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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction

The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland was established under the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999.  In September 2006 the Authority requested the Department of Education and Science, in association with the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, to commission a review of its activities, which would seek to evaluate:

· how effectively the Authority has performed its principal statutory functions since its establishment

· the suitability of the organisational structures and processes of the executive of the Authority for performing the Authority’s functions in the future

· the extent to which the Authority in the performance of its relevant functions complies with the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area.

Following an extensive period of internal and external consultation the Authority produced a Self-Evaluation Report addressing these terms of reference.  This was submitted to an External Panel for consideration, prior to its visit to the Authority from 14 to 17 May 2007.  Over a three and a half day period the External Panel met with a wide range of stakeholders from across education and training as well as entering into detailed discussions with the Authority and its executive.  Subsequent to this visit the Panel produced its Report on the ‘Quality Review of the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland’. 

The purpose of this Response to the External Panel Report is firstly to indicate the ‘overall conclusions’, ‘recommendations’ and ‘priority areas for consideration’ identified by the External Panel in its report and to outline the Qualifications Authority’s responses to these findings. This response also addresses the Authority’s undertaking to develop and adopt a quality improvement plan to implement the recommendations arising in the External Panel’s Report.   
The ‘areas for consideration’ highlighted by the Qualifications Authority in its Self-Evaluation Report along with the recommendations made by the External Panel, will form the basis of the Authority’s next Strategic Plan (2008-2012) and its accompanying Corporate Plans.

Overarching Panel Conclusions

At an overarching level, and in relation to the terms of reference for the review, the Panel drew the following conclusions:
· The Qualifications Authority has performed effectively its principal statutory functions since its establishment in 2001

· In the performance of its relevant functions the Qualifications Authority complies with the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area

With regard to the second term of reference, namely, the suitability of the organisational structures and processes of the executive of the Authority for performing the Authority’s functions in the future, the Panel considers it appropriate to outline challenges it concludes are facing the Authority in the “immediate and medium term future” and invites the Authority to consider its internal organisational structures and processes in the light of these challenges.  

Summary of Panel’s Recommendations / Priority Areas for Consideration & Authority’s Responses
For the purposes of this Executive Summary, the External Panel’s ‘recommendations’ and ‘priority areas for consideration’, along with the Authority’s responses, have been synopsised under the series of topics to which they relate.

The International Recognition of Qualifications

External Panel recommendations / priority areas for consideration:

· The Panel endorsed the Authority’s view that increased and improved communication of its international recognition of qualifications service was a priority and that the Authority should seek to develop a more co-ordinated approach to its promotion and communication with other stakeholders, in particular with the Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC) and the Higher Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC). 
· The Panel considered that the extent of the future demand on the international recognition of qualifications service should be established through the undertaking of research.  The outcome of this research was linked by the Panel to the allocation of appropriate resources and to decisions regarding the most appropriate location for the service.   
· With regard to the development of the service, the Panel supported the Authority’s objective of increasing its online information for learners on the equivalence of international qualifications.  It also encouraged increased strategic and operational planning with the awards Councils regarding the processing of international recognition of qualifications queries.
Authority response:

· The Authority wishes to promote and communicate the international recognition of qualifications service more effectively and in collaboration with other stakeholders.  It notes that increased and improved communication of the service will require the allocation of appropriate resourcing for advertising and marketing purposes.
· The Authority acknowledges the need to anticipate the future demand on the international recognition of qualifications service and recognises that research will assist in this process.  It emphasises the importance of continuing to appropriately resource the service in anticipation of the outcome of this research.   It states that it is not currently experiencing resourcing difficulties in the operation of the international recognition of qualifications service (notwithstanding the reference to advertising and marketing above) however; it considers that any significant increase in demand for the service would likely lead to a need to re-assess its resourcing requirements.
· The Authority reiterates its approach to developing a full understanding of the qualifications systems of other countries in order to compare them with the National Framework of Qualifications. It will also continue to work closely with the awards Councils in the processing of international recognition of qualifications queries.
Quality Assurance

External Panel recommendations / priority areas for consideration:

· The Panel recommended that the Authority build on the support the Panel identified from stakeholders for a broader national approach to quality assurance in higher education and training and suggested that it should devote sufficient resources to achieving such a national outcome.

Authority response:

· The Authority refers to the fundamental importance of quality assurance to the integrity of the National Framework of Qualifications and identifies it as a prime motivator behind the Authority’s involvement in, and provision of, a secretariat to the Irish Higher Education Quality Network (IHEQN).
· The Authority outlines its intent to continue to collaborate with the IHEQN members to develop, where appropriate, the consistent development of quality assurance and quality improvement measures.  This includes a continuation of its role as secretary and the provision, where possible, of required resourcing.
· The Authority also makes reference to the enhancement of its role in quality assurance, through its appointment by the Department of Education and Science as the contact point for the implementation of the OECD’s ‘Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-border Higher Education’.
Access, Transfer and Progression

External Panel recommendations / priority areas for consideration:

· The External Panel endorsed the Authority’s view that stakeholders were in favour of it becoming more active in the coordination, facilitation and implementation of its policies and procedures on access, transfer and progression.  The Panel further suggested that the Authority should be more vigorous in its leadership in that regard, to include, clarification of the roles of the stakeholders involved in implementing the Authority’s access, transfer and progression policies; greater simplification of its messages on access, transfer and progression; and, further publicising and encouragement of the removal of ‘road blocks’ to progression at points in the Framework.

Authority response:

· The Authority agrees that clarification around roles, simplicity of messages and improved information for learners are core issues in progressing access, transfer and progression arrangements.  It considers that it has already identified three key obstacles to progression within the National Framework of Qualifications and has initiated discussions to alleviate these with the appropriate stakeholders.  It recognises that it will be necessary to adopt a strong and vigorous leadership role in order to alleviate these blockages and to fully realise its policies on access, transfer and progression.  
· The Authority references the study of the impact and implementation of the National Framework of Qualifications as a further opportunity to explore issues surrounding the implementation of access, transfer and progression policies.
Communication
External Panel recommendations / priority areas for consideration:

· The Panel endorsed the Authority’s prioritisation of the need for improved, increased and more inter-related communication of its functions, including, the National Framework of Qualifications; access, transfer and progression; the international recognition of qualifications; and, Europass.  It suggests that a more holistic approach could be adopted with external stakeholders to achieve this aim.
Authority response: 
· Increased and improved external communication is identified by the Authority as an ‘emerging theme’ within its Self-Evaluation Report.  An important distinction was made in the Report between the need for improved filtering of information in education and training institutions and the need to increase public awareness of the Framework and its related initiatives through advertising and marketing.  The Authority is seeking appropriate funding for the latter.

· The advantages to be gained by promoting its activities in a more inter-related manner, and in collaboration with external stakeholders, were fully acknowledged by the Authority.

Implementation of the National Framework of Qualifications

External Panel recommendations / priority areas for consideration:

· The Panel urged the Qualifications Authority to take a strong leadership role in order to increase the speed with which all elements of the Framework are put in place, and it went on to identify some of these elements.  It suggested that the Authority had built strong relationships with stakeholders that would support it in its task. 

· In the light of the above, the Panel invited the Department of Education and Science to consider how the Authority could be used more actively as a lead body with government departments and agencies in promoting the existence and benefits of the Framework.

Authority response:

· The development, implementation and maintenance of the National Framework of Qualifications are core functions of the Qualifications Authority. The work to be completed in implementing the Framework is outlined in detail in its Self-Evaluation Report and includes the items referenced by the External Panel in its Report.   The Authority will continue to seek to fully implement the Framework in the shortest timeframe possible by carrying on its collaborative work with stakeholders.  In this regard the Authority will work with the Department of Education and Science to identify opportunities to coordinate efforts with government departments and agencies to promote and implement the Framework.
· The Authority also references the planned study of the impact and implementation of the Framework, as a further opportunity to explore the outstanding issues associated with the Framework.

Supporting the Awards Councils
External Panel recommendations / priority areas for consideration:

· The Panel supported the Authority’s stated intention to re-initiate tri-partite meetings with the Authority, the Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC) and the Higher Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC).  The Panel also notes areas identified by the Authority regarding current funding and accountability structures.
Authority Response:

· The Authority considers that the re-initiation of these meetings will supplement the ongoing communication that takes place between the Authority and the Councils and will provide a further opportunity to encourage coherent Framework implementation; address issues of common concern; and, share practice.

