning outcomes for a range of users in the development of knowledge, 
understanding and skills; 

 
 improve the quality of signage, with a clearer emphasis on the development of 

users’ independent learning; 
 

 continue to raise the profile of PRONI in order to embrace a wider range of users 
which reflects the increasingly multicultural Northern Ireland; 

 
 extend the learning opportunities of users through customised workshops and to 

use the public service area to display case study examples of completed 
enquiries, including the need to improve the quality of the library; and 

 
 review opening times to increase access and maximise learning opportunities to a 

wider range of users, including those in full-time employment. 
 

3.4 ARRANGEMENTS FOR SAFEGUARDING CHILDREN AND VULNERABLE 
ADULTS  

 
3.4.1 The quality of the arrangements for safeguarding children and vulnerable adults is 

satisfactory, and these arrangements broadly reflect the guidance issued by DCAL. 
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3.4.2 The strengths include: 
 

 the strong commitment of the SMT to implement procedures and policies which 
safeguard and promote the welfare and protection of children and vulnerable 
adults; 

 
 the revised child protection policy which is customised to the needs and context of 

PRONI; 
 

 the appointment of the Designated and Deputy Designated Officers for Child 
Protection; and 

 
 the strategic planning for meeting the requirements of safeguarding children and 

vulnerable adults within the context of the new capital build and PRONI’s move to 
the Titanic Quarter. 

 
3.4.3 An area for improvement includes the need to: 
 

 ensure that the policies and procedures are monitored and evaluated annually, 
and that the emerging guidance arising from the new legislation, is duly 
implemented . 

 
3.5 OUTCOMES FOR USERS 
 
3.5.1 The strengths include: 
 

 the good quality of learning opportunities and experiences, including high levels of 
engagement, a sense of curiosity, enjoyment and academic challenge; 

 
 the development of strong personal and social skills such as increased self-

confidence, self-esteem, and the acquisition and use of self- management skills 
through engaging in independent enquiries; 

 
 the sense of connection with the past, heritage and culture, including cross-

community experiences; 
 

 the increasing level of independence promoted for new users through the use of 
online access and the developments in the PRONI website; 

 
 the good access to a wide range of sources including catalogues, eCATNI, 

original documentary material, maps, microfilm, and the digital film archive; 
 

 the progression in knowledge, understanding and skills shown by regular users of 
PRONI; and 

 
 the good examples of peer learning amongst users. 

 
3.5.2 An area for improvement is the need to: 
 

 record and map more clearly the possible learning outcomes for users as a result 
of their engagement with PRONI at a range of levels in order to ensure an 
awareness of the development in their learning. 
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4. CONCLUSION 
 
4.1 The quality of the provision for users of PRONI’s public services is good.  In 
particular, the leadership of the SMT in bringing about improvement, the programme of 
capital investment and the initiative, commitment, specialist knowledge and expertise of the 
majority of the staff.  There is strong evidence that the capital build project and the 
programme of reform are crucial factors in building PRONI’s public services to be even more 
focused on meeting the learning needs of an increasingly diverse range of users. 
 
4.2 In order to develop its capacity for sustained self-improvement and to realise its 
commitment to lifelong learning, the organisation needs to build on the good practice 
identified in this report.  
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