Submission of National Qualifications Authority of Ireland to
OECD Higher Education Review

Introduction to Submission

This submission presents a summary of the work of the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland and of the role of higher education awarding bodies.  It outlines the nature of the national framework of qualifications and the key elements of cultural change that it is seeking to bring about.

The submission then looks at a number of issues for the review group to consider and suggests some possible ways forward.

The intention of the Authority has been to compose a succinct and accessible submission for the review group.  Further detailed background papers on the national framework of qualifications and related policies on access, transfer and progression are, of course, available to the review group for detailed consideration.

Introduction to the Work of the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland

The Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999 set in train a process of change across the entire system of qualifications in Ireland.  The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland was established on 26 February 2001 under this Act.  The Authority has two key tasks.  These are the development of the national framework of qualifications and the promotion and facilitation of access, transfer and progression for learners.

The concept of establishing an overarching Authority to oversee the development of the national framework of qualifications arises from the desirability of having an organisation, which does not itself make awards, responsible for the development of the framework.  Furthermore, the policy approach was that it would be helpful to establish a body responsible for the review of the performance by certain awarding bodies of their functions, a role which is also carried out by the Authority.
Introduction to the roles of Awarding Bodies

The Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999, establishes interdependent roles for the Authority and the awards Councils, the Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC) and the Higher Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC). The overall standards of awards of FETAC, HETAC and the Dublin Institute of Technology are set by the Authority and these bodies, as awarding bodies, are responsible for setting detailed standards for named awards.

The main roles of FETAC and HETAC are to set standards for named awards, validate programmes, make awards, agree and monitor quality assurance procedures and ensure fair and consistent assessment of learners.  These roles build upon the traditional roles of awarding bodies which are independent of providers.  Of particular relevance is their function to set the standards for individual awards separately from the programme validation function.  The Act also clearly establishes that providers are responsible for assessing their own learners and that the role of the awards Councils is to ensure fair and consistent assessment of learners.  The Act also sets out a very broad definition of a programme of education and training and of a provider of education and training.  Essentially, a programme is defined as any process by which learners may acquire knowledge, skill or competence and includes courses of study or instruction, apprenticeships, training and employment.  A provider is defined as a person who, or body which, provides, organises or procures a programme of education and training.  Thus, the services of the Councils are available to diverse providers and are not limited to certain providers such as State-funded ones.
The Further Education and Training Awards Council makes awards for all learning in further education and training programmes, and has generally assumed the awarding functions of the former National Council for Vocational Awards (NCVA), FÁS, Teagasc, the National Tourism Certification Board (CERT) and Bord Iascaigh Mhara. It makes awards for a wide range of providers from training centres and colleges to the workplace.

The Higher Education and Training Awards Council makes awards for learning in a wide range of providers including higher education and training institutions, such as the Institutes of Technology.

The awards Councils may also delegate authority to made awards to particular institutions that are within their remit. This is done on the basis of criteria and procedures agreed between the Council concerned and the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland.

In the case of the Dublin Institute of Technology, which is both an awarding body and a provider, it validates its own programmes and ensures that quality assurance procedures are in place.  The Authority reviews the effectiveness of the Institute’s quality assurance arrangements.
The universities are both providers and awarding bodies and set the standards for their awards. Awards made by the universities are being accommodated in the Framework on an agreed basis with the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland.   The universities have the role of reviewing the effectiveness of their own quality assurance procedures under the Universities Act, 1997, and they have all agreed that the Irish Universities Quality Board undertakes this role on their behalf.  The Higher Education Authority also has a review role in relation to the universities quality assurance procedures.
The State Examinations Commission is responsible for setting standards for the Junior Certificate and the Leaving Certificate. These awards are accommodated in the Framework on an agreed basis with the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland.
There are also a number of other awarding bodies making awards in Ireland, including international awarding bodies and professional bodies of varying statuses.
Importance of National Framework of Qualifications
The national framework of qualifications framework was launched in October 2003.  The National Framework of Qualifications is intended to encompass all education and training awards in Ireland, providing recognition for all learning achievements.  The Authority has defined the national framework of qualifications as “the single, nationally and internationally accepted entity, through which all learning achievements may be measured and related to each other in a coherent way and which defines the relationship between all education and training awards.”

The establishment of the national framework of qualifications and the work of the Authority generally, presents a vision for the future, with the needs of the learner taking priority. This represents a new departure in Irish education and training, and provides a unique opportunity to develop the awards system for education and training in an innovative and creative way, ensuring that Ireland is at the leading edge of international developments in this area. This work also takes account of and feeds into developments at the European and international levels to increase the comparability and transparency of qualifications.

