Terms of Reference for a

Study of the implementation and impact of the Framework
28 November 2007

	The study will:

· assess the extent to which the National Framework of Qualifications is being implemented

· support deeper implementation of the Framework and policies on access, transfer and progression

· identify progress in implementation

· identify gaps and drivers/obstacles in respect of implementation

· assess the initial impact of the Framework

The study will focus primarily on the work of the Authority, awarding bodies and providers of education and training. 

The study will comprise:

· Papers on the state of development of the Framework, policies on access, transfer and progression, and assessment of impact by the Authority

· reports from key stakeholder bodies responsible for implementing the Framework in the schooling, HETAC, FETAC and university sectors

· Case studies of implementation

· Submissions from the public

· Evaluation of inputs by study team of national and international experts

· Synthesis report and recommendations by study team

· Consideration of report and follow-up action by Authority

The study will commence in March 2008 and be completed by June 2009.


Introduction 
The National Framework of Qualifications was formally launched in October 2003, following earlier agreement on its key structures, policies and criteria. It is considered timely to take stock in 2008 of the extent to which it and the related policies on access, transfer and progression have been implemented and their initial impact. The study also addressed the Authority’s statutory requirement (Qualifications (Education and Training) Act, 1999) to review the operation of the Framework; and, in consultation with the Higher Education Authority, to review the implementation of procedures for access, transfer and progression by universities.

The benefits of such a study are that it can document progress in implementation, support further implementation, extend awareness and ownership of the Framework and provide feedback on how well the Framework is working. The study is expected to help identify actions that can be taken to deepen implementation of the Framework and the related policies on access, transfer and progression. Studies of implementation and of the impact of qualifications frameworks in other jurisdictions have had such benefits. They have informed the approach proposed for this study. 

The scope and objectives of the study reflect the relatively short period of time since the Framework has been established, the fact that some aspects of it continue to be developed and that the scope of implementation differs within each sector of education and training. The overall aim is that the study will deepen implementation and the overall approach and timeframe aims to achieve this. The main focus is on the work of the Authority, the awarding bodies and providers of education and training at strategic and operational levels. The study is expected to show different approaches, issues and practices in schooling and in further and higher education and training. It is anticipated that this can give rise to shared practice and learning and inform the next phase of implementation. The study will also assess the initial impact of the Framework, while recognising that overall impact on changing the culture of learning will take some years to achieve. Some impacts can be anticipated to occur more quickly, e.g., the use of the Framework in other areas of education and training policy, in recruitment and in guidance provision. There may also be some unexpected impacts.

The timing and approach to the study takes account of related performance reviews of the awarding bodies, HETAC (completed in 2006) and FETAC (underway in 2007), and the quality review of the Authority (underway in 2007). These reviews address in part the activities of the three bodies in relation to the Framework and access, transfer and progression. 

The study does not entail a fundamental review of the original objectives and structure of the Framework. This is considered to be unnecessary and premature. Indicators of the need for this could be major changes in the policy environment or deep contestation of Framework structures or objectives - factors that have prompted fundamental reviews of frameworks in other jurisdictions. These are not evident here. A fundamental review is also deemed to be potentially distracting: it could (unnecessarily) re-open old debates and delay implementation, particularly where this is difficult. It is expected that the study will nonetheless allow for issues relating to the nature of the framework to be raised, should they impact on implementation. In this connection, it is noted that the Authority plans to review the differentiation between further and higher education and training (in September 2006, the Authority decided to postpone this review until implementation of the Framework at level 6 is more advanced and the Authority and Framework reviews have been implemented). The scope of the study does not include the recognition of international awards.

1. Purpose of study 

The purpose is to

1. Assess the extent to which the Framework is implemented and how well it is working

2. Support deeper implementation of the Framework and policies on access, transfer and progression

3. Identify progress in implementation

4. Identify gaps in implementation and drivers/obstacles in respect of its operation and implementation 

5. Assess the initial impact of the Framework

It is intended that the Authority and key stakeholders will consider the outcomes of the study and decide actions to be taken to reinforce progress made and to deepen implementation of the Framework and access, transfer and progression in the different sectors.   

