National Qualifications Authority of Ireland 
Note on Briefing Session on Draft Policies and Criteria for the Inclusion in, or Alignment with the National Framework of Qualifications of the Awards of Certain Awarding Bodies 

Introduction

On 13 April, 2006 the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland published draft policies and criteria for the inclusion in, or alignment with, the National Framework of Qualifications of the awards of certain awarding bodies. Following this, the Authority hosted a briefing session on these draft policies in the Alexander Hotel, Dublin on 24 May 2006. 

The intention of the briefing session was to present the aforementioned draft policies which were prepared by the Authority following a detailed consultative process in relation to professional and international awards. Previously, the Authority had issued two formal consultative papers in relation to these awards, the first in May 2002, and a subsequent, more detailed, paper in September 2004. 

In addition, the Authority had also sought and considered submissions from relevant stakeholders and met with a number of these stakeholders on a bi-lateral and a multi-lateral basis. The details of the consultative processes were published on the Authority’s website. The draft policies were the combination of the consultative process in these areas and reflected the emerging position of the Authority and how certain awards and learning outcomes can be recognised within the context of the National Framework of Qualifications. 

Update on Framework implementation
As part of the briefing session, the Authority executive gave an update on the implementation of the National Framework of Qualifications. It was noted that the Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC) is to put in place arrangements by June 2006 for Framework awards at levels 1-6; that implementation arrangements in higher education announced in July 2004 were being implemented from autumn 2004 and used in 2005 CAO applications form; and, that the Junior Certificate and Leaving Certificate are included in the framework. It was further noted that the Higher Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC) is using interim standards for all award-types, and has gone through a process of delegating authority to make awards to institutes of technology. In respect of universities, it was noted that university existing awards have been aligned with major award-types for Ordinary Bachelor Degree, Honours Bachelor Degrees, Masters Degrees & Doctoral Degrees, and that a process is underway within universities for the Higher Diploma & Post-Graduate Diploma, as well as for ‘smaller’ award-types. It was noted that the Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT) is implementing all new major award-types and using some smaller ones.
It was noted by the Authority executive that statutory quality assurance arrangements are in place for the following awarding bodies: State Examinations Commission; FETAC; HETAC; DIT; and universities. It was further noted that some awards are ceasing to be made, and that the intention is to map these awards to Framework levels, with the awarding bodies and the Authority agreeing placement: placements have already been agreed with HETAC, FETAC, DIT and the Department of Education and Science.
In respect of international developments, the Authority executive noted that the Irish Framework does not stand alone or in a vacuum, and that it has been cross-referenced to Frameworks in place in the United Kingdom in 2005, and that in due course will be aligned to European Meta-Frameworks: the Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area established by European Higher Education Ministers in Bergen in May 2005 – the ‘Bologna Framework’, and the draft European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning which is currently undergoing consultation. The executive noted that in respect of the alignment of the Irish Framework with the Bologna Framework, a formal process is underway, and that a steering group of awarding bodies and international experts has been established. There is to be a proposal for broader consultation nationally in June 2006, and it was intimated that a national workshop is planned for 3 October 2006. The executive summarised the developments of the European Meta-Frameworks by noting that, in both cases, the primacy of the National Framework of Qualifications would hold; that quality assurance is required in national arrangements; that qualifications relate to national frameworks and frameworks talk to each other through meta-frameworks; there is a dialogue based on commonly understood notions of  learning outcomes; and, countries self-certify the link of their national frameworks to European frameworks following established criteria and procedures.
Nature of professional approval/accreditation/recognition
Prior to detailing the draft policies, the Authority executive noted the nature of professional approval/ accreditation/recognition, and emphasised that there is no single model or set of arrangements in the context of the Framework, although the Authority considers that there is an optimum model for the relationship between professional/regulatory bodies and education and training providers and awarding bodies. This would be where the professional body is not an awarding body but an accreditor/approver of the awards of awarding bodies and programmes leading to these awards, and that the needs of professional bodies should be defined in terms of learning outcomes. It was noted that accreditation/approval/recognition would be met in advance of a programme commencing and subsequently verified, and that the alignment of professional accreditation and quality assurance processes of awarding bodies/providers is intrinsically linked. It was noted that often there would not be direct provision by professional regulators of learning opportunities. The executive intimated that the Irish Higher Education Quality Network would be holding a national conference on 17th October 2006, which will explore some of these issues

Draft Polices and Criteria

The Authority executive presented on the Draft Policies and Criteria. It was noted that the policies concerned the final area of policy development of the National Framework of Qualifications prior to moving to full implementation of the Framework. This area of policy development concerned the recognition of the awards (or of the learning outcomes associated with them) of certain awarding bodies which are not already recognised in the National Framework of Qualifications and sets out policy proposals for this. The presentation by the executive noted three groups of bodies to which the policies would apply.