International Policy Engagement

External Panel recommendations / priority areas for consideration:

· The Panel recognised and supported the extensive work done by the Authority on qualifications related matters in the international arena.  It suggested however that there may be some confusion in an international setting as to where national policy direction originates and that clarification may be required.
Authority response:
· The Authority considers that it will continue its engagement in international qualifications related matters as appropriate and will seek to ensure that other national stakeholders are fully updated on these developments.  It states in its response that the Department of Education and Science sets national education and training policy and that in a national context this is clear.  The Authority considers that the Department’s practice of delegating its representation at certain international events, a practice that the Qualifications Authority welcomes and supports, may have resulted in some lack of clarity internationally.  It further suggests however that it is incumbent on national stakeholders to ensure that they clearly communicate the national context in which they operate.  Reference is also made to Education Ireland and the further dimension of clarity it will bring to the Irish education and training system.
Other Quality Improvement Areas

In the final section of this response document the Authority identifies three areas that were not explicitly referenced in the External Panel’s Report but which were identified as emerging themes in the Authority’s Self-Evaluation Report, they are, internal structures and processes; resourcing; and, effective planning.  A short update on developments related to each is provided.
Quality Review of the National Qualifications

Authority of Ireland: Response to the External Panel Report

1.
Introduction

1.1
Terms of Reference of Quality Review

The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland has undertaken a Quality Review, which was commissioned by the Department of Education and Science in association with the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment.  The terms of reference for the Review were agreed in December 2006 and state its purpose as being to evaluate:

· how effectively the Authority has performed its principal statutory functions since its establishment

· the suitability of the organisational structures and processes of the executive of the Authority for performing the Authority’s functions in the future

· the extent to which the Authority in the performance of its relevant functions complies with the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area.

It is of note that the Qualifications Authority is planning to commence a separate study of the implementation and impact of the National Framework of Qualifications, and the associated policies on access, transfer and progression, in late 2007.

The purpose of this document is to respond to the recommendations and priority areas identified in the External Panel’s Report following its review of the Qualifications Authority. This response also addresses the Authority’s undertaking to develop and adopt a quality improvement plan to implement the recommendations arising in the External Panel’s Report. It will be considered, in conjunction with the External Panel Report, by the Department of Education and Science in association with the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment.   
It should be noted that the ‘areas for consideration’
 highlighted by the Qualifications Authority in its Self-Evaluation Report and referenced throughout this response document will, along with the recommendations made by the External Panel, form the basis of the Authority’s next Strategic Plan and its accompanying Corporate Plans. The Strategic Plan will cover a 5 year period from 2008 to 2012.  The Corporate Plans will document in more detail how the Authority’s strategic aims will be fulfilled within two-year cycles. 

1.2 
External Panel Visit & Report

The Quality Review has consisted of the following elements:

· Self-evaluation by the Qualifications Authority leading to the development of a Self-Evaluation Report in March 2007

· Evaluation by a panel of experts leading to an External Panel Report in June 2007

The visit of the External Panel to the Qualifications Authority took place from 14 May to 17 May 2007, during which it met with stakeholders from over thirty organisations
 with an interest or role in education and training matters as they relate to the functions of the Qualifications Authority.  The Panel also met with representatives of the Authority and with all members of the Authority executive.  

The External Panel was provided with two core documents in order to assist it in carrying out its responsibilities.  The Authority’s Self-Evaluation Report, referred to in this document as the SER, was made available to the Panel five weeks in advance of its visit.  For the External Panel’s reference, the Authority also compiled into a single document all internal and external stakeholder feedback that was gathered during its self-evaluation process. 

The External Panel’s Report is divided into five sections, Context; Statutory Functions; European Standards and Guidelines; Organisational Structures and Processes; and, Conclusions, that collectively address and conclude on each of the terms of reference of the Quality Review and highlight some overall recommendations and priority areas for consideration by the Authority.  

1.3
Structure of Authority’s Response to External Panel’s Report

The overarching conclusions of the External Panel are reproduced in section 2 of this document.  Sections 3 to 9 detail the Qualifications Authority’s  responses to the External Panel’s recommendations / priority areas for consideration.  

The External Panel, within its report, endorsed the Authority’s Self-Evaluation Report and the ‘areas for consideration’ contained within.  The Authority’s response document is therefore structured as follows: the recommendations and priority areas for consideration that are identified by the External Panel within its report are grouped under the subject they address. They are: the International Recognition of Qualifications; Quality Assurance; Access, Transfer and Progression; Communication; Implementation of the National Framework of Qualifications; Supporting the Awards Councils; and, International Policy Engagement.  Where, as part of the self-evaluation process, the Authority identified ‘areas for consideration’ or ‘emerging themes’ that relate to these subjects, these too are set out. The Authority concludes each section with additional points relevant to the subject under discussion.

The final section of the report ‘Other Quality Improvement Areas’ incorporates updates regarding themes that emerged during the Authority’s self-evaluation process but which were not separately addressed in the External Panel Report.  They are, Internal Structures and Processes, Resourcing and Effective Planning.

1.4
Acknowledgement 

The Qualifications Authority would like to express its sincere thanks to the members of the External Panel for the benefit of their considerable collective experience and for the full commitment of their time and energy into a demanding review process.  The Qualifications Authority would particularly like to acknowledge the dedication of Pat Kelleher, the Review Panel Chairman and David Parry the Review Panel Secretary who contributed greatly to making the review process one of immense value to all involved.

2.
Overarching External Panel Conclusions

At an overarching level, the Panel states in paragraph 5 of its Report that in the light of the oral and documentary evidence considered by it, the Panel concludes that:

· The Qualifications Authority has performed effectively its principal statutory functions since its establishment in 2001

· In the performance of its relevant functions the Qualifications Authority complies with the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area

With regard to the second term of reference, namely, the suitability of the organisational structures and processes of the executive of the Authority for performing the Authority’s functions in the future, the Panel considers it appropriate to outline in paragraphs 4.1 to

4.8 the challenges it concludes are facing the Authority in the “immediate and medium term future” and invites the Authority to consider its internal organisational structures and processes in the light of these challenges.  

The External Panel also states in paragraph 7 that it “concurs broadly with the overall conclusions and areas for consideration identified by the Authority in Chapter 11 of its SER”.  Chapter 11 of the SER is referred to within this document and is available in full in Appendix 2.

The Qualifications Authority very much welcomes these overall Panel conclusions.  It is also appreciative of the strong endorsement given by the Panel to the ‘conclusions’ and ‘areas for consideration’ identified by the Qualifications Authority within its Self-Evaluation Report.  In paragraph 3 of its Report the Panel states that it considered the SER to be “a more than adequate basis for its review” and that the SER along with the compilation of stakeholder feedback circulated to the Panel “provided a comprehensive and insightful evaluation of the initial years of the Authority”.

3.
The International Recognition of Qualifications

3.1
External Panel Report Recommendations / Priority Areas 

The following recommendations / priority areas for consideration are included in the External Panel Report regarding the International Recognition of Qualifications. The paragraph number after each citation refers to where it appears within the External Panel Report:

The Panel recommends that the Authority considers the resources currently devoted to its responsibilities for the recognition of international awards in the light of the, possibly significant, increase in demand for such recognition (paragraph 8)

Given uncertainty as to the scale of unmet demand for the service, research into this would appear to be an immediate priority.  In the light of the findings of this research a decision should then be taken concerning the Authority’s response, including the resources to be devoted to this service.  Various options were put to the Panel, including the establishment of a public ‘shop front’ and prioritising particular countries and/or professions.  Consideration of these and other options, including the resources to be devoted to publicising the service, should await the findings of research into the scale of demand for the service (paragraph 2.46)
The Authority considers that the significant increase in applications received signifies an increase in awareness of the service and its importance to individuals, the economy and society.  It believes that the best approach to the recognition of international qualifications is to ensure that as much information as possible is made available online about how international qualifications compare to Irish qualifications with the aim that such a central information hub will reduce the need for individual queries.  The Authority takes the view that its active promotion of the international recognition service is still at a relatively early stage and has not as yet been successful in raising awareness of the service to the extent required (paragraph 2.47)
The Panel concurs with the above conclusions and the Authority’s suggested actions, including further work in establishing the international qualifications recognition service with migrant groups and enterprises; considering alternative locations for accommodating the service, including an analysis of the possible impact on the effectiveness of the service of the anticipated decentralisation of the Authority.  The Panel also strongly endorses the Authority’s desire to explore how the task of promoting the international qualifications recognition service could be shared amongst interested parties and how collaborative work with these parties could enhance the service provided, including through FÁS offices abroad (paragraph 2.48)
It will be apparent that this issue [the international recognition of qualifications] is regarded as a major, perhaps the most important challenge facing the Authority (see paragraphs 2.40 to 2.49).  It is the view of the Panel that the scale and nature of the challenge requires further research.  Such research will be an important element in decisions concerning the most effective approach to be taken and the resources to be allocated to meeting this challenge, and possible implications for the organisational structures and processes of the executive of the Authority (paragraph 4.3)
Publication of the Framework, of access, transfer and progression opportunities and of the existence of, and services provided by the Authority’s qualifications recognition service were all areas identified by stakeholders as ones which the Authority should publicise as matters of priority.  In the view of the Panel, this could involve encouraging a more holistic approach to publicity and communication involving a more co-ordinated and strategic role for the Authority, HETAC and FETAC (paragraph 4.7)
3.2
Self-Evaluation Report: ‘Areas for Consideration’ Identified

The international recognition of qualifications is a key function of the Qualifications Authority and is reviewed in detail in chapter 7 of its Self-Evaluation Report (pgs 45-51).  The following ‘areas for consideration’ are identified by the Authority to address the conclusions it has drawn with regard to its international recognition of qualifications function:

The Authority considers that further progress is required in establishing the international qualifications recognition service with migrant groups and enterprises and that the manner in which this will be realised requires attention.