2. 
Scope of Study
The scope of the study concerns the implementation and operation of the Framework and the Authority’s policies on access, transfer and progression. The point of departure for the study is the original aims and objectives of the Framework. These have been set out in determinations of the Authority. It has defined the national Framework of Qualifications to be

“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 study will address:

1. awareness and knowledge of the Framework amongst key stakeholders and at different levels within them

2. extent of implementation and operation of the Framework by, in particular, the Authority, awarding bodies, providers of education and training and professional bodies 
3. Initial impact of the Framework and policies on access, transfer and progression on 

a) the key organisations involved in implementation (above) in terms of policies and practice. Areas to be considered include the design of qualification systems, standard-setting, use of learning outcomes, assessment, credit, access, progression, and information provision. This will involve seeking feedback from persons engaged in these areas of activity. 

b) relevant government agencies and departments

c) learners, social partners and society in general

4. Identification of factors that affect implementation (drivers and obstacles) in key stakeholder bodies.

5. Recommendations for actions to be taken by the key stakeholders to support implementation 

3. Organisation of the Study
Three strands are proposed:

A. Implementation and operation of the Framework

B. Implementation and operation of policies on access, transfer and progression 

C. Impact of the Framework and policies on access, transfer and progression

The values and considerations that underpinned the development of the Framework by the Authority inform the approach to the study (see Annex 1). 
3. A
Implementation and operation of the Framework 

The following key elements will be examined: levels, award-type descriptors (major, minor, special purpose and supplemental), named awards, learning outcomes, the design of award systems and the use of Framework in standard setting, programme development and assessment. The study will examine the placement of existing and former awards and inclusion/alignment of awards made by professional, private and other international bodies in the Framework. It will also examine the use of titles agreed for award-types in the Framework.
3. B
Implementation and operation of policies on access, transfer and progression

This stand concerns the achievement of the Authority’s vision for access, transfer and progression:

 ‘the learner should be able to enter and successfully participate in a programme, or series of programmes leading to an award, or series of awards, in pursuit of their learning objectives. The National Framework of Qualifications and associated programme provision should be structured to facilitate learner entry, and to promote transfer and progression, so that learners are encouraged to participate in the learning process to enable them to realise their ambitions to the full extent of their abilities’ (2003). 
The distinct roles and activities of the Authority, awarding bodies, providers of education and training and universities will be considered. This strand of the study incorporates the statutory review by the Authority, in consultation with the Higher Education Authority, of the implementation by the universities of the Authority’s procedures for access, transfer and progression (Section 8f, Qualifications Act).

The study will address the four main areas of the Authority’s policies:

Entry arrangements to programmes – fairness, transparency and consistency in entry arrangements, increased entry routes, focus of access arrangements on the identification of factors for the successful completion of programme, particular actions to facilitate adult learners

Transfer and progression routes – development of new routes, identification of gaps and obstacles and actions to overcome these, programme adaptations to facilitate transfer and progression, identification and specification of transfer and progression routes (and requirements)
Credit – development of a national approach to credit in higher education and implementation of this approach, development of approach to credit in further education and training, credit systems and modular approaches to programmes, development of policies and arrangements for the recognition of prior learning

Information provision – availability of information to learners on access, transfer and progression to programmes and awards. This includes the development of a wider base for information for all learners, information protocols for providers, provision of information on key elements of programmes and their relationship to the Framework, wide accessibility of information.

3. C
Impact of the Framework and policies on access, transfer and progression

The vision for the Framework is that of promoting lifelong learning, defined by the European Commission as: “all learning activity undertaken throughout life, with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competences within a personal, civic, social and/or employment-related perspective”. The impact of the Framework can be examined in terms of the achievement of this vision. This will be assessed in terms of a) stakeholder and public awareness of the Framework; b) impact of the Framework on key user groups - learners, employers, career/education guidance providers; key government departments and agencies and professional bodies.