The first group are those bodies which have statutory power to make awards in Ireland (group A).  The executive indicated that there are a number of bodies in Ireland that have statutory powers to make awards with a parallel statutory power as a body whose awards are already in the Framework. The Authority noted the appropriateness of seeking to put in place processes whereby the awards of such awarding bodies can be included in the Framework. 
It was explained by the executive that the second group of bodies are those bodies which do not make awards on a statutory basis, but which recognise the attainment by learners of learning outcomes in a formal way associated with the regulation or the operation of a professional title and where there is not a parallel education and training award (group B).  It was intimated by the executive that such bodies should be given recognition through the Framework.

The Authority noted that the third group are the awards of certain bodies from outside the State which make awards in Ireland and that these should be given recognition as well (group C).  

The Authority executive proposed in the draft policies that there can be two modes for reference into the Framework of such awards and learning outcomes, namely by inclusion in the Framework or by alignment with the Framework. It was set out that the inclusion in the Framework can be through Framework award type and their descriptors or at a level in the Framework in an overall best fit basis. The Authority executive set out that alignment with the Framework (for groups B and C) for awards and learning outcomes will also be implemented along these lines. 

The Authority executive noted that the policy document has three sections to it, each of which set out policies and criteria in relation to the inclusion or alignment of certain awards and learning outcomes and summarised these. 

Quality Assurance in action 

The Higher Education and Training Awards Council gave a presentation on a process HETAC had already undertaken with the Institute of Chartered Accountants of Ireland. It was noted that this was the first and so far the only completed case of recognition of a professional award by HETAC but that there were a number of others in process. It was noted that the criteria for the recognition were: standards; quality assurance arrangements; procedures for assessment of learners; arrangements for access, transfer and progression.
It was further noted that HETAC will build a process for inclusion or alignment of awards based on the policies and criteria presented at the briefing session. It was also noted that bodies which were not eligible for the inclusion or alignment are welcome to approach HETAC for validation of their programmes to lead to HETAC awards. 
Discussion Session
The briefing session opened for discussion. 
General Discussion
There was a query about whether an award could be withdrawn from the Framework or whether a body could withdraw from the Framework. It was noted that ongoing quality assurance arrangements would ensure that the quality and standards of awards in the Framework would be maintained and that only in extreme circumstances would awards be withdrawn from the Framework. It was further suggested that this would only be a final stage and would be extreme and that any emerging interventions should cure any issues that may arise. It was thought that modifications were more usual than actual withdrawal. 
It was suggested that the EU Services Directive and the EU Professional Qualifications Directive could lead to two different, perhaps overarching or even differing, quality assurance regimes. It was noted, however, that there was an emerging policy on common approaches to quality assurance systems and the aim was that a streamlining would generally assist and aid current quality assurance systems. It was further noted from the floor that, whilst the universities, for example, have an autonomous role, there was a partnership proposed with a number of professional bodies to make use of a single quality assurance review for dual purposes; that of the university, and aligned to this, that of the professional body, and that this would be kept under review. 
A question on the legal obligations of certain Irish providers of education arose. Under the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999, many providers of education and training are required to submit their programmes for validation to either the Further Education and Training Awards Council or the Higher Education and Training Awards Council.  This requirement does not apply where any such providers have authority delegated by a Council to make awards themselves.  Furthermore, this requirement does not take away from their freedom to also seek to have awards made by other awarding bodies in addition to the Further Education and Training Awards Council or the Higher Education and Training Awards Council. The Authority executive, in replying, noted that the proposals in the draft policies and criteria do not in any way negate the statutory requirement on such providers. It was also noted by the executive that there is in fact room for joint awards or dual awards and that this could be explored further by the relevant parties. 
A question arose on whether the Qualifications Authority was in a position to produce material on developing learning outcomes and it was suggested there might be some confusion in certain sectors of education and training about how these can be drafted. In response to this was noted that it may be easier sector by sector to produce such material, and that the sectoral approach may be more appropriate as different learning outcomes are specific to each learning sector and each field of learning; it would be difficult for the Qualifications Authority to draw up an all-encompassing reference to drafting learning outcomes. As an example, it was noted that the higher education area is complex, and that the Higher Education and Training Awards Council has already gone through a major revalidation exercise as has the Dublin Institute of Technology, and the universities are also undergoing a similar process. It was emphasised that while the process is not completely uniform, the Authority would be open to encouraging common approaches while respecting the appropriate roles of awarding bodies. 
Group A – Statutory Awarding Bodies

