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1.
Introduction

FETAC welcomes the development of a National Strategy for Higher Education and the opportunity to comment and identify three significant changes that could add value to the current landscape.
FETAC also welcomes the opportunities a Higher Education Strategy offers to learners, particularly learners in the further education and training sector.  
Since its establishment in 2001 FETAC has been the single national awarding body in further education and training. 
FETACs functions include the development of standards of knowledge, skill and competence for awards, making and promoting awards and ensuring and monitoring the quality of programmes.  

Over the last 8 years FETAC has, through its policies, consultation processes and activities, helped to consolidate further education and training into a meaningful and growing sector.  The further education and training sector (FET) has been growing fast in terms of numbers of learners, number and range of qualifications and number and range of providers.   

FETAC has put in place arrangements that will ensure common and coherent awards across the sector and a common quality assurance system whether the providers are small, medium or large, public or private.

FETAC has also developed a quality brand recognised at home and in Europe.

The further education and training landscape today is much different to that in 2001.

There is now more coherence, transparency and opportunities for learners than previously.

To date, FETAC has formally registered quality assurance agreements with over 750 providers of various sizes, has a Directory of over 2500 named awards and is making over 140,000 awards per annum to learners.

FETAC award holders are interested in progressing to higher education.  Adult learners in general are interested in progressing at a pace that suits their lifestyle.  The majority of FETAC award holders are over 30 years of age.

Currently 11% of all applications to CAO are made on the basis for FETAC awards; this proportion rises annually. Recent research tracking progression for apprentices with the Advanced Certificate Craft (Level 6) indicates growing rates of participation on the basis of the FETAC award, in some instances with enhanced entry to second year of programmes. 

The development of a National Higher Education Strategy is timely, given the pending amalgamation of FETAC, HETAC and the NQAI.  FETAC expects that amalgamation will result in even greater connectivity between further and higher education and training, the universities and general education.  

2.
Three most significant changes, barriers

FETAC identifies the three most desirable changes to higher education to serve the needs of learners until 2029 as 
(a)
Realising the shift towards a truly modularised, outcomes based system for awards at level 6-10

(b)
Creating more diverse, transparent and flexible access arrangements

(c)
Enabling higher education institutions to become regional hubs to enhance quality of learning within education, training and in working life.

Each is discussed briefly below and perceived barriers are set out.
a
Realising the shift towards a truly modularised, outcomes based system for awards at level 6-10

Modularised delivery of programmes with clear statements of outcomes to be achieved within the various parts of programmes leading to degrees at levels 7 and 8 would greatly facilitate diversity in accessing learning opportunities and the recognition of learning achieved for both access and exemptions.  Learning at a time and pace that suits learners lifestyles is important to adult learners.

Implementation of modularisation would also facilitate participation by adult learners in diverse circumstances in greater numbers and would provide essential identifiable exit points within programmes of longer duration.  The diversity characterising further education and training learners has long been regarded as an enrichment which adds value to all the participants and to the quality of programme design, delivery and review. Complete implementation of modularisation would act as a driver to resolve inequitable fee arrangements for adult part-time learners who currently pay more than whole time learners.  Time and cost are barriers for many adults learners.  

Deepening the implementation of an outcomes based approach requires greater reliance on the levels indicators of the National Framework of Qualifications.  The quality of levels based outcomes would be enhanced through greater collaboration of practitioners from the range of institutions.  

Barriers to achievement: Typically the barriers to modularisation are cited as institutional/ political; however there is also a concern regarding the so called ‘reductionist’ nature of outcomes and the risks to learners of an impoverished learning experience arising from partial or non-sequential participation.  This is not borne out within the experience of further education and training.

b
Creating more diverse, transparent and flexible access arrangements
Access arrangements need to be more inclusive, diverse, flexible, equitable and transparent.  

Currently access to programmes within higher education is based on Leaving Certificate 

(straddling NFQ Level 4 and 5), completion of FETAC Level 5 awards or via ‘non-standard’ application routes.  Demographic shifts and heightened requirements for global competitiveness, along side patterns of participation in further education and training at levels 5 and 6 suggest that it may be time to look at more creative progression options.  The Higher Education Links Scheme, targeting progression from FETAC awards at level 5, as a national access scheme is a strong model for the future as it is transparent, efficient and equitable.  It also facilitates the provision of a range of flexible learning options, including work-based-learning, recognition of prior learning, supported e-learning.  

Also achievement of a range of minor awards, rather than a major award should also be considered for accessing programmes. Specific minor awards attainment may reflect the key learning required for successful participation.