· broad awareness of the Framework amongst the public, learners, employers and main national bodies/networks involved in guidance and recruitment

· impact on learners – increased access to learning opportunities and recognition of prior learning

· impact on employers – awareness and use of Framework in e.g. recruitment, identification of training/upskilling needs/opportunities 
· use of Framework in broader education and training policy areas e.g. accreditation of providers, referencing of the Framework, recognition of international qualifications, labour market strategies, enterprise policy, funding of education and training.

· international use and impact of the Framework (in the international recognition of qualifications; development of linkages with international Frameworks and Framework development processes e.g. with Northern Ireland, England, Scotland and Wales; European qualifications Frameworks, OECD initiatives and others)

· use of the Framework in particular employment sectors and by professional bodies e.g. nursing, engineering, education, childcare

4.
Inputs into the Study
The following inputs will be used as a basis for assessing implementation and impact:

· Introductory paper on the state of development of the Framework (milestones, key features and policies) and policies on access, transfer and progression. 

· Assessment of impact. This will also include surveys of awareness of the Framework amongst learners and users.

· Reports from key stakeholder bodies responsible for implementing the Framework in each of the main sectors

· Submissions from interested parties on reports on progress in implementation, operation and impact.

· Case studies of implementation/impact. These will drill further down into levels of awareness, and how the Framework is working and being implemented in particular fields or sectors. Possible case studies include those characterised by a continuum of education and training over different Framework levels or across a range of providers e.g. engineering, hospitality; areas in which professional bodies are engaged; or the recognition of prior learning. They could include a mix of cases where the Framework is working well, where implementation is relatively advanced and cases where relatively little progress has been made. The focus of case studies will be decided in consultation with the main stakeholders.

· Synthesis report and recommendations by study team

The Authority will prepare the first two papers on development and impact.

5.
Methodology

The study will involve a number of stages and reports. Reports will be prepared for each of the four main education and training sectors. They will be prepared by the bodies with main responsibility/oversight for implementation in each sector and follow consultation within the sector: universities and associated colleges; HETAC; FETAC; the National Council for Curriculum Assessment and the State Examinations Commission (schooling). They will each develop their own processes to engage key bodies in their sector. A common template for sectoral reports, to allow for comparison and at the same time reflect the characteristics of each sector, will be used. A template will also be developed for the case studies. The Authority will consider survey needs for the study with the representative bodies for each sector. Where available, statistical information on implementation and impact is expected to be presented in the reports. 

Stage 1

Papers and reports by the Authority and the main implementing bodies in each of four sectors. The latter will be requested to complete reports on the basis of a common template prepared by the Authority executive and agreed with the Chair of Study Team (see Annex 2 for example). They will each develop processes to engage with representatives from within the sectors. Case studies of implementation involving cross-section of bodies will be carried out using an appropriate template (an example is given in Annex 2). The focus of case studies will be decided in early 2007.

Stage 2

Papers and reports will be made publicly available on the Authority website. Submissions will be invited from interested parties (by open invitation on the Authority website) in response to these papers/reports. 

Stage 3

A study team will review the papers, reports, case studies and submissions. It will meet with implementing bodies and others (as it sees fit) to clarify and tease out the main issues.

Stage 4

The study team prepares a synthesis report, to include conclusions and recommendations, concerning the implementation, operation and impact of the Framework and policies on access, transfer and progression. The team may also address issues concerning any future review of the Framework or policies on access, transfer and progression.

The study team will comprise of 4-5 persons with expertise of the Irish and international situation concerning qualifications Frameworks, higher and further education and training and the broader policy contexts for Frameworks and questions of access, transfer and progression. 

Stage 5

The Authority will consider the synthesis report and outcomes of the study and follow-up actions.

6. Timeframe
The following timeframe takes account of timetables for the quality reviews of the Authority and of the Further Education and Training Awards Council. The study will not overlap with the main consultative phases of these reviews in order to avoid any potential confusion. 

