Quality review of the Further Education and Training Awards Council –Terms of Reference and Protocol for the Review
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1
Introduction
1.1
Background

The Further Education and Training Awards Council has been in existence since June 2001 and its work has been evolving and changing since then.  In relation to making awards the Council has moved over the last six years through a transitional phase – taking on the various responsibilities of a number of former awarding bodies – to a new phase of implementing the National Framework of Qualifications.  

The Council’s first strategic plan covered the period 2003-2006.  The first plan had two key reviews.  Review 1 was published in January 2005 and included milestones up to December 2007.  Review 2 was published in May 2006 and included milestones up to December 2008. 
A quality review provides a snapshot of how the organisation conducts its business.  It also helps to identify institutional strengths, as well as gaps and inefficiencies in the organisation’s processes.  The desired outcome of a quality review includes improved decision making and increased effectiveness and adaptability for the future.  In order to get these results the quality review must have the full support of the organisation and must involve participation across all levels in the organisation and with all relevant external stakeholders.  Another important consideration in proceeding with a quality review of the Council is the need to ensure that the review is sufficiently robust to be credible and that it will be in general conformity to the principles of good practice in quality assurance that the Council implements in turn for providers which have agreed quality assurance procedures with it.

1.2
Legislative Context

The Further Education and Training Awards Council was established on 11 June 2001 pursuant to the provisions of the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999.  The Council has functions in relation to making and recognising further education and training awards; setting standards for further education and training awards; promoting the further education and training awards of the  Council; delegating awarding powers to certain providers; validating further education and training programmes; quality assurance in further education and training providers; the establishment by further education and training providers of learner assessment procedures; ensuring that arrangements are in place in commercial further education and training institutions to protect learners where programmes validated by the Council cease to be provided; ensuring that the procedures for access, transfer and progression determined by the Qualifications Authority are implemented by further education and training institutions; and assisting the Qualifications Authority in carrying out its functions.
  

Under section 9 of the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999 the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland may from time to time review the performance by the Council of its functions.
1.3
European Context

In May 2004, European Ministers for vocational education and training adopted a Common Quality Assurance Framework for European vocational education and training.  This is attached at annex 1.  The Common Quality Assurance Framework establishes standards for quality assurance in vocational education and training and refers to both providers of vocational education and training and external quality assurance systems and agencies.  It is considered appropriate that these standards should form part of the review of the effectiveness of quality assurance agencies in vocational education and training.
The European Network on Quality Assurance in Vocational Education and Training was established in 2005 by the European Commission, with the support of Member States, candidate countries, EFTA-EEA countries and social partners.  The network aims to promote the use of the Common Quality Assurance Framework for vocational education and training in Europe and to foster co-operative, inclusive and voluntary networks at all levels.  It also highlights the role of peer review within and across countries.  FETAC is a member of the network.

In addition, as part of joining up European approaches to quality assurance across higher education and vocational education and training, some common principles have been developed which have been incorporated into the supporting policies of the proposed European Qualifications Framework (EQF) and these also refer to the need to have evaluation of agencies in quality assurance work.  These are attached at annex 2.
1.4
Planning for the Review

 The Authority has been planning that such a review would take place in 2007.  When initial discussions on the review took place between the executives of the Council and Authority, the possible linking of the Authority’s review into the plans being put in place by FETAC for the preparation of its next strategic plan arose.  FETAC is planning for a self-evaluation process in March to June 2007 to form the initial part of its planning process with a view to a new strategic plan being in place by the end of 2007.  While it was considered that it was important, in ownership terms, that the strategic planning process would be separate from the review process, the aim is that they two processes fully support each other and lead to a coherent approach for FETAC.
This document sets out the terms of reference and protocol for the review.  It has been drafted following discussions with the Council executive and is to be the subject of consultation with the stakeholders of the Council in advance of finalisation.