The Authority considers that the increasing numbers of applicants for recognition of international qualifications must be carefully monitored in terms of appropriate resourcing and that the Authority should consider alternative locations that may in the medium or long term be more appropriate to accommodating the service.  The impact of the anticipated decentralisation of the Authority should be considered as part of this contingency planning.  

The Authority considers that it must ensure that increased information is available to clients about the remit of the recognition service vis-à-vis regulated professions, but that also clients should be referred as smoothly as possible between the authorities that recognise qualifications.  Increased communication with related authorities will be required in this respect.

The Authority considers that more detailed information should be supplied to clients on the National Framework of Qualifications and its use as a basis for comparing international qualifications.  This is necessary for client information but also for the information of those employers and / or educational institutions to which clients wish to present their recognition advice.

The Authority will consider the desirability and feasibility of extending its international qualifications recognition service to that of qualifications authenticity in conjunction with its Network partners.

The Authority will explore issues surrounding the cross-referencing of the National Framework of Qualifications and the frameworks in use in the UK in the context of the alignment of the Irish and UK frameworks with the European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning:  the Authority and the UK regulatory authorities are currently considering the nature of their verification processes. 

The Authority considers that additional strategic and operational planning may be required between the Authority and the two Councils to further streamline the manner in which qualifications recognition applications are processed.

The Authority will continue to seek to identify ways of promoting the recognition of Irish qualifications abroad and will actively engage with international partners in this respect.

The Authority wishes to consider its promotion of the international qualifications recognition service in conjunction with its review of the communication of the National Framework of Qualifications and Europass and with a view to integrating the promotion and branding of these initiatives where appropriate.

The Authority wishes to explore how the task of promoting the international qualifications recognition service could be shared amongst interested parties and how collaborative work with these parties could enhance the service provided.

3.3 Additional Response
As evidenced in the ‘areas for consideration’ identified above, the Qualifications
Authority is fully aware of the importance of its international recognition of qualifications service and the impact it has, and will have in the future, on social and economic matters.  

In addition to these ‘areas for consideration’ the Authority would wish to note that it is not currently experiencing resourcing difficulties in operating the recognition service, outside of limitations regarding its advertising and marketing expenditure. However, it recognises that any significant increase in demand for this service is likely to result in the need to re-evaluate the current resourcing arrangements.

The Authority considers that a number of challenges exist in developing an international recognition of qualifications service that meets the needs of all users.  These include issues surrounding the recognition of regulated professions; the lack of qualifications frameworks developed across Europe for comparative purposes and, in their absence, the extensive research required on a system by system basis to provide advice on such comparisons.  
The Authority acknowledges the Panel’s recommendation that research should be undertaken to seek to establish the anticipated demand for the recognition service over the medium to long term. The Authority considers however that the outcomes of this research, due to its complex nature and in order to return meaningful results, will take some time to realise.  Therefore, the Authority intends that research and ongoing promotion and development of the service will take place contemporaneously.  

The Authority will also continue to place an emphasis on the aspects of its recognition service which are not based on individual applications for the recognition of qualifications. The Authority sees particular value in aligning with the new European meta-frameworks of qualifications.  In the interim, it has engaged in such initiatives as the development of the alignment agreement between the UK and Irish frameworks.  The Authority is also seeking to develop a full understanding of the qualifications systems of a number of countries identified within the Authority’s Self-Evaluation Report as placing most demand on the international recognition of qualifications service, with a view to establishing comparisons between these systems and the Irish Framework.  The Authority considers that these agreements reduce the need for learner qualifications to be processed on a case-by-case basis. In this respect the international recognition of qualifications service will be in a stronger position to streamline its processes and to increase its online advice and information for learners. 

The Authority will also continue to work closely with the awards Councils regarding the international recognition of qualifications service and to identify strategic and operational planning opportunities.
4.
Quality Assurance 

4.1 External Panel Recommendations / Priority Areas 

The following recommendations / priority areas are included in the External Panel Report regarding the Qualifications Authority’s role vis-à-vis national quality assurance matters. The paragraph number after each citation refers to where it appears within the External Panel Report:

The Panel recommends that the Authority builds on the support identified by the panel from a wide range of stakeholders for a broader, national approach to quality assurance in higher education (paragraph 8)

The Panel believes that there is support from a wide range of stakeholders for a broader, national approach to quality assurance in higher education, and invites the Authority to capitalise on this support now by devoting sufficient resources to achieve such a national outcome (paragraph 4.5)
4.2
Self-Evaluation Report: ‘Areas for Consideration’ Identified
Apart from the detailed description of its role in quality assurance which appears in chapter 10 pgs 69-86 of its Self-Evaluation Report, European Standards and Guidelines, the Authority’s role in national quality assurance matters is also considered in chapter 2 of the SER, ‘National Framework of Qualifications’, under section 2.4, ‘Facilitating exchange of best practice nationally in relation to quality assurance’.  Within that section of the SER the following ‘areas for consideration’ are identified by the Authority, particularly relating to the Irish Higher Education Quality Network (IHEQN):

The Authority’s role within the Irish Higher Education Quality Network (IHEQN) is driven by the wish to ensure that a forum is available in which good practice in quality assurance in higher education can be shared and, where possible and appropriate,  that a consistent approach to quality assurance underpins the awards in the Framework.  While it is not a matter for the Authority to determine the future role of the IHEQN, the Authority is committed to engaging actively with the IHEQN and the Authority will explore with other stakeholders whether or not the agenda that the IHEQN follows remains representative of the collective aims and objectives for the Network’s activities.

The Authority will review the manner in which increased communication and collaboration on quality assurance matters across the education and training sector can be advanced.

‘The underpinning role of quality assurance to the Authority’s activities’ is also included as one of the Emerging Themes which are detailed in Chapter 11 (pg 88) of the Authority’s Self-Evaluation Report:

The fundamental importance of quality assurance to the effective development and implementation of all of the Authority’s functions, and to its operation as an organisation, has been a recurring theme throughout this self-evaluation process.  In the light of stakeholder feedback, and in order to protect the integrity of the Framework and the Authority’s related functions, the Authority has recognised the importance of maintaining its current role in assisting the facilitation of exchange of good practice in quality assurance, in order to promote a consistent and internationally recognised quality culture across the education and training system.

4.3
Additional Response

Where possible and appropriate the IHEQN has worked towards consistent application of quality assurance / quality improvement measures.  This is evidenced through the Network’s development and adoption of the Principles of Good Practice for Quality Assurance / Quality Improvement in Irish Higher Education and Training.  The Network has also identified a number of areas of practice where it has considered it appropriate to form working groups amongst member organisations to consider common approaches, for instance, the involvement of students in quality assurance.

On the basis of the findings of its Self-Evaluation Report and the External Panel Report, the Qualifications Authority intends to continue to work collaboratively with the IHEQN and to commit the resourcing necessary, where possible, to support the Network.  The Authority will continue to act as Secretary to the Network.  It is also of note that the Authority’s role in this regard has now been enhanced as the Department of Education and Science has appointed the Authority as the contact point for the implementation of the OECD’s Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-border Higher Education.  The Authority is working with the IHEQN in this regard.