June- October 2007 
Consultation with key stakeholders on draft terms of reference

November 2007
Agreement by Authority to terms of reference 

January 2008
Appointment of Study Team by Authority

February 2008
Finalisation of template for reports and case studies by Chair of Study Team

March –September 2008
Preparatory paper by Authority executive, completion of implementation reports by main stakeholders and of case studies

September - Nov. 2008 
Publication of reports and papers on Authority website and submissions from interested parties (public) 

Dec 2008- Feb 09
Review of inputs by Study Team and interviews as appropriate
April 2009
Completion of synthesis report and recommendations by Study Team.
May/June 2009
Consideration of synthesis report and follow-up action by Authority
Annex 1

Considerations in assessing implementation:

In its Discussion Document, Towards a National Framework of Qualification: a Discussion Document (2001) and its Policies and criteria for the establishment of the National Framework of Qualifications (2003), the Authority set out a number of values and considerations that should inform the process. These are also relevant to implementation and provide points of enquiry and assessment. 

The values are as follows:

· equality: cater for all learners particularly those who have not benefited in the past (specific groups, language, geography, recognising non-formal/informal learning)

· comprehensiveness – inclusiveness of the Framework

· coherence – clarity enhances understanding and relative meanings of awards

· flexibility -  to accommodating change 

· transparency and simplicity – clarity of Framework and its elements e.g. nature and purpose of Framework and awards, relationships between awards, entry and exit points (and connections), ease of use e.g. titles

· Quality – overarching element of development and maintenance of Framework 

· Relevance – to all users. 

The considerations for Framework development are:

Standard setting

· international benchmarking (use of key reference points for standards e.g. in languages and engineering)

· stability

· the development of units of learning and credit systems

· titles of award-types and named awards (consistency, clarity) and usage

· relevance of awards for society as a whole

· assessment methodologies – diversity to be accommodated
Learners acquiring awards

· equal recognition/value to be given to awards made on the basis of successful completion of programmes and those made directly to learners

· Framework to allow for possibility that the achievement of grades can lead to the same qualification being at different levels in the Framework 

· Framework to allow for multiple entry points, modular systems

· all awards to allow for some progression and transfer

Perception and reception of awards

· take account of existing award systems in designing the Framework
· international comparability – take account of international developments
· permanence of awards (issues of the currency of knowledge, skill or competence in a particular award for practice/profession are not matters for the Framework)
Annex 2 
Sample templates for reports and case studies

It is envisaged that reports on implementation would be prepared for each of the four main education and training sectors. These would be prepared by the bodies with main responsibility/oversight for implementation in each sector and follow consultation within the sector: universities and associated colleges; HETAC; FETAC; the National Council for Curriculum Assessment and the State Examinations Commission (schooling). It is intended that these would have a substantial common element, to allow for comparison, and also reflect the unique characteristics of each sectors’ role and engagement with the Framework and access, transfer and progression policies. The reports are expected to take account of implementation at central/co-ordinating level and at provider level. Discussion of how best to capture this will be taken up with the appropriate bodies. An example of a template for completion of the reports is given below. The detailed questions are intended to give additional direction and clarity about each theme.

Example of template for report of implementation in education and training sector
1. Briefly outline the key areas of work in the sector in relation to the National Framework of Qualifications? 

2. What have been the main achievements to-date in the sector in respect of the Framework?

Knowledge and understanding of the Framework
3.
In your view, what is the extent of knowledge and understanding of the Framework in the sector? 

4.
How is the Framework perceived in the sector? 

5.
What expectations do persons working in the sector have of the Framework? 

Implementation and operation of the Framework
6. 
What are the overall priorities concerning the Framework within the sector? 

7.
What approach(es) are being taken to implement the Framework in the sector?

8.
What are the main actions taken in the sector?

9.
What is the extent of implementation of the Framework in the sector in respect of: 

· Development of award system and awards (major, minor, supplemental, special purpose)

· Different levels of the Framework 

· Placement of former awards

· Learning outcomes and standard-setting

· Titles of awards

· Other

10.
What are the major gaps/issues to be addressed in implementing the Framework in the sector? 

11.
What are the major successes in respect of implementing the Framework in the sector? 

Influencing Factors
12. What factors most assist in the implementing of the Framework in the sector? (Why) 
13. What factors most hinder the implementation of the Framework in the sector? (Why) 

14.
Are there any award-types or levels in the Framework where implementation raises particular difficulties for the sector? If so, elaborate on these.