In addition, the document has also been drafted with reference to an overview of national and international practice drawn up by the Authority, to the terms of reference for the reviews of HETAC and the Authority and to the implementation of the HETAC review.
2
Purpose and scope of the quality review
To meet the strategic needs of the Council at this stage of its development, the quality review will have two distinct, but related purposes.

In line with the statutory reviews of HETAC and the Authority, the quality review will evaluate the effectiveness of the Council’s performance of its functions since its establishment in 2001, and will have particular regard to the objectives established by the Council for performing these in its strategic planning and review exercises to date, and the policies, that the Council has developed for each function and how they are being implemented and operated.  

There will be a focus on the mission of the Council and the norms and goals that the organisation has set for itself.  It is envisaged that the process will assist the Council in discovering any constraints or opportunities that arise for the organisation in meeting its aims and goals.  This will require an analysis of the organisation’s strengths and weaknesses to identify any discrepancies between what might be and what actually is.    The quality review will do this by facilitating reflection on
· the mission, aims and objectives of the Council and the processes and procedures in place and their suitability to fulfilling the mission

· the quality measures  in use including feedback from stakeholders, both internal and external 
· strategic planning procedures and the capacity to change and meet new challenges.

As such, the review will be primarily an exercise in quality assurance.  This observation is significant and is line with the core principle that quality assurance systems and processes are intended to promote quality improvement.  The general approach of the review of the Council by the Authority will reflect this core principle.  It will aim to assist the Council in achieving its own quality enhancement goals and to further develop its own internal quality culture.  
Also of relevance is section 8(2) (c) of the Qualifications Act.  This section sets out that the Authority shall establish procedures for the performance by the Council of its functions and shall review these procedures from time to time.  The Authority has developed and revised these procedures in consultation with the Council. Transitional procedures were put in place for the Council during the early months of its existence (June 2001-December 2001).  In December 2001, the Authority put in place more permanent procedures for the performance by the Council of its functions, and these have been revised on two occasions since then.  The procedures currently in operation came into effect on 29 September 2005.  The current procedures are set out in Annex 3 of this document. The review will have regard to the procedures.

The quality review will also have a particular focus on the Council’s role as a quality assurance agency in Irish further education and training against the backdrop of developments in the Copenhagen process. 

In order to address the various purposes of the review in a thorough manner, the review will be organised around two distinct stands:

· Strand 1: Review of performance of the Council and processes for these
· Strand 2: Compliance with Common Quality Assurance Framework for European vocational education and training
Although this second strand of the review will be discrete, it is anticipated that the findings from the first strand will make a contribution towards demonstrating the Council’s compliance with the Common Quality Assurance Framework for European vocational education and training.
3
Review Process

The review process will consist of the following elements:

· Nomination and appointment of a panel of experts

· Self-evaluation by the Council, including preparation of a self-evaluation report

· Site-visit by the expert panel 

· Preparation and completion of final evaluation report

· Consideration of the report of the panel by the Council and the development of a plan by the Council to implement the recommendations in the report

· Consideration of the review report and the Council’s plans by the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland 

3.1
Nomination and appointment of a panel experts

The Review Panel will have the following make-up: 

· Three Irish experts: these panellists will provide an Irish further education and training perspective and/or a social partner/public sector perspective. 

· An expert with a student/learner perspective 

· Two international experts, including at least one European member. These panellists will provide perspectives on international quality assurance and accreditation, and vocational education and training.

· A secretary 
One of the panel members will act as chairperson.  The Qualifications Authority will appoint the Review Panel, the chairperson and the secretary.  It will also organise briefing/training for the review panel ahead of the panel’s site visit.  

3.2
Self-evaluation by the Council, including preparation of a self-evaluation report

The Council will be responsible for designing its own self-evaluation process.  It should encompass the following elements:

· Engagement with internal and external stakeholders: including staff; those involved on behalf of the Council in quality assurance processes; representatives of students/learners; providers of education and training programmes leading to Council awards; the Higher Education and Training Awards Council; social partners and other relevant stakeholders.  .