5.
Access, Transfer and Progression

5.1
External Panel Recommendations / Priority Areas

The following recommendations / priority areas are included in the External Panel Report regarding access, transfer and progression. The paragraph number after each citation refers to where it appears within the External Panel Report:

The Panel endorses the Authority’s own conclusions concerning the work still to be done in encouraging the implementation of the Authority’s and providers’ access, transfer and progression policies (paragraph 9)
The Authority takes the view that there is support for its policies on access, transfer and progression and that its role as coordinator and facilitator is both necessary and welcomed by stakeholders.  The Panel found considerable support for this view amongst those stakeholders whom it met.  Part of this co-coordinating and facilitating function involves clarification of the respective roles of the Authority, the awards Councils and providers for implementing agreed policies.  The Panel also concurs with the Authority’s view that the refinement and simplification of its messages on access, transfer and progression and their effective communication remains a priority.  This applies particularly to migrant workers and those returning to the labour market after a period away from employment (paragraph 2.20)
In the Panel’s discussions with stakeholders it was suggested that the Authority could, perhaps, be more vigorous in its leadership on this issue [access, transfer and progression].  This could involve, but would be by no means confined to, being more pro-active in publicising and encouraging the removal of ‘road blocks’ to progression at various points in the Framework (paragraph 4.6)
5.2
Self-Evaluation Report: ‘Areas for Consideration’ Identified
Access, transfer and progression are evaluated by the Authority in detail in chapter 3 of its Self-Evaluation Report (pgs 24-28). Within that chapter the following ‘areas for consideration’ are identified by the Authority relating to its facilitation of the implementation of policies for nationally improved access, transfer and progression arrangements:

The Authority considers that the communication of its access, transfer and progression policies, to awarding bodies, providers, learners and relevant agencies, should be considered as part of its communications strategy and that it should continue to pursue the realisation of a national database of information on education and training that highlights access, transfer and progression opportunities. 

The Authority considers that it should continue to refine and simplify the messages it uses in communicating its policies on access, transfer and progression.

The Authority considers that there is a need to establish an agreed and clear approach between the Authority, the awarding bodies and education and training providers regarding their respective roles in relation to the implementation of  the Authority’s policies on access, transfer and progression and their component parts and will consider how this might be achieved. In developing such an approach, the Authority recognises that there will be a need to maintain a sensitive balance between the providers’ ownership of programmes, the ownership of awarding structures by awarding bodies where they differ from providers and the promotion and establishment of clear and meaningful access, transfer and progression arrangements by the Authority. In this connection, the Authority is also mindful of the fact that this issue will be explored in greater detail in the upcoming review of the implementation and impact of the National Framework of Qualifications.

5.3
Additional Response

As a priority concern, the Authority recognises the urgent need to provide a strong leadership role to enable the facilitation, coordination and full realisation of its policies on access, transfer and progression.  This assertion has been encouraged by stakeholder comment and supported by the findings of the Panel.  The Authority envisions this leadership role as building on the work undertaken by it thus far in overseeing access, transfer and progression arrangements, and in continuing to address with stakeholders the key blockages already identified within the Framework, particularly, progression for some holders from the Leaving Certificate, the Level 5 Certificate and the Advanced Certificate. As part of this process the Authority considers that a practical interpretation of its policies and their implementation, along with a clearer definition of the roles and responsibilities of stakeholders within the education and training environment is required.  This will then lead to the availability of more transparent information for learners as the web of access, transfer and progression routes associated with individual learning experiences becomes more evident.

The study of the implementation and impact of the National Framework of Qualifications referred to in section 7.3 below is also relevant to the area of access, transfer and progression.
6.
Communication

6.1
External Panel Recommendations / Priority Areas

The following recommendations / priority areas are included in the External Panel Report regarding Communication. The paragraph number after each citation refers to where it appears within the External Panel Report:

The Panel endorses the Authority’s own conclusions concerning the need to employ more effective external communication processes to enhance awareness of both the National Framework of Qualifications and of the services provided by the Authority (Chapter 11, page 87 of the SER), in particular the recognition of international awards referred to above (paragraph 9)
Publication of the Framework, of access, transfer and progression opportunities and of the existence of, and services provided by the Authority’s qualifications recognition service were all areas identified by stakeholders as ones which the Authority should publicise as matters of priority.  In the view of the Panel, this could involve encouraging a more holistic approach to publicity and communication involving a more co-ordinated and strategic role for the Authority, HETAC and FETAC (paragraph 4.7)
6.2
Self-Evaluation Report: ‘Areas for Consideration’ Identified

The topic of communication is incorporated into several chapters of the Authority’s Self-Evaluation Report, as it relates to the National Framework of Qualifications, the international recognition of qualifications service and Europass.  In addition, it is specifically dealt with in section 9.4 of chapter 9, Corporate Affairs, Organisational Structures and Processes.  In that chapter the following overarching ‘areas for consideration’ are identified:

The Authority wishes to explore the manner in which it can enhance its use of communication tools in the promotion of its activities.

The Authority considers that in the context of its overall communication strategy, it will integrate the promotion and branding of its initiatives in relation to the Framework, the recognition of international qualifications and Europass.

‘Increased and improved external communication’ is also identified as one of the Emerging Themes of the Self-Evaluation Report (pg 88):

Internal and external feedback has highlighted the need to employ effective external communication processes in order to secure the full implementation and operation of the Authority’s functions, primarily the National Framework of Qualifications, access, transfer and progression and the recognition of international qualifications.  The nature of the communication required with external stakeholders has been identified as twofold: communication within education and training providers to ensure that information is disseminated throughout organisations effectively to enable the implementation of the Framework; and, a marketing campaign designed to communicate the Authority’s activities to the general public and to appropriate stakeholder groupings, including learners, employers, migrant groups etc.   

The self-evaluation process has illustrated a number of areas of the Authority’s work that will require continued appropriate resourcing, including the development and implementation of communication and promotion strategies and the need to ensure that the Authority is in a position to meet the increasing demand for its services from learners, employers and the public at large…

6.3
Additional Response

Internal and external feedback on this topic was consistent in the view that the Qualifications Authority needs to increase and improve its communication of the National Framework of Qualifications, its international recognition of qualifications service and Europass.  An important distinction was identified between the need for information and communication regarding the Authority’s activities to filter down within education and training institutions, and the financial investment that will be required to devise an advertising and marketing campaign designed to raise awareness of these developments amongst the public as a whole.  The funding for this is now being sought by the Authority.

The Authority will also seek to identify further opportunities to collaborate with other bodies, particularly the Awards Councils, in the promotion of its activities as appropriate, and will consider how best to strategically and holistically capitalise on opportunities to communicate the Framework, the international recognition of qualifications service and Europass.

7.
Implementation of the National Framework of Qualifications

7.1
External Panel Recommendations / Priority Areas
The following recommendations / priority areas are included in the External Panel Report regarding the full implementation of the National Framework of Qualifications. The paragraph number after each citation refers to where it appears within the External Panel Report:

The Panel invites the Department of Education and Science to note the widespread support for the work of the Authority and consider ways in which the Authority might be used more actively as a lead body with government departments and agencies in promoting the existence and benefits of the National Framework of Qualifications (paragraph 10)
The Panel invites the Authority, within the existing legislative framework, and based on the reputation it has established as an objective, impartial and professional national agency, to increase the speed with which the final elements of the National Framework of Qualifications are put in place, and access, transfer and progression policies are implemented (paragraph 11)
Much has been achieved in this area [the Framework]; much, however, remains to be done. In particular, some parts of the Framework still need to be ‘populated’, for example, Levels 1 and 2 and the placement and inclusion of university certificate and diploma programmes.  There is also a need for a closer alignment with the awards of Professional and Statutory Bodies and the desirability of incorporating employability characteristics within the Framework …In the view of the Panel, the Authority has established sufficient credibility in its objectivity, competence and professionalism for stakeholders to expect and desire the Authority not only to facilitate but, perhaps to take the lead and inspire in this.  Its approach has always been characterised by partnership, and the Panel is confident that the Authority is capable of identifying and mobilising appropriate partners for what is now an urgent task (paragraph 4.4)
7.2 Self-Evaluation Report: ‘Areas for Consideration’ Identified

The development, implementation and maintenance of the National Framework of Qualifications are core functions of the Qualifications Authority and are reviewed in detail in chapter 2 of its Self-Evaluation Report (pgs 12-23).  The following ‘areas for consideration’ are identified by the Authority to address the conclusions it has drawn with regard to ‘Framework Development’ and ‘Implementation of the Framework’:

Framework Development
While it is unlikely that further Framework development work will be initiated by the Authority, there are relevant lessons for further work of the Authority in advancing towards the coherent implementation of the Framework by various awarding bodies and other stakeholders.  Of particular note is the view of stakeholders on Framework development that the Authority worked well with their nominated contact persons.  The Authority agrees with this.  Building on this, the stakeholders considered that it was their responsibility to ensure that their nominees were effectively consulting within their own organisations on the development of the Framework.  While the Authority accepts that the stakeholders clearly have this ultimate responsibility, the Authority does consider that it is appropriate for the Authority to seek feedback on the strength, depth and effectiveness of such internal consultation and to seek that such internal consultation would be enhanced where necessary.  This is an area where communications on the development of the Framework and communications on the implementation of the Framework are interlinked.  The Authority will continue with such a pro-active approach to stakeholder engagement on areas of policy development and implementation.