The need for a more flexible and integrated system of qualifications arises in the main from the national objective of moving towards a ‘lifelong learning society’, in which learners will avail of learning opportunities at various stages throughout their lives. The diffuse nature of the existing qualifications systems does not easily support portability of recognition for learning.  The development of the framework and its implementation were identified as national priorities in Learning for Life: the White Paper on Adult Education (2000) and in the Report of the Task Force on Lifelong Learning (2002).

The framework’s role in facilitating progression through different levels and forms of learning (e.g. from schools to the workplace and from further to higher education and training) and transfer into new fields of learning also meets the need for a flexible, responsive labour force.

The Authority has taken an open and consultative approach involving a wide range of stakeholders in the development of the framework.  The stakeholders involved have included a wide range of education and training institutions and awarding bodies, as well as representatives from learner groups, trade unions, the world of business, Government Departments, State bodies and the community and voluntary sector.  This consultative process has given rise to a shared ownership of the vision for the recognition of learning embodied in the framework and a general recognition of, while not absolute agreement on, the steps needed to implement the framework.
While there are many aspects which need to be further developed, the focus of work is also on implementation.  In late 2003, the framework had reached a stage where the major awards for each level and how these will operate and function in relation to each other in the medium term have been set out.  
The framework includes new awards at ten levels. These awards are being designed to fit the specifications set out in the award-type descriptors in the Framework. Learners will then have available awards recognising achievement from initial learning to the most advanced levels. The framework includes awards made by the Further Education and Training Awards Council, the Higher Education and Training Awards Council and the Dublin Institute of Technology. It also includes awards made by the universities at Levels 7-10, and by the State Examinations Commission (Department of Education and Science) at Levels 3-5. These awards are accommodated in the Framework on the basis that their standards are consistent with the descriptors for the relevant award-types.  These bodies also set the standards for awards that they make.
Many existing awards will cease to be made as the Framework is implemented. Also, many learners hold Irish awards that were part of former systems and have already ceased to be made. It will be possible to map most of these existing and former awards onto the new Framework, and the task of working out the placement of such awards has already begun. A range of professional and international awards are also made in Ireland and their inclusion in the Framework is being explored.

The national framework of qualifications will be a key mechanism in bringing about cultural change in higher education in the coming years.  The following are key elements of that change

· There is an increased focus on the learning outcomes of higher education awards

· The increased coherence of awards in higher education which results from the introduction of the same set of major award-types for use across higher education.  While, in the past, there may have been general understandings that some common awards were in use, this was not clearly established prior to the development of framework. The award-type descriptors will bring about greater coherence in this regard.
· The introduction of a coherent set of classes of award-types including minor, special purpose and supplemental awards which will facilitate the certification of smaller groups of learning outcomes than for major award-types.  These award-types are still at the development stage and their introduction is considered by the Authority to be vital to ensuring that the awards system becomes more responsive to the needs of a lifelong learning society
· The framework will bring about increased clarity to further education and training awards, and to their associated learning outcomes and standards. This will assist transfer and progression for those with further education and training awards into higher education.
The national framework of qualifications also has an important international dimension.  The Bologna Declaration, signed by European Ministers for Education in June 1999, called for, inter alia, the adoption of a system of easily readable and comparable degrees and of a system essentially based on two main cycles, undergraduate and graduate.  Ministers, meeting again in Berlin in September 2003, called on all signatory countries to the Bologna Declaration to put in place their own national frameworks of qualifications to assist in achieving the Bologna goals and supported the development of an overarching European framework of higher education qualifications.  One of the principal objectives of the Bologna process is to enhance the international competitiveness of the European system of higher education by 2010. It is considered by the Authority that the development of the framework, and the quality arrangements that underpin it, along with policies on access, transfer and progression play an important role in ensuring the relevance of higher education awards to the needs of a knowledge and lifelong learning society.
Thus, a key message arising for the Bologna process is that  Europe will not be able to compete internationally by 2010 if there is not increased clarity about the award systems in place in each European country and, accordingly, much easier recognition and transferability of qualifications.  Developments in Ireland have been advancing as the Bologna process is being developed and extended across Europe and the national framework of qualifications is clearly relevant to this process.
Importance of Authority Policy on Access, Transfer and Progression for Learners
The policy approach of the Authority to access, transfer and progression for learners is also very relevant.  The Authority has also developed a composite vision for the promotion and facilitation of access, transfer and progression that “the learner should be able to enter and successfully participate in a programme, or series of programmes leading to an award, or series of awards, in pursuit of their learning objectives. The national framework of qualifications and associated programme provision should be structured to facilitate learner entry, and to promote transfer and progression, so that learners are encouraged to participate in the learning process to enable them to realise their ambitions to the full extent of their abilities.”  
The Qualifications Authority is seeking a cultural change in facilitating access to learning opportunities, including those within higher education.  Inherent in this cultural change is the understanding that the concept of access should be focused on the outcomes of the programme, i.e., the achievement of the award by the learner. Therefore, a key objective under this policy is the appropriate development of the decision-making processes by which places on education and training programmes are made available. The Qualifications Authority has developed policies which set out that the factors necessary as a basis for successful participation should be identified by providers and specified, in terms of a range of awards acceptable for entry purposes, for each programme leading to an award in the framework. New alternative entry routes to higher education will also be facilitated.  