· The preparation of an analytical and reflective self-evaluation report:  The report should identify strengths, areas for improvements, opportunities and constraints in relation to the performance by the Council of its statutory functions. In so doing, the report should demonstrate the extent to which the Council is in compliance with the Common Quality Assurance Framework for European vocational education and training.  In general, the report should be concise and to the point and will be submitted for distribution to the review panel at least at four weeks before the site visit commences.  
The self-evaluation report will be published by the Council in advance of the visit of the expert panel.

3.3
Site visit by expert panel

The chairperson of the panel, with the support of the secretary and in consultation with the Council executive, will prepare and publish a schedule of the site visit.  This will include an indicative timetable of the meetings and other exercises to be undertaken by the expert panel during the site visit.  The site visit will be at least three days in duration.    The expert panel will give an oral presentation of the main findings of the review in a debriefing meeting at the end of the site visit to the Chief Executive of the Council.  

3.4
Preparation and completion of final evaluation report

The report of the expert panel will be drafted by the secretary in consultation with the expert review panel, and should address in an appropriate manner the purpose and scope of the review as set out in section 2 above.  It should also provide a clear rationale for its findings.  The Authority will provide administrative support to the secretary as necessary. 

A draft of the report will be submitted to the Council for comment within three weeks after the site visit. The Council will make comment, if any, within two weeks.  Thereafter the expert panel will consider any comments of the Council, finalise the document and submit it to the Council and the Authority.

3.5
Council Plan
The Council will consider the report of the expert panel and will develop a plan to implement the recommendations in the report.  The Council will submit this plan to the Authority.

3.6 Completion of Review Process

The Authority will consider the self-evaluation report of the Council, the report of the expert panel and the Council’s plan to implement the recommendations in the report.
The Authority will inform the Council of its views and will publish such views, the report of the expert panel and the Council’s plan to implement the recommendations in the report.

The Council will ensure that the review process informs its own strategic planning processes.

The Council will report to the Authority within one year on the implementation of the actions in its response to the review and this report will be published following consideration by the Authority.
4
Indicative timetable of review

Agreement of terms of reference and protocol for review
End March 2007
Council commences self-evaluation
End March 2007 


Appointment of expert panel by Authority
May 2007
Council self-evaluation completed
July 2007


Training/Briefing for expert review panel
early September 2007
Preparation of site visit schedule and indicative timetable
early September 2007

Expert panel site visit
Late September 2007
Draft report to Council
mid-October 2007
Submission of final report to Council and Authority 
early November 2007
Consideration of report by Council 
early November 2007
Consideration of report and response of Council by Authority
 late November 2007
Publication of report and implementation plans
 late November 2007
Annex 1

Council Conclusions on Quality Assurance in Vocational Education and Training 

May 2004
THE COUNCIL OF THE EUROPEAN UNION, 

AWARE that  

· it is the European Union’s role to contribute to the development of quality education whilst fully respecting the competencies of the Member States as well as to work together with the Member States with the aim of building a competitive knowledge-based economy.  

· Vocational Education and Training (VET) is a vital component of the strategy set at the Lisbon European Council in March 2000, for becoming by 2010 the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of sustainable economic growth and greater social cohesion. 

· the Communication from the Commission on ‘Making a European area of lifelong learning a reality’ (November 2001), and the Council (Education) resolution on lifelong learning (June 2002) stressed that quality is a principle of lifelong learning. 

· the Barcelona European Council in March 2002 agreed that the concrete objectives of education and training systems should be:- quality, access and opening up to the wider world.  Furthermore, Barcelona set the target of making Europe’s education and training systems a world quality reference by 2010. The Barcelona conclusions also requested further European cooperation in the area of vocational training. 

· the European Employment Strategy calls upon Member States to implement lifelong learning strategies, emphasising the need to improve the quality and efficiency of education and training systems, and to improve public and private investment in human resources. The objectives set in education and training policy should increasingly complement those of economic and labour policy in order to combine social cohesion and competitiveness. 