Implementation of the Framework

A key issue for the Authority is to complete all initial Framework implementation.  The Authority considers that the priority here is to complete the initial implementation of the Framework by universities through the inclusion of their smaller awards and their Diplomas (at level 8 and 9).  A further aim is to include a number of continuing awards of the State Examinations Commission as well as a range of related former awards.

Work on the inclusion/alignment of professional and international awards is a medium term objective.  A key priority for the Authority in this regard, will be to facilitate the putting in place of appropriate quality assurance systems for such awards.  The preferred approach for international awards is that these systems should be the ones from the country of origin of the awarding body – this avoids a duplication of approach for the awarding bodies and also reduces the administrative burden on the Councils to facilitate their own Framework implementation.  Issues currently arise in this regard for vocational education and training awarding bodies based in the United Kingdom and the Authority is in discussions with relevant UK authorities.

The Authority will continue to identify and explore opportunities, as appropriate, to provide support to the awarding bodies and education and training providers in the implementation of the Framework.  The Authority considers that it needs to agree a structure of engagement with each of the awarding bodies.  There may be different approaches with different awarding bodies.  The relationship with the Councils is discussed in Chapter 4.  In relation to the universities, there is now agreement to establish a liaison group between the universities and the Authority.

The Quality Review process has highlighted opportunities for closer collaboration with agencies in higher education, such as the Higher Education Authority and the Irish Universities Quality Board, which the Authority will explore in greater detail with those agencies, as part of the ongoing implementation of the Framework.

The Authority aims to agree a more coherent approach for the use of qualifications for recruitment (initially in the public sector) and to seek its widespread adoption.  A communications tool providing information on whether a particular qualification is in the Framework will need to be a key element of this.

The Authority considers that there is now a need for a major Framework marketing campaign aimed at the general public, incorporating learners and employers.  While planning is underway for this, additional funding will be needed for such a plan.

7.3
Additional Response

The focus of the Authority’s Quality Review was on how the Authority as an organisation has fulfilled its functions since its establishment in 2001. In this regard, chapter 2 of the Authority’s Self-Evaluation Report details the Authority’s evaluation, and that of its stakeholders, regarding its effectiveness in fulfilling its functions as an organisation, in the development and implementation of the Framework.  

The Authority will continue to seek to fully implement the Framework in the shortest timeframe possible, by carrying on its collaborative work with stakeholders to advance the completion of the Framework and to facilitate the full implementation of the Authority’s policies on access, transfer and progression.  In this regard it will work with the Department of Education and Science to identify opportunities to coordinate efforts with government departments and agencies in the promotion and implementation of the Framework. 

The Authority will also be undertaking a separate detailed study of the impact and implementation of the Framework, and the associated policies on access, transfer and progression, which is planned to commence at the end of 2007.  In the context of this study a further exploration of the outstanding issues associated with the Framework can take place. 
8.
Supporting the Awards Councils

8.1 External Panel Report Recommendations / Priority Areas

The following recommendations were included in the External Panel Report regarding the Authority’s functions as they relate to ‘Supporting the Awards Councils’.  The paragraph number after each citation refers to where it appears within the External Panel Report: 

… The Panel noted that tri-partite meetings between the executives of the three organisations which had previously taken place on a regular basis were to re-commence.  Frequent informal contact between the executives of all three organisations notwithstanding, the Panel agreed that the re-commencement of these formal meetings was necessary if the coherent implementation of the Framework and the associated polices and procedures on access, transfer and progression was to be effective.  More specifically, the Panel heard from a number of providers of what were felt to be frustrating differences in HETAC and FETAC’s quality assurance requirements and procedures and suggests that this is a matter which could be placed on the agenda of the reconvened tri-partite meetings (paragraph 2.27)
The Authority considers that its initial and ongoing consultations with FETAC and HETAC were carried out effectively and with appropriate respect for the respective roles and responsibilities of the three organisations.  The Panel found considerable evidence in its meetings with FETAC and HETAC representatives and providers to justify this view.  Going forward, the Authority has identified, inter alia, a need to encourage the consideration of appropriate roles and responsibilities on accountability issues with the Councils and the Department of Education and Science.  The Panel also noted the Authority’s desire to re-commence regular tri-partite meetings which the Panel would strongly endorse (paragraph 2.28)
8.2
Self-Evaluation Report: ‘Areas for Consideration’ Identified

The Qualifications Authority’s functions as they relate to ‘Supporting the Awards Councils’ are reviewed in detail in chapter 4 of its Self-Evaluation Report (pgs 29-35).  The following ‘areas for consideration’ are identified by the Authority to address the conclusions it has drawn with regard to this function as it relates to ‘Co-operation, Planning and Review’ and its ‘Funding Role’:  

Co-operation Planning & Review

The Authority considers that it will need to ensure that it continues to take an overall approach in encouraging the coherent implementation of the Framework and the associated policies and procedures on access, transfer and progression by the Councils, by the providers with programmes leading to awards of the Councils, and by those institutes with delegated authority, while ensuring that the Councils retain ownership of such implementation.   Some issues in this regard have already been referred to in the previous chapters of this report on the Framework and on access, transfer and progression.  The Authority will propose to the Councils the re-commencement of regular joint work-planning meetings between the executives of the three bodies to aid the implementation process. 

The Authority will explore how, as part of the communications strategy that it develops, mechanisms to clarify the respective roles of the Councils and the Authority for non-traditional providers can be developed.

The Authority will consult with HETAC on the possible review of the approach to delegation of authority and research awards to determine whether or not it requires adjustment in the context of changing circumstances.

Funding Role
The Authority will continue to work with the Councils to seek to identify funding requirements ahead of time, to anticipate the impact of these requirements on the financial allocations to the Authority and the Councils and to seek appropriate multi-annual funding.

The Authority will seek to encourage the Department of Education and Science to put in place new arrangements for the fees to be charged by the Councils to reflect their current activities.

The Authority will encourage the consideration of appropriate roles and responsibilities on accountability issues with the Councils and the Department of Education and Science in the context of the development and implementation of any Department of Finance guidelines for a framework for accountability between Departments and agencies.

The Authority will explore the possibility of increased joint corporate work with the Councils in the context of proposing the re-commencement of regular joint work-planning meetings between the executives of the three bodies.
8.3
Additional Response

The Qualifications Authority and the Awards Councils engage in ongoing and extensive communication and planning regarding their linked activities.  The formal tri-partite meetings have now recommenced and are intended to support these current arrangements.  They will also provide a further opportunity to encourage coherent Framework implementation, to address issues of common concern and to share practice.

9.
International Policy Engagement
9.1
External Panel Report Recommendations / Priority Areas

The following recommendations are included in the External Panel Report regarding the Authority’s ‘International Policy Engagement’ function. The paragraph numbers after each citation refers to where it appears within the External Panel Report:

Irish representatives were said to be extremely active in, for example, the Bologna process, and organisations, including the Authority, representing Irish higher education in Europe were described as being empowered and able to contribute to European debates and developments … the view was, however, expressed to the Panel that there was some uncertainty in European higher education circles as to ‘who was in charge’ of higher education policy in Ireland, a situation which the Panel believed required urgent consideration (paragraph 2.37)

The Panel concluded that the Authority has discharged this function effectively, whilst encouraging the Authority to work with others to address the issues of uncertainty over leadership referred to above (paragraph 2.39)

9.2
Self-Evaluation Report: ‘Areas for Consideration’ Identified

‘International Policy Engagement’ is an important activity in terms of fulfilling the Qualifications Authority’s functions and is reviewed in detail in chapter 6 of its Self-Evaluation Report (pgs 39-44).  The following ‘areas for consideration’ are identified by the Authority to address the conclusions it has drawn with regard to this activity:

The Authority considers that it will need to keep under review the extent of its international commitments in the context of pursuing other key strategic objectives and the attendant demands on existing resources.
The Authority will consider the ways in which it can deepen and extend the involvement of key stakeholders in its international work in the upcoming period.

