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Consultation on the National Strategy for Higher Education

Submission from Further Education sub-committee of the National Association of Principals and Deputy Principals.

The three most significant changes we would wish to see made to Irish higher education:

1.
A seamless progression and coming together of all the education and training agencies with a parity of esteem. The number of learners under the umbrellas of VEC colleges, adult and community education and training centres, private further education and training providers, FAS, Teagasc, Failte Ireland and BIM serves to emphasise this need.  The current process of amalgamation of Qualifications and Quality Assurance Bodies in Irish education gives this an added impetus. While we welcome this amalgamation we do not wish to lose sight of the purpose of further education, which is

· To meet the needs of young early school-leavers 

· To provide second-chance education for adults 

· To provide vocational preparation and training for labour market entrants and re-entrants 

· To provide alternative pathways to higher education.

The inclusion of modules in further education courses relevant to higher education courses would benefit this process.

2. We wish to see a collaborative model rather than a ‘handing over ‘ model in the progression routes from further to higher education i.e. where a learner can take a Level 8 module and a Level 2 module simultaneously. For example, if someone has a difficulty with Maths, they should be able to drop in to a course and gain support, thereby enabling top-ups, add-on’s, etc. This could also be very relevant in tackling skill shortages and also help in dealing with drop-outs from courses. This movement at various levels demands a collaborative approach by means of  building up networks and clusters with partners to provide a comprehensive service to learners. The National Skills Strategy also supports movement at various levels which demands a collaborative approach. ‘Towards a new policy approach to higher education access courses’, (Consultation paper, July 2007), is also supportive of a collaborative approach.

The further education sector has an excellent track record in the development of independent learning skills and self-directed learning skills. 

3. The establishment of a forum of Heads of Centres to oversee collaborative activity would build on existing models of best practice. This would centre on exploring the provision of new courses, as well as considering how existing FETAC qualifications support successful participation in higher education.

The barriers or obstacles to the achievement of these objectives.

· The restrictive nature of current structures inhibits the development of a seamless progression and may even be seen to work against a flexible approach. In the National Framework, structures that govern the delivery of services need to be converged and aligned, e.g. the requirements of the DES are aligned to Second Level mainstream whereas the requirements of the Dept. of Enterprise, Trade & Employment are aligned to  FAS. The certification and qualifications have aligned while the providers operate in structures that have aligned historically.

· If you use a full-time equivalent model of resourcing, the special education needs could be further facilitated by using a variant of the general allocation model currently in use in the primary sector, e.g. 1.1 capitation grant for full-time equivalent with the 0.1 being set aside to meet the needs of Special Education needs. This system is currently in operation in FE colleges in the North of Ireland. This would allow the colleges to invest in an accessible infrastructure within the colleges, e.g. wireless technology, web-based learning to provide learning material in an accessible format in addition to meeting the needs of individual students. Should additional funds be required this can be applied for by each individual.

· There is no mechanism for additional resources to support adults with special education needs if they are categorised as Core VTOS or BTEI. Junior or Leaving Certificate candidates over 18 years also come under this category. 

· If there is to be collaboration, we recommend a review of funding and resources available to further education, e.g. the Student Innovation Fund (SIF), Dormant Account fund. Rather than having separate funding streams as learning supports for different categories of students (VTOS, BTEI students, Back to Education Allowance, etc), we recommend one fund for all students with special education needs from level 1 to Level 6. We recommend a system which will further integrate learners and achieve greater accessibility, flexibility and integration.

· The availability of data – a more effective system of data collection and tracking of students is necessary if resources are to be effectively managed.

· Night class support leading to FETAC Certification – the lack of grants and supports available to day students is not available for night students. A flexible and accessible system to accommodate adults returning to education to gain a full certificate or a top-up on their qualifications would be necessary.

· Child Support – A multitude of government Departments currently deal with childcare supports, e.g. DES, DSFA, Dept. of Health, Dept. of Justice, Equality and Law Reform . A streamlined approach from one Department would help ease the administrative duplication and accessibility for learners in need of childcare support.

· Support Services, Guidance Services - Support staff are tasked with meeting hundreds of students in a very limited time given that course durations are of one or two years. The current number of support staff is insufficient. We recommend an ex quota after 250 students rather than the current 500 students.