· the Copenhagen Declaration, (November 2002), involving the social partners, the EEA-EFTA countries and the candidate countries, and the Council Resolution, (December 2002), on Enhanced Cooperation in Vocational Education and Training give priority to ‘Promoting cooperation in quality assurance with particular focus on exchange of models and methods, as well as common criteria and principles for quality in vocational education and training.’ 

· both the Copenhagen Declaration and the Council Resolution on  Enhanced European Cooperation in Vocational Education and Training identified certain concrete outputs in the fields of quality assurance, transparency and recognition, in order to improve the overall performance and attractiveness of VET and to foster mobility. The Resolution invited the Member States and the Commission to take the appropriate steps necessary to implement these priorities, building on and adapting relevant structures and instruments. 

· following the Resolution and as an outcome of subsequent cooperative work between the Commission, the Member States, social partners, the EEA – EFTA and the candidate countries on the Quality Assurance priority, a Common Quality Assurance Framework (CQAF) has been outlined. It was developed through stock taking experiences in and across Member States. Such a Framework should provide a basis and support for Member States in developing and improving their existing national or regional systems and approaches to quality assurance. It should further aim to help Member States to monitor and evaluate their own systems and practices. 

· the Joint Interim Report, identifies the definition of a Common Quality Assurance Framework in the context of the implementation of the Copenhagen Declaration as a priority. 

· such a framework would include the following integrated elements: 

· an appropriate model, to facilitate planning, evaluation and review of systems at the appropriate levels in Member States. 

· an appropriate methodology for review of systems, for example self assessment, to enable Member States at the appropriate level to be self critical and strive for continued improvements. 

· monitoring as appropriate at national or regional level, possibly combined with voluntary peer review. 

· measurement tools developed at national or regional level to facilitate Member States to monitor and evaluate their own systems. 

STRESSES that 

· a CQAF can contribute to increasing transparency and consistency between Member States’ policy initiatives, while fully respecting their responsibility for the development of their own systems.   

· the objectives set in VET policy should focus on the improvement and evaluation of the results of VET in terms of increasing employability, improving the match between demand and supply, and better access to lifelong training, in particular for vulnerable people. 

· there is need for Member States to analyse the effectiveness and attractiveness of their VET systems and for them to  strengthen the links between their education and training system and working life. 

· a CQAF constitutes an appropriate common European framework and systematic approach to quality assurance in order to meet the above objectives and needs. It can help policy makers and practitioners to get a better insight of how the existing models work, to share best practice and  to improve quality systems, on the basis of common understandings. 

· the potential of the framework for policy decision-making in the field of quality assurance in VET can be particularly relevant in countries where quality systems are not explicitly developed. 

INVITES 

The Member States and the Commission, within their respective competencies to : 

· promote a CQAF on a voluntary basis while making best use of existing and future national and Community policy instruments.  

· develop, together with the relevant stakeholders, practical initiatives in order to assess its added value in improving national or regional systems.  

· coordinate activities at national and regional level between the main actors responsible for VET in order to encourage coherence with the Copenhagen Declaration and the Joint Interim Report. 

· promote the creation of cooperative and voluntary networks on an experimental basis. This will enable the trans-national exchanges of best practices based on the current and future generations of education and training programmes. 

· explore where appropriate the use of common measurement tools, to assist Member States to monitor and evaluate their own systems. 

Annex 2

Common Principles for Quality Assurance in Higher Education and 

Vocational Education and Training

in the context of the European Qualifications Framework
(these are part of the proposal from the Council of Ministers for the European Qualifications Framework of October 2006)
When implementing the European Qualifications Framework, quality assurance - which is necessary to ensure accountability and the improvement of higher education and vocational education and training - should be carried out in accordance with the following principles:

· Quality assurance policies and procedures should underpin all levels of the European Qualifications Framework.