The Authority supports the establishment of Education Ireland as soon as possible and will work proactively with the agency when it is established – in this context, the Authority will consider whether or not it needs to raise its profile further in an international setting and how this can be achieved in conjunction with other state agencies. 

The manner in which information is filtered throughout organisations has already been identified within this report as an ‘area for consideration’ in terms of the communication of Framework developments and the advocacy of cultural change.  The Authority will also ensure that information relating to international policy developments will feature in its communications with stakeholders.  The increased involvement of key stakeholders in the Authority’s international engagements will facilitate this.
9.3
Additional Response

The Department of Education and Science has overall responsibility for the policy direction of higher education and training in Ireland and in a national context there is clarity on this matter.  Under the aegis of the Department, the Higher Education Authority (HEA) has policy, planning and funding responsibilities on a sectoral basis. The approach taken by the Department has been to work as collaboratively as possible with the agencies that operate under its aegis and to reflect the different areas of responsibility of relevant agencies.  In this respect, it has delegated its representation at a number of European and international forums to the agency most appropriate to the subject matter, which has enabled Irish education and training agencies to become fully involved and informed of relevant European and international developments.  Thus, for example the HEA represents Ireland at the meetings of Director Generals of Higher Education and the Qualifications Authority is engaged in activities related to qualifications frameworks. The Higher Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC) and the Irish Universities Quality Board (IUQB) also participate in activities related to quality assurance matters as do the Qualifications Authority and the HEA.  The Department has, in turn, been kept fully informed of developments by its agency bodies.  This approach by the Department has been very much welcomed by the Authority and has enabled the Authority to fulfil its responsibilities and functions efficiently and effectively.  

The Authority considers that, in the light of the External Panel’s observations, it may be incumbent upon all stakeholders in higher education and training to ensure that European and international colleagues are made aware of the national context in which agencies, awarding bodies and education and training institutions are operating, in order to alleviate any confusion that may have arisen.

The Authority further considers that the emergence of Education Ireland, the proposed international marketing body for Irish education and training, will add a further dimension of clarity to the Irish education and training system. 

10. 
Other Quality Improvement Areas

10.1 Self Evaluation Report Emerging Themes

Three additional areas relevant to the Quality Improvement Plan were acknowledged by the Qualifications Authority as ‘emerging themes’ in its Self-Evaluation Report, they are, Internal Structures and Processes, Resourcing, and Effective Planning.  Whilst not identified separately by the External Panel for recommendation or priority action, issues relating to resourcing in terms of communication and the international recognition of qualifications are referred to in sections 3 and 6 above; and the importance of effective planning with regard to the Authority’s international recognition of qualifications service is outlined in section 3.

The following section provides a summary of the issues identified around these three areas and a brief summary of the actions taken to address them since the publication of the Authority’s Self-Evaluation Report in March 2007.

10.2
Internal Structures and Processes

The Authority is to revisit the organisation’s internal structures and processes and to re-examine them in line with its developing role.  The Authority is also to keep under review its communication, human resource and knowledge management structures to coincide with this development (SER pg 88)

During the self-evaluation process, the staff of the Authority identified a range of areas that they considered to be important in terms of both the development of the Authority and in ensuring its organisational effectiveness going into the future.  These are discussed in detail in chapter 9 of the SER, Corporate Affairs, Organisational Structures and Processes, pgs 56-68.

The Authority has significantly advanced developments in this area.  The Authority’s proposal to the Department of Education and Science for a revised staffing structure has now been agreed.  This will ensure that the structures remain appropriate to the needs of the organisation and the development requirements of the executive.

In line with this development, the Authority is introducing a modified internal organisational structure from August 2007, which will emphasise the improvement of communication and the management of knowledge through, amongst other initiatives, the development of cross-functional teams. 

10.3
Resourcing

The self-evaluation process has illustrated a number of areas of the Authority’s work that will require continued appropriate resourcing, including the development and implementation of communication and promotion strategies and the need to ensure that the Authority is in a position to meet the increasing demand for its services from learners, employers and the public at large.  This is also reflective of the increasing resource requirements articulated by the Awards Councils (for which the Authority has a direct resourcing responsibility), providers and other stakeholders as the National Framework of Qualifications, access, transfer and progression and the recognition of international qualifications reach advanced levels of implementation (SER pg 88)
The Authority and the Awards Councils have re-commenced their tri-partite meetings (see section 8 above), which has provided the opportunity for all three bodies to consider in detail their resourcing needs with regard to each other and to their collective objectives in terms of; the National Framework of Qualifications and the related policies of access, transfer and progression; the international recognition of qualifications service; and, Europass. Resourcing requirements identified with respect to the communication of these initiatives is addressed in section 3 above.  

The Authority’s follow-up work with the Department of Education and Science on these resource issues is currently underway.  

10.4 Effective Planning

The Authority’s intention is to produce its third Corporate Plan subsequent to the Quality Review and for the Corporate Plan to be informed by the Review’s findings.    As part of the planning process, the Authority is to carry out a detailed examination of its anticipated levels of activity and the tasks in which it is to be engaged; evaluate and prioritise its current and planned tasks; and estimate the type and allocation of human and financial resources required to fulfill those tasks. It considers that it will then be in a position to set out and communicate, internally and externally, a Corporate plan for the next stage of the organisation’s development, based on these findings.

The Authority considers that a key dimension of its upcoming planning process will be to assess the impact that the planned decentralisation of the organisation may have upon its staffing, its anticipated levels of activity and upon the tasks in which the Authority is to be engaged.  The Authority will continue to engage with the Department of Education and Science on the management of the decentralisation process and will seek to ensure that disruption to the executive, to the functioning of the Authority and to its work planning, is minimised  (SER pg 88)

Since completing its self-evaluation process the Authority has invested a significant amount of time in reviewing the collective ‘areas for consideration’ that were identified throughout its Self-Evaluation Report, and in determining the most effective means for capturing its long, medium and short-term aims.   

The Authority considers that the areas requiring action and identified in its Self-Evaluation Report and Quality Improvement Plan (in response to the External Panel Report) will form the basis of a Strategic Plan which will cover a 5 year period from 2008 to 2012.  The Strategic Plan will be accompanied by two Corporate Plans which will document in more detail how the Authority’s strategic aims will be fulfilled within two-year cycles.   By ensuring that both the Authority and its executive are appropriately involved in the development of these plans, the Authority considers that the implementation of this approach will enhance its planning activities, whilst aiding communication and knowledge management.

The Authority continues its engagement with the Department of Education and Science regarding decentralisation and is mindful of the need for contingency planning in the event of a changed location and a resultant potential loss of staff.  

Appendix 1:
Areas for Consideration Identified by the Qualifications Authority in its Self-Evaluation Report

Function Area:
The National Framework of Qualifications 

(SER, pgs 12-23)

Framework Development

While it is unlikely that further Framework development work will be initiated by the Authority, there are relevant lessons for further work of the Authority in advancing towards the coherent implementation of the Framework by various awarding bodies and other stakeholders.  Of particular note is the view of stakeholders on Framework development that the Authority worked well with their nominated contact persons.  The Authority agrees with this.  Building on this, the stakeholders considered that it was their responsibility to ensure that their nominees were effectively consulting within their own organisations on the development of the Framework.  While the Authority accepts that the stakeholders clearly have this ultimate responsibility, the Authority does consider that it is appropriate for the Authority to seek feedback on the strength, depth and effectiveness of such internal consultation and to seek that such internal consultation would be enhanced where necessary.  This is an area where communications on the development of the Framework and communications on the implementation of the Framework are interlinked.  The Authority will continue with such a pro-active approach to stakeholder engagement on areas of policy development and implementation.
Implementation of the Framework

A key issue for the Authority is to complete all initial Framework implementation.  The Authority considers that the priority here is to complete the initial implementation of the Framework by universities through the inclusion of their smaller awards and their Diplomas (at level 8 and 9).  A further aim is to include a number of continuing awards of the State Examinations Commission as well as a range of related former awards.

Work on the inclusion/alignment of professional and international awards is a medium term objective.  A key priority for the Authority in this regard, will be to facilitate the putting in place of appropriate quality assurance systems for such awards.  The preferred approach for international awards is that these systems should be the ones from the country of origin of the awarding body – this avoids a duplication of approach for the awarding bodies and also reduces the administrative burden on the Councils to facilitate their own Framework implementation.  Issues currently arise in this regard for vocational education and training awarding bodies based in the United Kingdom and the Authority is in discussions with relevant UK authorities.

The Authority will continue to identify and explore opportunities, as appropriate, to provide support to the awarding bodies and education and training providers in the implementation of the Framework.  The Authority considers that it needs to agree a structure of engagement with each of the awarding bodies.  There may be different approaches with different awarding bodies.  The relationship with the Councils is discussed in Chapter 4.  In relation to the universities, there is now agreement to establish a liaison group between the universities and the Authority.

