University Sector Framework Implementation Network

Note of Meeting of 24 February 2010
In Attendance: John Scattergood (Chair); Alexandra Anderson, TCD; Declan Courell, St. Angela’s College of Education; Sinead Critchley, UCD; Andrea Durnin, NUI; Eleanor Fouhy, UCC; Nuala Hunt, NCAD; Anna Kelly, UCD; Billy Kelly, DCU; Sarah Moore, UL; Morag Munro, DCU; Elizabeth Noonan, UCD; Denis O’Brien, IPA; Seamus O’Grady, NUIG; Lisa O’Regan, NUIM; Pat Phelan, UL; Annabella Stover, Mater Dei Institute of Education; Dimitrios Paraskevas , TCD; Lewis Purser, Irish Universities Association, (Joint Secretary); Ronan Tobin, All Hallows College; Eugene Wall, Mary Immaculate College; Anthony White, Milltown Institute of Theology and Philosophy; Trish O’Brien, William O’Keeffe and Deirdre Stritch, National Qualifications Authority of Ireland, (Joint Secretary)

Apologies:  Sharon Jones, UCC; Deborah Kelleher, RIAM; Denis Twomey, St. Patrick’s College of Education; Iain MacLabhrain, NUIG

1. Opening by Chair
At the outset of the meeting the Chair welcomed members, continuing and new, and reminded members of the aims, membership, role and operating principles of the network. The Chair also provided a summary of the last network meeting (02 December 2009), following which the note of the previous meeting was approved. 

An update was provided to members on the launch of the network report, University awards and the National Framework of Qualifications: Issues around the design of programmes and the use and assessment of learning outcomes. The report was published in hard copy and soft copies (accessible from www.nfqnetwork.ie) were widely circulated to higher education providers, public agencies and international partners. 
The Chair then introduced the new topic for consideration by the network; lifelong learning. He set out that the overall aim of the day was to provide an overview of current European and national policy and demand in relation to lifelong learning and to establish how the group can contribute to improving lifelong learning opportunities through various means. The network will then consider how they would like FIN to work for this new period.

2. Presentations
Presentations will be made available in full on the network website: http://www.nfqnetwork.ie  
(a) Dr. Catherine Maunsell (St. Patrick’s College): Policy I: Lifelong learning and associated policy objectives (European, national, and institutional)

Dr Catherine Maunsell set out an overview of the development of the concept of life-long learning and the existing Irish and European policy context. While no master definition of life-long learning is in place, national and supra-national policies, addressing all levels of learning and the organisation of learning opportunities have been developed to make life-long learning a guiding principle in learning.

Dr Maunsell's presentation reviewed progress in implementing the Lisbon Strategy (2000) work programme, the more recent Strategic Framework for European Co-operation in Education and Training (2009) and also life-long learning objectives in terms of the Bologna process. Reference was also made to the management of life-long learning programmes. 

Finally, key Irish policy developments since 2000 were set out and reference made to challenges faced in implementing measures to ensure life-long learning is a feature of the Irish education system. 

Professor Sarah Moore (UL) remarked that literacy levels present a fundamental challenge to widening participation in education and asked for further information on literacy levels in Ireland.

Dr Maunsell responded that Ireland ranks above other member states in terms of reading levels and attainment generally, however we do not have a clear picture on the levels of adult literacy at the moment. There is a clear need for a strong national adult literacy programme to be put in place. 
(b) Dr. Jim Murray (NQAI): Policy II: How the NFQ contributes to realising lifelong learning objectives

Dr Jim Murray welcomed members in his capacity as Chief Executive of the NQAI, and congratulated the network on the recent publication of the FIN report.

Speaking on the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) Dr Murray remarked that he feels strongly that the designation of the NFQ as a national framework is a real concept and he is delighted to see the universities take ownership of the Framework. 

The topic of life-long learning is a broad topic, and higher education institutions are in a position to set out their own visions for life-long learning in the context of their particular missions. 
There is an opportunity for higher education institutions to engage creatively with the topics of life-long learning, but there will also be a number of stumbling blocks to overcome, particularly in relation to developing progression routes and using the different award-types of the NFQ. In doing this the major challenge will be to look beyond narrow institutional concerns, and to seek to contribute to national life long learning needs in a collaborative manner. 
The NFQ can play a very significant role assisting in this work. The Framework maps our existing education and training awards system. The concept of minor, special purpose or supplemental awards can be further developed and interpreted as a mechanism to offer a wide range of learning types, whether it be professional development or adult education. The NFQ envisages a system of automatic progression routes, which are not all in place at the moment. The different sectors of the education and training system, including the university sector, will need to challenge each other to resolve why progression routes are not operating fully, and work specifically to create a common currency of learning outcomes which can facilitate these routes. 

Professor John Scattergood remarked that traditionally, curriculum has been the driving force behind teaching and learning and that to engage with learning outcomes, we need to also engage with curriculum, linking both of these concepts. 

Dr Murray responded that this necessary move to learning outcomes, will also require a broader community of academics to engage with the topic of learning outcomes at a national level, but also across and within disciplines. 