· Quality assurance should be an integral part of the internal management of education and training institutions.

· Quality assurance should include regular evaluation of institutions, their programmes or their quality assurance systems by external monitoring bodies or agencies.

· External monitoring bodies or agencies carrying out quality assurance should be subject to regular review.

· Quality assurance should include context, input, process and output dimensions, while giving emphasis to outputs and learning outcomes.

· Quality assurance systems should include the following elements

· clear and measurable objectives and standards;

· guidelines for implementation, including stakeholder involvement;

· appropriate resources;

· consistent evaluation methods, associating self-assessment and external review;

· feedback mechanisms and procedures for improvement;

· widely accessible evaluation results.

· Quality assurance initiatives at international, national and regional level should be coordinated in order to ensure overview, coherence, synergy and system-wide analysis.

· Quality assurance should be a cooperative process across education and training levels and systems, involving all relevant stakeholders, within Member States and across the Community.

· Quality assurance orientations at Community level may provide reference points for evaluations and peer-learning.

Annex 3
Procedures for the Further Education and Training Awards Council
The Authority established the following as procedures with immediate effect on 29 September, 2005:

· The Council will operate in all matters in accordance with the principles of best public service practice and in particular, in relation to openness, transparency and accountability.
· In conformity with the requirements of the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act, the Council will continue the development of its own policies, procedures and criteria under the Act and will use, to a decreasing extent as much as it considers necessary of the processes and procedures of Bord Iascaigh Mhara, FÁS, CERT, Teagasc, the National Council for Vocational Awards and the National Council for Educational Awards (in making awards for the National Foundation Certificate, arising from access to higher education courses delivered by higher education institutions), until June 2006. 

· The Council will implement the principles, process guidelines, policies and criteria established by the Authority in relation to the further development, implementation and communication of the framework. 

· The Council will implement the policies determined by the Authority in relation to access, transfer and progression, including the further articulation of these in relation to credit accumulation and transfer and the recognition of prior learning. 

· In performing its functions the Council will continue to develop and implement open and responsive consultative processes with
o Providers of further education and training
o The Higher Education and Training Awards Council.
o Learners
o Other relevant stakeholders. 

and will continue to seek to gain their support for and confidence in the nature of the Council’s policies, procedures and criteria and the arrangements for their implementation.

· The Council shall co-operate with the Higher Education and Training Awards Council, as appropriate, in performing its functions. 

· The Council will have regard to the role of providers of further education and training which is set out in the Act and which provides, inter alia, for providers taking responsibility for their own assessment and quality assurance processes. 

· The Council will have regard to the diversity of existing and emerging providers of further education and training, ranging from State-funded bodies to private providers and in-company training provision. 

· The Council will facilitate the recognition of learning undertaken throughout like within a personal, civic, social, and/or employment-related perspective. 

· The Council will contribute to the national policy for the extension of bi-lingualism in Irish society. 

· These procedures will apply to all of the functions of the Council. 

Accordingly, the procedures set out above replace the procedures previously established by the Authority. The aim of the Authority is that the procedures will be updated following the review of the Council by the Authority under section 9 of the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999.

The review will evaluate the effectiveness of


the performance by the Further Education and Training Awards Council, since its establishment, of its principal statutory functions, taking into account the objectives established by the Council for performing these, and


the  processes of the executive of the Council for performing such functions.





The review will also benchmark the extent to which the Council in the performance of its relevant functions complies with the Common Quality Assurance Framework for European vocational education and training.





The review will comprise


Self-evaluation by the Council


Evaluation by a panel of experts


Consideration of the report of the panel by the Council and the development of a plan by the Council to implement the recommendations in the report


Consideration of the review report and the Council’s plans by the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland 











� 	The principal statutory functions of the Council are set out in sections 14, 15, 16, 18, 19, 20, 43 and 44 of the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999. 


 





PAGE  
1