The Quality Review process has highlighted opportunities for closer collaboration with agencies in higher education, such as the Higher Education Authority and the Irish Universities Quality Board, which the Authority will explore in greater detail with those agencies, as part of the ongoing implementation of the Framework.

The Authority aims to agree a more coherent approach for the use of qualifications for recruitment (initially in the public sector) and to seek its widespread adoption.  A communications tool providing information on whether a particular qualification is in the Framework will need to be a key element of this.
The Authority considers that there is now a need for a major Framework marketing campaign aimed at the general public, incorporating learners and employers.  While planning is underway for this, additional funding will be needed for such a plan.

Facilitating exchange of best practice nationally in relation to quality assurance

The Authority’s role within the IHEQN is driven by the wish to ensure that a forum is available in which good practice in quality assurance in higher education can be shared and, where possible and appropriate,  that a consistent approach to quality assurance underpins the awards in the Framework.  While it is not a matter for the Authority to determine the future role of the IHEQN, the Authority is committed to engaging actively with the IHEQN and the Authority will explore with other stakeholders whether or not the agenda that the IHEQN follows remains representative of the collective aims and objectives for the Network’s activities.

The Authority will review the manner in which increased communication and collaboration on quality assurance matters across the education and training sector can be advanced.

Function Area:
Access, Transfer and Progression (SER, pgs 24-28)

Facilitating implementation of policies for access, transfer and progression

The Authority considers that the communication of its access, transfer and progression policies, to awarding bodies, providers, learners and relevant agencies, should be considered as part of its communications strategy and that it should continue to pursue the realisation of a national database of information on education and training that highlights access, transfer and progression opportunities. 

The Authority considers that it should continue to refine and simplify the messages it uses in communicating its policies on access, transfer and progression.

The Authority considers that there is a need to establish an agreed and clear approach between the Authority, the awarding bodies and education and training providers regarding their respective roles in relation to the implementation of  the Authority’s policies on access, transfer and progression and their component parts and will consider how this might be achieved. In developing such an approach, the Authority recognises that there will be a need to maintain a sensitive balance between the providers’ ownership of programmes, the ownership of awarding structures by awarding bodies where they differ from providers and the promotion and establishment of clear and meaningful access, transfer and progression arrangements by the Authority. In this connection, the Authority is also mindful of the fact that this issue will be explored in greater detail in the upcoming review of the implementation and impact of the National Framework of Qualifications.

Function Area: 
Supporting the Awards Councils (SER, pgs 29-35)

Co-operation, Planning and Review
The Authority considers that it will need to ensure that it continues to take an overall approach in encouraging the coherent implementation of the Framework and the associated policies and procedures on access, transfer and progression by the Councils, by the providers with programmes leading to awards of the Councils, and by those institutes with delegated authority, while ensuring that the Councils retain ownership of such implementation.   Some issues in this regard have already been referred to in the previous chapters of this report on the Framework and on access, transfer and progression.  The Authority will propose to the Councils the re-commencement of regular joint work-planning meetings between the executives of the three bodies to aid the implementation process. 

The Authority will explore how, as part of the communications strategy that it develops, mechanisms to clarify the respective roles of the Councils and the Authority for non-traditional providers can be developed.

The Authority will consult with HETAC on the possible review of the approach to delegation of authority and research awards to determine whether or not it requires adjustment in the context of changing circumstances.

Funding role

The Authority will continue to work with the Councils to seek to identify funding requirements ahead of time, to anticipate the impact of these requirements on the financial allocations to the Authority and the Councils and to seek appropriate multi-annual funding.
The Authority will seek to encourage the Department of Education and Science to put in place new arrangements for the fees to be charged by the Councils to reflect their current activities.

The Authority will encourage the consideration of appropriate roles and responsibilities on accountability issues with the Councils and the Department of Education and Science in the context of the development and implementation of any Department of Finance guidelines for a framework for accountability between Departments and agencies.

The Authority will explore the possibility of increased joint corporate work with the Councils in the context of proposing the re-commencement of regular joint work-planning meetings between the executives of the three bodies.
Function Area:
Supporting the Dublin Institute of Technology (SER, pgs 36-38)
Quality Assurance
The Authority will continue to explore ways in which it can collaborate with the Institute and appropriately contribute to its quality assurance initiatives.  Amongst the key issues to be explored with the Institute in the upcoming period will be the timing of, and the manner in which, the next review of effectiveness of the Institute’s quality assurance procedures will be undertaken.

Function Area:
International Policy Engagement (SER, pgs 39-44)

The Authority considers that it will need to keep under review the extent of its international commitments in the context of pursuing other key strategic objectives and the attendant demands on existing resources.

The Authority will consider the ways in which it can deepen and extend the involvement of key stakeholders in its international work in the upcoming period.

The Authority supports the establishment of Education Ireland as soon as possible and will work proactively with the agency when it is established – in this context, the Authority will consider whether or not it needs to raise its profile further in an international setting and how this can be achieved in conjunction with other state agencies. 

The manner in which information is filtered throughout organisations has already been identified within this report as an ‘area for consideration’ in terms of the communication of Framework developments and the advocacy of cultural change.  The Authority will also ensure that information relating to international policy developments will feature in its communications with stakeholders.  The increased involvement of key stakeholders in the Authority’s international engagements will facilitate this.

Function Area:
International Recognition of Awards (SER, pgs 45-51)

Recognition Coordination and Awareness

The Authority considers that further progress is required in establishing the international qualifications recognition service with migrant groups and enterprises and that the manner in which this will be realised requires attention.

The Authority considers that the increasing numbers of applicants for recognition of international qualifications must be carefully monitored in terms of appropriate resourcing and that the Authority should consider alternative locations that may in the medium or long term be more appropriate to accommodating the service.  The impact of the anticipated decentralisation of the Authority should be considered as part of this contingency planning.  

The Authority considers that it must ensure that increased information is available to clients about the remit of the recognition service vis-à-vis regulated professions, but that also clients should be referred as smoothly as possible between the authorities that recognise qualifications.  Increased communication with related authorities will be required in this respect.

The Authority considers that more detailed information should be supplied to clients on the National Framework of Qualifications and its use as a basis for comparing international qualifications.  This is necessary for client information but also for the information of those employers and / or educational institutions to which clients wish to present their recognition advice.

The Authority will consider the desirability and feasibility of extending its international qualifications recognition service to that of qualifications authenticity in conjunction with its Network partners.

The Authority will explore issues surrounding the cross-referencing of the National Framework of Qualifications and the frameworks in use in the UK in the context of the alignment of the Irish and UK frameworks with the European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning:  the Authority and the UK regulatory authorities are currently considering the nature of their verification processes. 

The Authority considers that additional strategic and operational planning may be required between the Authority and the two Councils to further streamline the manner in which qualifications recognition applications are processed.

The Authority will continue to seek to identify ways of promoting the recognition of Irish qualifications abroad and will actively engage with international partners in this respect.

The Authority wishes to consider its promotion of the international qualifications recognition service in conjunction with its review of the communication of the National Framework of Qualifications and Europass and with a view to integrating the promotion and branding of these initiatives where appropriate.

The Authority wishes to explore how the task of promoting the international qualifications recognition service could be shared amongst interested parties and how collaborative work with these parties could enhance the service provided.

Function Area:
Europass (SER, pgs 52-55)

Implementation and Communication of Europass

The Authority considers that there will be further opportunities to implement elements of Europass across education and training.  However, it is also of the view that a revised approach for this work will be required in order to secure consistent application of the Europass tools and to identify funding requirements that may be associated with their implementation.  In particular, the Authority considers that it should give particular focus to ensuring widespread implementation of the Certificate Supplement and the Diploma Supplement.

In advancing with this particular focus the Authority considers that a closer collaboration with the Further Education and Training Awards Council on the development and implementation of the Certificate Supplement should be explored, in order to assist the Council more comprehensively in the implementation of this initiative.  The Authority also considers that a closer collaboration with the universities, and the colleges associated with them, on implementation of the Diploma Supplement should be explored.

The Authority considers that it will advance its work on aligning the National Framework of Qualifications with the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages and will consider further steps to be taken in this regard on a collaborative basis with relevant stakeholders.

The Authority considers that there will be further opportunities to communicate with the general public, including employers, regarding the various elements of Europass and the Europass concept as a whole. However, it is also of the view that a revised approach for this communication is required which should allow for the communication of various elements of Europass (particularly the Certificate Supplement and the Diploma Supplement) on an individual basis, as well as collectively, and should not involve the promotion of a separate National Europass Centre brand.