(c) Seamus Fox (DCU): Tools that contribute to realising the concepts underpinning lifelong learning I: distance education

Seamus Fox delivered a presentation on tools which enable opportunities for distance learning provision. The importance of technology is without doubt in this area. Computer media communication would have previously been an expensive initiative for institutions, however this has now changed, with many aspects of learning and interaction with learners facilitated by this media. 

Within the context of life-long learning, the use of online tools means learning can be accessed by a range of learners and be tailored to specific needs. Mechanisms to reach learners are key; currently the most substantial group of those in unemployment in Ireland hold upper secondary school qualifications and of the potential labour force a majority have no third level qualification. 

Mr. Fox detailed a number of cultural challenges faced in innovating ways of delivering education and how there are a lack of funding incentives to encourage this change.  

(d) Tony Donohoe (IBEC): Contexts in which lifelong learning is normally applied: Labour-market activation

Tony Donohoe opened his presentation by commenting on the changed context in which the network was discussing life-long learning. A changed economic perspective has put labour market activation at the top of the political agenda. 

While the need for upskilling has not ended, the level of demand has changed and the nature of business which will succeed and the skill requirements of these businesses has also changed. 

Enhanced links between business and education will be key to delivering learning and producing graduates which can contribute to economic growth areas.  Mr. Donohoe described the IBEC Graduate Links scheme as an example of systematic and co-ordinated links between education and business. Such links and initiatives can be underpinned by the architecture of the NFQ. 

Tony Donohoe and Seamus Fox discussed, that while there has been some progress, there remains something of a a cultural disconnect between business and education in Ireland. Professor John Scattergood added that the timely delivery of programmes is pivotal. 

(e) Declan Courell (St. Angela’s College): Tools that contribute to realising the concepts underpinning lifelong learning II: CPD

Declan Courell began with reference to the publication Lifelong Learning: A New Learning Paradigm by Dr. Diana K. Kelly
, and what it says about the lifelong learning landscape i.e. that students no longer exclusively study full-time or are solely focused on education; lifelong learning is not necessarily based in a particular location at a particular time and that flexible and modular approaches are necessary; and it is recognised that learners themselves bring knowledge and competencies to education and training. 

Mr. Courell went on to discuss the factors, political, economic social, technological, environmental and legal, influencing lifelong learning policies and practices within institutions with particular reference to the experience of St. Angela’s College. 
 

(f) Irene Sheridan (Cork Institute of Technology): Tools that contribute to realising the concepts underpinning lifelong learning III: RPL

Irene Sheridan's presentation was framed by the work completed by CIT and partner organisations in compiling a practice focused RPL report in 2009 as part of the Education in Employment initiative. Ms. Sheridan’s presentation offered an overview of the development of the concept of RPL and a representation of its constituent parts, as well as the uses for RPL for progression, entry and granting an award, and considerations for each use. The presentation detailed a range of considerations in using RPL for work place learners, for institutions and for stakeholders. The future direction of RPL will be driven by changed economic circumstances and the return of many work place based learners to some form of education. Ms. Sheridan gave special mention to the importance of data collection in RPL processes, so that precedent and knowledge is accumulated. 

3. Working Group Discussions
Discussion was facilitated through groups and plenary to identify key topics of interest to the network, methods of collaboration for the 2010 period, and methods of documenting the outcomes of the network’s activities.
Feedback from groups:

Group 1

Group 1 suggested the network could compile an RPL practitioner’s handbook which would serve as a resource for institutions. The handbook could explore RPL and take account of existing practices and experiences. 

Group 1 agreed that the topics of RPL and continuous professional development (CPD) are interlinked. The salience of CPD in the current climate is without doubt, and will increase demand for non-major awards. Accordingly, the work of the network should also examine how non-major awards could feed into the RPL process. 

Group 2

Group 2 suggested undertaking an examination of the practical problems and barriers to the full use of the NFQ, in particular, non-major awards. 

The group agreed it would be worthwhile to capture the full range of life-long learning initiatives currently underway in each institution, to establish commonalities and potential for co-operation in the management of these initiatives. 

The network could also undertake an examination of existing life-long learning policies, including APL/RPL in different academic areas, at institutional level. Finally, the group identified the structural difficulties of managing part-time learning as a potential area for discussion.
Group 3

Group 3 considered that the work of the network should not be limited solely to RPL, and that the network could undertake a fuller discussion of life-long learning, different forms of learning and how the institutions could support adult learners.

This work would involve an examination of institutional policies and procedures and the identification of mutually recognised processes. Any discussion should also examine the issue of the currency of life-long learning outcomes and limits to the lifetime of these outcomes. 

Regarding RPL, the group suggested the compilation of a code of good practice and a user’s guide. It was also suggested that an interactive tool for learners might be developed which would give learners feedback on their education and training to date as well as options for progression.  

It was suggested that the network could also become an advocate for learners, challenging funding anomalies facilitating dialogue with businesses and looking for opportunities for collaboration with, for instance, the Higher Education Authority (HEA) in order to advance the overall development of lifelong learning initiatives. 
4. Programme for 2010 and next meeting date
It was agreed that the network secretary, in conjunction with the Chair, will review the outcomes of the group discussions with the intention of proposing a work plan for the 2010 period, and this will be communicated to members via e-mail for agreement. A date for the next meeting of the network will be proposed at that time. 
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