It was emphasised in response to queries from the floor that the whole basis of inclusion in the Framework was a voluntary basis and it was up to the statutory awarding body to apply to the Authority for the process to begin for inclusion in the Framework. 
The rationale for the separation of groups A and B was queried and explored. It was noted that in group A there was a statutory recognition by either European/Irish legislation or by charter for the body to make awards that could not be withdrawn. In relation to awards being withdrawn, it was noted that it was an important part of the Framework’s underpinning policies that awards in the Framework could not be withdrawn. At the same time, the Authority executive noted that there were learning outcomes attained by learners and that these learning outcomes led to awards or other recognition from professional bodies which could be withdrawn where there was not a parallel education and training award and that it was important that these learning outcomes could be aligned with the Framework. The professional bodies in this regard might be statutory ones, but might also be non-statutory ones which are recognised as regulators.
There was some discussion in relation to the varying processes in groups A and B. It was noted that for group A the draft policies allowed for a range of different awarding bodies to process the application along with the Authority. However, in relation to group B, it was set out that it would be normally a function of the Awards Councils. The Authority executive was queried about this. The Authority executive set out that it considered that the Authority needed to deal directly with statutory awarding bodies whose awards could not be withdrawn and that this in many ways paralleled the work of the Authority with the awarding bodies whose awards are already in the Framework. In relation to the functions of the Awards Councils, the Authority executive noted that these two Awards Councils have particular statutory functions for the recognition of awards which were in addition to the functions of other statutory awarding bodies and that it was appropriate that these would normally be the bodies involved in processing group B applications. Indeed, it was noted that the Awards Councils have already commenced work like this and that their typical role was different than that of the universities, for example, where the universities’ primary role is that of being providers of higher education and training as well as being awarding bodies. It was further noted that the policies set out in relation to group B that it would normally be the Awards Councils and that there was an openness to the potential involvement of other awarding bodies and quality assurance bodies while clearly setting out that it would be normally a function of the Awards Councils. 

Group B – Regulatory Bodies 

In response to a query on the suitability of academic training placement, it was recognised that this would be an aspect of quality assurance. Although it was suggested from the floor that there was no ready mechanism for ensuring the suitability of this particular aspect of training, it was noted that this in fact it could be catered for by current quality assurance procedures, in that any accrediting or validation panel would look at particular academic or learning placement in, for example, a hospital, and would generally fall under the general substance of quality assurance. 
The question of withdrawal of an award of a regulatory body was raised, and the executive explained that there is generally, if not yet universally, a practice that the award of membership of a professional body can be withdrawn on grounds stated. The executive noted further that typical examples of theses grounds might be: malfeasance, lack of undertaking continuing professional development or education or non-payment of registration fees.

It was noted the Department of Education and Science has a list of professional bodies, part of whose functionary role is the regulation of the particular profession.
In response to a query on the difference between inclusion and alignment, it was emphasised that the successful conclusion to all processes embodies a commitment being made to the Framework quality assurance and associated policies and that in actuality there would not be a lot of difference between inclusion in the Framework and alignment with the Framework. 

Group C – International Bodies 

A question on the difference between alignment and inclusion of UK awards arose: it was clearly stated by the Authority executive that UK awards could not be included in the Framework, as they were not Irish statutory awards, but could be aligned under due process.

It was noted by the Authority executive that a particular issue to resolve in this instance was the matter of quality assurance travelling from outside the home country of the provider. It was particularly noted that quality assurance does not travel with the non-university education bodies from England, Wales and Northern Ireland operating in Ireland. It was further noted that the Authority has been in discussions and will continue to be in discussions with the UK regulatory and awarding bodies in respect of this policy, and if this were not possible, it should be open for Irish quality assurance to be put in place.
The issue of awards being made by UK awarding bodies, some of whose awards are in a UK Framework but not all was discussed. The Authority executive indicated that it was aware that this was the position with some UK awarding bodies and that some such bodies may use awards outside of the UK which they do not use in the UK. In these circumstances, the Authority executive clarified that it would be open to possibly exploring the possible alignment of these awards with the Irish Framework provided that quality assurance and appropriate standards were in place. However, the Authority executive stressed that the awards of UK bodies, none of whose awards are included in UK Frameworks could not be aligned with the Irish Framework. 

There was a querying about the relativity of particular awards in relation to the rough guide which had been developed by Irish and UK quality assurance and regulatory authorities. The Authority executive signalled that any difficulties that UK awarding bodies have with this would need, in the first instance, to be raised with their own regulatory bodies and that these could then be discussed with the Authority. 

In relation to quality assurance travelling, it was noted that the emerging approach in relation to European meta-frameworks for qualifications and European quality assurance was that a host country would quality assure the operations of its awarding bodies. It was noted, for example, that HETAC was currently undergoing review in relation to European quality standards. It was noted that Irish quality assurance agencies are heavily engaged in international quality assurance agency networks and associations in both higher education and in vocational education and training. 

There was a query in relation to what the Authority was referring to in relation to ensuring consistency of titles for group C. It was noted that in UK structures, there were different titles in place and there was a reluctance among the particular organisations to change the titles of awards for alignment with the Irish Framework. The Authority executive clarified that it would have a fairly open interpretation of this arrangement. However, if there was a clear inconsistency, such as the use of the title Honours Bachelor Degree at level 7 rather than at level 8, this would need to be addressed. 

Representatives of some UK awarding bodies indicated their support for the emerging policies and looked forward to seeking to have their awards aligned with the Irish Framework. 

There were also some discussions about the timetable for implementation generally. The Authority executive indicated that it hoped to have the policies in place by July 2006 and it would then be a matter for the Authority to work with the Irish awarding bodies in implementing the arrangements. 

Conclusion

The Authority thanked all those who attended and all those in the past who had so openly consulted with the Authority on these matters. The executive intimated that the aim is for the Authority to have the policies and criteria in place by mid-July 2006, taking into account, as appropriate, the responses to the presentation by those present, and any further comments received.
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