The Authority considers that the focus of the communications work of the Authority will remain on the Framework and on the recognition of international qualifications.  With an increasing focus in the communication of the elements of the Europass directly associated with qualifications, it is anticipated that the development of joined-up approaches to the Authority’s communication will be facilitated.

Function Area:
Corporate Affairs, Organisational Structures and Processes (SER, pgs 56-68)

Customer Service
The Authority considers that it should continue to keep its Customer Charter under review and to ensure that it reflects its current customer service provision.

Corporate Governance / Organisational Culture

The Authority will continue to review its corporate governance standards and will endeavour to maintain its positive relations with stakeholder individuals and organisations. 

External Communications

The Authority wishes to explore the manner in which it can enhance its use of communication tools in the promotion of its activities.

The Authority considers that in the context of its overall communication strategy, it will integrate the promotion and branding of its initiatives in relation to the Framework, the recognition of international qualifications and Europass.

Internal Communications

The Authority will consider further how best it can increase and improve internal communication within and across function teams in order to enable better planning, to develop more integrated operations, to increase the individual and collective knowledge base and to consolidate the effectiveness of the organisation as a whole.

Knowledge Management / Information Technology Structures

The Authority wishes to consider how, through its work organisation and practices, it can increase and improve the exchange of knowledge and expertise between executive members within and across its function areas.

The Authority will continue to explore how the layout of its offices can be modified to enhance the exchange of knowledge and expertise between executive members within and across its function areas.

The Authority wishes to examine how information technology could benefit and enhance its cross-functional communication structures and assist in its achievement of the aims outlined above.

The Authority acknowledges the challenges facing it in relation to knowledge management arising from the planned decentralisation of the Authority.  It will continue to engage with the Department of Education and Science on the management of the decentralisation process and seek to address the current uncertainties of staff in this regard.

Human Resource Structures

The Authority has made a proposal to the Department of Education and Science in relation to developing its current staffing structures to ensure that they remain appropriate to its organisational needs and the development requirements of the executive. It is hoped that this can be agreed as soon as possible.

In the context of the introduction of new staffing arrangements, the Authority will review the nature and internal management of its existing functional areas, having regard to the knowledge management and internal communications issues referred to above.

The Authority considers that it should pursue its plans to draw a closer association between the individual and collective outcomes of the Performance Management Development System and the Authority’s strategic planning.

The Authority wishes to consider how the Performance Management Development System can further assist in the identification of development opportunities for individuals, including expansion and change of duties where appropriate and possible.  

The Authority will consider the benefit of reviewing its current outsourcing arrangements and assessing whether or not these arrangements have had any negative impact on the support and development of its functions.
The Authority acknowledges the challenges facing it in relation to staffing arising from the planned decentralisation of the Authority.  It will continue to engage with the Department of Education and Science on the management of the decentralisation process and to seek to address the current uncertainties of staff in this regard.  Changes in staffing arising from the planned decentralisation will need to be managed to ensure that the disruption to the functioning of the Authority is minimised.

Organisational Processes

The Authority’s intention at the outset of this process was to produce its third Corporate Plan subsequent to the Quality Review and for the Corporate Plan to be informed by the Review’s findings.  It considers that this remains a reasonable and useful course of action.  As part of the planning process, the Authority will carry out a detailed examination of its anticipated levels of activity and the tasks in which it is to be engaged; evaluate and prioritise its current and planned tasks; and estimate the type and allocation of human and financial resources required to fulfill those tasks. It considers that it will then be in a position to set out and communicate, internally and externally, a Corporate Plan for the next stage of the organisation’s development, based on these findings.

The Authority considers that a key dimension of the upcoming planning process will be to assess the impact that the decentralisation of the organisation may have upon the anticipated levels of activity and upon the tasks in which the Authority is to be engaged.  

It will continue to work with the Department of Education and Science on the management of the decentralisation process.  Planning of the Authority’s work will need to be managed to ensure that the disruption to the functioning of the Authority is minimised.

Appendix 2:   Qualifications Authority’s Self-Evaluation Report, Chapter 11 Conclusion (pgs 87-88)

11.1
Introduction

The Authority’s conclusions and areas for consideration arising from its Quality Review process to date are set out at the end of each chapter of this report.  They will form the basis of the next stages of this process: a review and report of findings by an external panel, a response from the Authority in the form of an action plan addressing the panel’s recommendations and, ultimately, the Authority’s next Corporate Plan.  Below is a summary of the overall report conclusions and the emerging themes arising from the self-evaluation process.

11.2
Overall Conclusions

Having evaluated internal and external feedback and considered this against the Authority’s objectives, the Authority has drawn the following overall conclusions on how, on balance, it has performed against the terms of reference of its Quality Review:

o
the Authority considers that it has performed its principal statutory functions effectively since its establishment

o
the Authority considers that the organisational structures and processes of the executive of the Authority were appropriate to supporting the fulfillment of its principal statutory functions to date.  It now wishes to update these structures and processes to meet its developing role

o
the Authority considers that in the performance of its relevant functions, it complies with the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area.

11.3
Emerging Themes

Whilst each chapter of this Self-Evaluation Report is based around discrete themes relating to the Authority’s work, the interlinking nature of its functions is evident in the common areas for consideration that have emerged through this process.

Increased and improved external communication 

Internal and external feedback has highlighted the need to employ effective external communication processes in order to secure the full implementation and operation of the Authority’s functions, primarily the National Framework of Qualifications, access, transfer and progression and the recognition of international qualifications.  The nature of the communication required with external stakeholders has been identified as twofold: communication within education and training providers to ensure that information is disseminated throughout organisations effectively to enable the implementation of the Framework; and, a marketing campaign designed to communicate the Authority’s activities to the general public and to appropriate stakeholder groupings, including learners, employers, migrant groups etc.   

Internal structures and processes

The Authority is to revisit the organisation’s internal structures and processes and to re-examine them in line with its developing role.  The Authority is also to keep under review its communication, human resource and knowledge management structures to coincide with this development.

The underpinning role of quality assurance to the Authority’s activities

The fundamental importance of quality assurance to the effective development and implementation of all of the Authority’s functions, and to its operation as an organisation, has been a recurring theme throughout this self-evaluation process.  In the light of stakeholder feedback, and in order to protect the integrity of the Framework and the Authority’s related functions, the Authority has recognised the importance of maintaining its current role in assisting the facilitation of exchange of good practice in quality assurance, in order to promote a consistent and internationally recognised quality culture across the education and training system.

Internal feedback suggests that the Authority’s internal quality assurance procedures have benefited from the Authority’s progress in meeting the Excellence Through People standard. This is particularly due to its timely emphasis on business planning and quality improvement, planning of learning and development and the development of effective communication and people involvement.

Resourcing

The self-evaluation process has illustrated a number of areas of the Authority’s work that will require continued appropriate resourcing, including the development and implementation of communication and promotion strategies and the need to ensure that the Authority is in a position to meet the increasing demand for its services from learners, employers and the public at large.  This is also reflective of the increasing resource requirements articulated by the Awards Councils (for which the Authority has a direct resourcing responsibility), providers and other stakeholders as the National Framework of Qualifications, access, transfer and progression and the recognition of international qualifications reach advanced levels of implementation. 

Effective Planning

The Authority’s intention is to produce its third Corporate Plan subsequent to the Quality Review and for the Corporate Plan to be informed by the Review’s findings.    As part of the planning process, the Authority is to carry out a detailed examination of its anticipated levels of activity and the tasks in which it is to be engaged; evaluate and prioritise its current and planned tasks; and estimate the type and allocation of human and financial resources required to fulfil those tasks. It considers that it will then be in a position to set out and communicate, internally and externally, a Corporate Plan for the next stage of the organisation’s development, based on these findings.

The Authority considers that a key dimension of its upcoming planning process will be to assess the impact that the planned decentralisation of the organisation may have upon its staffing, its anticipated levels of activity and upon the tasks in which the Authority is to be engaged.  The Authority will continue to engage with the Department of Education and Science on the management of the decentralisation process and will seek to ensure that disruption to the executive, to the functioning of the Authority and to its work planning, is minimised.  

� It is of note that the Authority is commencing a separate review of the implementation and impact of the National Framework of Qualifications in late 2007.


� The ‘areas for consideration’ identified throughout the Self-Evaluation Report are set out in their entirety in Appendix 1.


� A full listing of stakeholders with whom the External Panel met is available in Appendix 3 of the External Panel Report.
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