The Authority is working with stakeholders in relation to the implementation of the framework and the associated mobility policies.
Links with Schooling and Further Education and Training 
There is a need to ensure that higher education is not examined in the review without having particular regard to the two key sectors of learning with which it links – the schools sector and the diverse further education and training sector.
The work of the Authority to date has highlighted the extent to which various providers of education and training may nominally be operating within a particular sector but may actually be providing learning opportunities which have many parallels and similarities with learning opportunities being provided in other sectors of learning.
In addition, in common with many other countries, there has been a lack of clarity in the separate but interconnected roles of the varying sectors, particularly at the boundaries between them.  One of the approaches that the Authority has taken has been to establish two major award-types at level 6 in the framework – one for further education and training and one for higher education and training.  This is to be reviewed by mid-2006.
Professional Bodies
The Authority has already consulted with stakeholders on the inclusion of professional awards in the framework and is at present developing a policy approach for further consultation.  Much of the education and training for professional bodies takes place within higher education. There may be some tension between their needs and requirements for practice and those for awards made in higher education.  Some professional bodies award qualifications that may lead to membership or registration.  Others, while not making awards themselves, provide membership or registration based on achieving awards of other awarding bodies or other criteria not administered by the professional or registration body. Other professional bodies provide for membership or registration following an assessment similar to that which could be used for award of a qualification, again often subject to additional criteria.

Professional bodies can be established by statute and their memberships and/or their qualifications can also be recognised by statute.  Other professional bodies, while not having a base in statute, can have public recognition for their memberships and/or their qualifications.  Others may be seeking such public recognition.    

It is often the case that the recognition given by professional bodies constitutes a licence to practise or public recognition as a practitioner in the field concerned, rather than the possession of an award from a public awarding body.  The professional bodies also play an important quality assurance role in relation to professional work, through means such as requiring or promoting updating, setting ethical standards and codes of practice, and operating disciplinary and complaints procedures.
At present, there are no grounds set out by the State for the basis under which professional bodies can be established.  This compares with, for example, the United Kingdom, where chartered status can be sought by professional bodies.  While, in Ireland, other than where there are statutory arrangements in place, a group of people in a profession do not have the power to come together to establish a licence to practice, it is the case that any such group can develop significant public recognition which can be perceived to be a licence to practice by the general public. 

The work of the Competition Authority is also relevant in this regard.  The Competition Authority has set out a key principle in deciding which regulations of a given profession are undesirable – such regulations should be proportionate in terms of achieving their desired benefits.  Market regulation should be achieved in ways that least restricts competition.  The Competition Authority is currently evaluating regulations and practices in eight professions that may or do restrict competition.  In this context, it is considering the extent to which regulations on entry and membership of professions affect competition.  Such regulations can concern qualifications and education and training.
The Authority considers that the Evaluation Group should consider issues relating to the nature and status of professional bodies and the impact that these bodies have on higher education. Such issues could include consideration of advising on the appropriate basis for the establishment of such bodies.

Coherent Policy of Support for Learners
The establishment of the national framework of qualifications is a new departure and one that necessarily leads to some attention being drawn to the range of different support arrangements for providers and learners across education and training.  There is currently a range of different student support systems throughout education and training.  Within these, different arrangements exist for charging learners some, all or, indeed, none of the costs of the provision of programmes and awards.  

