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Introduction: Lifelong Learning and Higher Education 
Ireland, along with the other member states of the European Union, is committed to embedding a lifelong learning culture within its education and training system.  Such a culture is seen as essential to the development and success of today's knowledge society and economy, and the enrichment of the lives of individual citizens.  Higher education, as much, if not more than the other sectors of the Irish education and training system, has a critical role to play in achieving these aims, and to this end there is a continuing need to align the sector with the principles of lifelong learning.

A key instrument in advancing the lifelong learning agenda in Ireland is the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ). The NFQ was introduced in 2003 and has been defined by the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland 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 NFQ is a system of ten levels, based on standards of knowledge, skill and competence (learning outcomes), which incorporates awards made for all kinds of learning wherever it is gained.    School, further education and training and higher education and training awards – ranging from basic literacy awards to doctoral degrees – are included in the NFQ.  Qualifications in the NFQ are quality assured and so a learner knows that the programme he or she is undertaking, and the provider offering the qualification, is reviewed internally and externally.  The NFQ enables learners to compare and contrast awards and to plan their progression through the Framework. 
Since 2003, there has been significant progress in advancing the implementation of the NFQ in higher education.  Most higher education awards are now included in the NFQ at a particular level, and many are classified according to the award-type architecture of the Framework (major, minor, special purpose and supplemental). Notwithstanding this progress, further work needs to be undertaken to deepen implementation so that the potential benefits for the individual learner, and the economy and society more generally, will be realised.  The following response from the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland to the consultation on the national strategy for higher education, sets out the three most significant changes which the Authority would like to see implemented in higher education as a result of the strategy and its implementation.
Change 1 – That a more concerted and consistent effort, supported by the state, would be undertaken by higher education institutions to introduce and use learning outcomes as the key element in the cultural shift to lifelong learning.  Specifically, the Qualifications Authority would advocate the introduction of national subject guidelines, as a supporting infrastructure to the implementation of the National Framework of Qualifications, which would provide disciplinary reference points against which learning outcomes can be measured, and which would set out clearly the academic characteristics and standards of programmes leading to awards in the NFQ. 
Work is underway to introduce a learning outcomes approach to programmes and awards in many higher education institutions.  Naturally, the approaches used by individual institutions, academic units and programme designers, and the speed and depth at which this work is advancing, vary greatly across the higher education system.  HETAC has established a set of disciplinary standards in six fields of learning, which apply to the institutes of technology and other HETAC providers.  The universities and their affiliated colleges are responsible for developing their own individual approaches to the writing of learning outcomes. The level of engagement of academic communities across the binary divide and across and within the university sector with regard to the development of learning outcomes approaches is mixed.  As a result, learning outcomes are not yet the common language of qualifications, which many stakeholders hope they will become. Indeed, some individual programme designers would contend that it is difficult to create such a common language in the absence of guidance and supportive tools on how to adapt the generic outcomes in the NFQ descriptors to disciplinary programme descriptors.
It is in this context that the Qualifications Authority would advocate the introduction of national subject guidelines.  The idea is that these guidelines would be developed by academic experts, supported by the Qualifications Authority/new Qualifications/QA body, and would relate primarily to undergraduate programmes. Subject guidelines would not be intended to provide a national curriculum for higher education; they would be too general for such a purpose.  Rather, they would describe what gives a discipline its coherence and identity, and would define the broad attainments – in terms of knowledge, skill and competence – that could be expected of a graduate in a specific field of learning.  Essentially, they would provide an overall and transparent framework, within which flexible and innovatory programme design, based on learning outcomes and linked to the NFQ, could proceed with confidence, and which would help learners and employers at home and abroad seeking information about the standards of awards in particular fields of learning.
Main barrier/obstacle: Concern in the academic community that subject  guidelines might become overly prescriptive and inhibit institutional autonomy, academic freedom and flexibility/creativity with regard to programme design 
Supports: Many Irish academics are already working enthusiastically on subject guidelines/benchmark projects internationally; many academics are supportive of the learning outcomes approach of the NFQ.       

Change 2 – That awarding bodies, providers of education and training, quality assurance agencies and policy makers would work more closely to encourage cross-sectoral approaches to developing pathways through qualifications and to addressing inconsistencies/anomalies in the use of the NFQ 
Under the Qualification (Education and Training) Act 1999, the Qualifications Authority is responsible for promoting access, transfer and progression through the education and training system.  Work in this area includes the identification of barriers – and strategies to overcome them – to progression between and within the different sectors of education, particularly between further education and higher education. We would hope that the proposed amalgamation of the Authority and the awards councils, and the acquisition by the new body of the responsibility for the external quality assurance of the universities, will bring about a more coherent approach to addressing this issue. It is also the case that the higher education strategy has a key role in highlighting the need for more permeable pathways between the different sectors of education and training, in order to foster greater opportunities for the learner. Specifically, there is a need to highlight the necessity of greater engagement, in the context of the National Framework of Qualifications, between further and higher education awarding bodies and providers.
Supports: SIF funding for cross-sectoral projects; existing initiatives to support progression such as Higher Education Links Scheme; proposed amalgamation of qualifications and quality assurance bodies
Barriers/obstacles: Lack of sufficient communication and understanding of the two sectors amongst key stakeholders in each sector; lack of a fully operational and integrated credit system for the two sectors.
Change 3 – That the state would progressively align the funding of higher education provision, and learner support mechanisms, with the principles of lifelong learning and the National Framework of Qualifications
At present, many elements of the State’s institutional and student supports are based on a model of full-time participation and linear progression through education and training. There are also some inconsistencies in relation to student supports for part-time and full-time learners in higher education. A linear interpretation of progression blocks supports to learners who seek qualifications at the same Framework Level at which they have achieved qualifications. In the long-term, complementarity between Framework objectives and public funding is important to the effective implementation of the Framework.  
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