The current system of ECTS credits does not promote significant mobility of learners across higher education institutions or across faculties.  FETAC therefore promotes a review of the awarding practices of higher education to encourage greater usage of standard minor awards associated with major awards, specifically with regard to generic skills eg communicatons, teamwork, IT, which could promote greater mobility for learners particularly across faculties.  If learners leave midway through a programme they should be entitled to nationally recognised minor awards or credits which they can bank and use elsewhere at a national or standard value.  Also, learners could earn higher education minor awards or credit through a range of quality assured provider types including universities/higher education institutions and through work place providers.  These minor awards or credits may be accumulated by learners over time to achieve specific major awards.  

Implementing the framework to include a more transferable minor award/credit system will bring greater flexibility to the higher education system which will greatly facilitate learners who wish to participate on a part time basis or accumulate their learning in manageable chunks compatible with their lifestyle.  

FETAC acknowledges that a balance is required between providing flexible learning in meaningful chunks and the holistic nature of programmes.  However, as in other areas learners need choices in order to support their participation and higher education institutions should be in a position to offer options to learners regarding how they can participate. 

Barriers to achievement: A concern is frequently articulated that the main agenda of higher education is to serve the cohort of young people leaving school, and that availability of other routes provide less rigour and ultimately reduce quality.  The fundamental belief that adults bring other learning and experience to programmes and environments which is enriching must be addressed within higher education and training. Equally it must be noted that young people should have access to diverse routes to higher education and learning because they themselves are diverse.  It is in our national interest to ensure that all remain positively disposed to further learning rather than selecting themselves out of learning opportunity on the basis of the results of a traditional ‘high stakes examination’ at a single point in their young lives.   If higher education participation is a goal for the majority of our population, then it must be more, not less accessible, including both for young people and for people in the workforce.  Heightening emphasis on the level of award and of the generic skills and competences required for entry and successful participation will greatly assist in realising the vision of broad participation.

c
Enabling higher education institutions to become regional hubs to enhance quality of learning within education, training and in working life
Higher education providers have the expertise and capacity to contribute to a high quality learning experience for all education and training practitioners. The creation of new knowledge around teaching and learning needs to include dialogue and discussion with and dissemination to all providers of education and training including providers in industry.  This would directly enhance, inform and energise the quality of education and training at all levels.  

This involves reaching out and collaborating in an equitable way with a broadly defined academic community which includes employers, industry, chambers of commerce, further education and training providers both within institutions and communities. 

It involves acknowledging common ground and identity and building systemically on relationships and partnerships at local level.  It involves sharing approaches and outcomes of learning in a more open way that is less about building the profile of the individual higher education institution and more about building the knowledge, skill and competence base of provision within regions.  It involves providing leadership and accessible information hubs to all providers and practitioners of learning experiences within particular regions based on the highest quality research.  It involves establishment of broad ‘communities of interest’ that address particular questions or areas of learning in tandem with considering how to promote, develop and optimise the learning, by embedding it in work practices and in other learning environments.

This would in turn support businesses and the entire education and training sector in Ireland to reap the benefits of research, including at PhD level.  It increases the potential of higher education providers to play their part in ensuring the realisation of the continuum of learning reflected in the National Framework of Qualifications.  This partnership is already in evidence through the collaborative work of stakeholders in devising FETAC awards and standards; the involvement of higher education experts has greatly enriched both process and outcomes. 
Barriers to achievement: Barriers include dispositional and situational issues, including physical proximity to higher education providers.  Higher education institutions may not perceive the importance within a community of making their important contribution visible and accessible, and many providers of employment opportunities may not perceive themselves as being of relevance/equitable participants in learning with higher education providers.  Similarly providers of further education and training are frequently competing for access/proximity to higher education institutions/learning opportunities.  This is evidenced by the range of local links forged painstakingly on a case by case basis between small local providers and individual Heads of Schools within higher education institutions.  Greater transparency, equity of access and efficient use of resources is needed nationally in this regard.  

3.
Conclusion
The development of a more flexible outcomes based approach that offers learners the opportunity to accumulate minor awards or credits at their own pace over time could greatly improve participation rates and provide more economic and social opportunities to succeed.

In addition to the above structural change, more inclusive, diverse, flexible, equitable and transparent access policies would greatly help learners more easily navigate the system.

FETAC looks forward to working with its partners in higher education in terms of (a) amalgamation, (b) the further development of a national higher education strategy and (c) in deepening the implementation of the National Framework.  All three offer learners and in particular learners in further education and training greater opportunities to participate.  Increasing the diversity of the higher education population will benefit the higher education system and provide a greater economic and social basis for national development.
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