In the context of recently advising on the level of fees to be charged by the Awards Councils, the Authority has set out that it is of the view that that the Department of Education and Science and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, in consultation with other relevant Departments, should consider taking an overview of the various student support systems across all learning, in the context of the implementation of the Report of the Task Force on Lifelong Learning.  Such an overview would highlight the different arrangements which exist in the different sectors and within individual sectors and the rationale for these differences and would help the State to focus on priority areas for State intervention. 

Development of a Vision for Higher Education

The Authority itself has established a vision for the recognition of learning.  It sets out that the national framework of qualifications, and the work of the Authority as a whole, must facilitate the cultural, economic, political/democratic and/or social participation of citizens in society as a whole and in their community by measuring, as appropriate, relevant learning achievements in this regard and relating them to each other.  Such participation by citizens in society has become known as “active citizenship”.  The concept incorporates the mutually supporting objectives of personal fulfillment, democratic participation, social inclusion, adaptability and employability.
During the consultative processes that the Authority established, some stakeholders encouraged the Authority to establish a vision for learning rather than just for the recognition of learning.  However, the Authority’s view was that it would be reaching beyond its remit (and into that of Government Departments) to set out such a vision.
The Authority considers that it is fully appropriate that the review team would set out the major elements of a vision for what higher education should achieve for the society as a whole in a way that is consistent with the strategic objectives set out in the team’s mandate.  The Authority considers that it is important that the OECD review mechanism provides a process whereby Irish stakeholders in higher education have the opportunity to consider and make an input into this work.  Such consultation would provide an opportunity to explore the issues and elements in depth and would assist in getting buy-in from stakeholders to the vision and/or its constituent elements that the review team would set out.
There are a number of important dimensions which the Authority considers need to be taken into account in developing this vision

· The increased clarity of awards that is being brought about by the national framework of qualifications, and in particular, by the concept of levels within the framework

· The need to ensure that the diverse needs of learners are met at all levels where there are higher education and training awards in the framework – from level 6 to level 10

· The need for the State to value equally the different ways in which awards can be attained – e.g., diverse learning methods, full-time or part-time provision

· The need for increased clarity about the various roles of different stakeholders, and in particular higher education institutions (and groups of these) and State agencies in further and higher education and training.
The Authority considers that while this vision needs to be developed, it is important that the way in which the review team does this allows for its ownership and for a detailed articulation of the vision by Irish stakeholders.  Furthermore, the vision and its future articulation will give rise to the need to examine the effectiveness of existing policy instruments in meeting the vision and its objectives.  This examination will also require some ownership by Irish stakeholders and would assist in the implementation of the outcomes of any such examination.

Within the context of developing the vision, the Authority considers that it is fully appropriate for the review team to take an overview of the roles and responsibilities of the various agencies in higher education.  In undertaking such an overview, the Authority asks that the review team would consider the broader context, outside of higher education, in which the various bodies have been established under the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act, 1999.

Although some of these structures have only recently been established, the Authority considers that it may be timely and appropriate, in the broad context of the review, to consider rationalising the roles of the various agencies in further and higher education and training.  The Authority would be disposed to consideration being given to the development of agency structures within further and higher education and training which could result in increased strategic coherence on behalf of the State.  One possible option for consideration could be to have a single agency with responsibility for funding and policy advice across further and higher education and training (building on the existing responsibilities of the Higher Education Authority) and a further agency with responsibility for qualifications and quality assurance.
It may also be appropriate to consider how the roles of providers of further and higher education and training can be further developed in statute.  The Authority is not calling for any immediate new legislative amendments, but rather is indicating that the OECD review is a useful mechanism to examine the various options for development in view of its mandate.  It is of note that one of the objects of the Qualifications Act is, having regard to the traditions of providers of education and training, to promote diversity in education and training between further education and training and higher education and training and within each of these. The Authority considers that this is important and that there needs to be a recognition of the continued need for diversity within higher education and training if providers are to be able to respond to the many diverse and sometimes competing demands and challenges which they face.  This may facilitate and/or require different providers, or groups of providers, to prioritise their responses to particular demands or challenges.
Overall, the Authority considers that it is vital that the concept of the National Framework of Qualifications, and the inclusion of all higher education awards within it, is one which is vital for the development of a knowledge and lifelong learning society.  Whatever new developments take place, the Framework concept will need to be advanced with and there is a continuing need to have appropriate mechanisms to continue to ensure that the quality of higher education programmes and awards is maintained.
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