15. Are there any fields of learning where implementation in the sector is particularly difficult? If so, elaborate on these.

16. Are there any other particular difficulties in respect of implementation in the sector?

Implementation structures for the Framework

17.
In your view, have bodies/departments/staff with a key role in implementation in the sector received or had access to appropriate information regarding the Framework? If not, what are the gaps?

18. How useful is the operation of the Framework to the sector as a whole? 

19.In your view, do the existing mechanisms for interaction between the sector and the Framework ensure its effective implementation? If not, what needs to be addressed?

Knowledge and understanding of Authority’s policies on access, transfer and progression

20. What, in your view, is the extent of knowledge and understanding in the sector of the Authority’s policies on access, transfer and progression?
21. To what extent are the roles and responsibilities for implementation of the various bodies in the sector known and understood? 
22. To what extent are these policies promoted in the sector as part of Framework implementation?
23. How are these policies perceived in the sector?
24. What expectations to persons working in the sector have of these policies? 

Implementation of Authority’s policies on access, transfer and progression

25. what are the overall priorities concerning access, transfer and progression in the sector?

26. What approaches are being taken to implementation in the sector?

27. What are the main actions taken in the sector?

28. What is the extent of implementation in the sector in respect of: 

· Access and entry arrangements 

· Transfer arrangements

· Progression

· Credit accumulation and transfer
· Recognition of Prior Learning 

· Information provision to learners/applicants

29. What are the major gaps/issues to be addressed in implementation in the sector?

30. What are the major areas of success in the sector?

31. What factors most assist in implementation in the sector?

32. What factors most hinder implementation in the sector?

33. Are there any levels of the Framework or fields of learning in which implementation in the sector raises particular difficulties? If so, please elaborate in them.

34. Are there any other difficulties in respect of implementation in the sector?
Recognition of International Awards

35. To what extent has the recognition of international awards for access to or for exemptions from parts of programmes in the sector been improved by the Framework?

Impact of the Framework and related policies on access, transfer and progression

36.What, in your view, has been the overall impact on the sector in respect of:

· Quality assurance

· Learning outcomes and standards 
· Assessment

· Learners/ learning experience 

· Partners in education and training (employers, trade unions, community, voluntary, representative bodies, professional bodies)

· Resources/funding
· Staff

· International standing of Ireland’s education and training
Conclusion/summary
37.
Overall, how important would you say the Framework and related policies on access, transfer and progression is to the sector?

38.
Are there any other issues you would like to raise?

Annex 3:
Sample Template for Case Study Questionnaires

1. Are you aware of any particular developments in the subject area of XX with respect to the National Framework of Qualifications?

Knowledge and Understanding
2. In your view, what is the extent of the knowledge and understanding of the Framework within your organisation with respect to the subject area of XX?

3. How is the Framework perceived in your organisation with respect to the subject area of XXX?

4. What expectations do you/your organisation have in relation to the Framework with respect to the subject area of XXX?

Impact of the Framework
5. In your view, to what extent has the Framework impacted on the following:

· Design of programmes

· Availability of programmes

· Entry routes to programmes 

· Transfer

· Progression 

· Credit 
· Recognition of prior learning

· Assessment

· Information available to learners/potential learners 

· Learners/ learning experience 

· Programme validation

· Learning outcomes and standards 

· Resources 

· Staff development
· Other
Influencing Factors
6. What factors assist your organisation in its response to the Framework with respect to the subject area of XX?

7. What factors hinder your organisation in its response to the Framework with respect to the subject area of XX?

Operation of the Framework
8. In your view has your organisation received or had access to appropriate information/guidance regarding the Framework in respect of the subject area of XX?

9. How useful is the operation of the Framework to your organisation with respect to the subject area of XX?
Conclusion/summary
10. Overall how important would you say the Framework is to the operation of your organisation with respect to the subject area of XX?

11. Are there any other issues you would like to raise?
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