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5th February 2009

Making Access to and Participation in Further, Adult and Third Level Education a Priority

TUI is presenting this policy today in the context of the present economic situation, in particular the rising levels of unemployment.  Yesterday the unemployment figures grew by 35,000 to 327,900.  This is a rise of 1,500 per working day.  Two thirds of the unemployed are now men with 25% being under the age of 25.  It is estimated that the total will rise to 400,000 by the end of the year and the cost per person is estimated as being of the order of €20,000 per person in terms of social welfare contributions and lost tax income to the state.  On this basis the total cost to the state of this level of unemployment is €8bn per annum.
Paying potential workers unemployment benefit is dead money and is a huge waste of resources.  This money can be an investment in the education and in the upskilling of the potential workforce.  In this presentation we seek to identify the key recommendations of the National Skills Strategy Group which reported in 2007; to present these in the current economic climate and to suggest that the education sector is a major vehicle for the necessary re-skilling and up-skilling which is recommended.  
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(Source: CSO Feb 4th 2009)
Vocational Education Committees (VECs) offer a wide range of further and adult education courses through a range of programmes.  Among their strengths is the ability to adapt quickly to new labour market demands and to provide an extensive range of locally based learning opportunities leading to a range of FETAC awards ranging in level from Basic Education to Post Leaving Certificate and providing for progression to higher education.

Institutes of Technology (IOTs) also offer a wide range of extremely varied Higher Education Courses leading to qualifications at Diploma, Degree and Post Graduate level up to the highest level of award, PhD.  They are in addition significant research Institutions and are major advisors to industry at both national and local level.  Over the years they have shown a high level of responsive to the needs of industry and have in many instances initiated many industries.
In addressing the economic situation in the Dáil on Tuesday the Taoiseach addressed the need for education and training for the future.  This part of his statement is welcomed by TUI. 
Taoiseach’s Statement
3rd Feb 2009
The Government is also working to significantly improve access for unemployed persons to job search, training and education, and employment programs.  Relevant Ministers and their Departments are working together to maximise opportunities for up-skilling and re-skilling so that people will be better placed to avail of new job opportunities where they become available. 

Immediate steps are being taken to adapt to the unprecedented pace and scale of change including: 

· increasing the monthly capacity of job search (from 6,500 to 12,250 persons) to assist individuals through the provision of guidance on employment, education and training opportunities and development; 

· planned creation of an additional 51,000 training places for newly unemployed people; 

· design and delivery of further courses in sustainable energy and green technology techniques; 

· work towards providing redundant apprentices with the opportunity to complete their apprenticeships. 

Source:  Department of the Taoiseach
The current financial difficulties, rapid increase in unemployment and impending social crisis demands immediate attention.  Employment, particularly traditional employment is diminishing and the country must put itself in a position to respond to changing needs of employers in terms of availability of skills.  This demands re-skilling and upskilling of workers and concerted action must be taken to expand education and training opportunities, particularly further, adult education and third level education and training opportunities. 

Investment in education and training leading to a workforce that is better educated must be a Government priority if Ireland is to recover from the current economic crisis, regain competitiveness in the labour market, avert high social welfare dependency and prevent deepening poverty.  The economic and social dividends generated from education/training, with huge cost saving for the state, are well documented in a series of national policy documents.  

Of particular relevance at this point in time is  the objectives and targets set out in “Towards a National Skills Strategy” (2007) These recommendations were prepared in order to ensure Ireland will have a well educated, highly skilled population by 2020 to underpin a ‘competitive, innovative driven, knowledge based, participative and inclusive economy’  (National Skill Strategy, 2007,  p7).   
National Skills Strategy Recommendations
Key proposals for the Labour Force qualifications in 2020
· 48% should have qualifications at post leaving certificate level or third level diploma, degree or postgraduate (i.e. levels 6-10 on National Qualifications Framework).  32% are recommended at degree level and higher, 16% at diploma level.
· 45% should have qualifications at  Leaving Certificate or FETAC Level 4-5  (i.e. Levels 4-5 on National Qualifications Framework) 

· 7% will have qualifications at Junior Cert or FETAC Level 1-3 ( i.e. levels 1-3 on National Qualifications Framework) 

Key Targets to achieve by 2020
· 480,000 workers are required to increase qualifications by at least one level and a further 30, 000 to increase qualifications by at least two levels. 
       This will entail: 
· 70, 000  moving up to Level 3 

· 260,000 moving up to Levels 4 -5  

· 170,00 moving  up to Levels 6-10  

· Retention rate to the end of post-primary should increase from 83% to 90% 

· 94% of the 20 - 24 age group should obtain at least level 4-5 on the NQAI Framework either through completing the Leaving Certificate or by more vocationally  oriented programmes  

· Progression rate to 3rd level to increase from 55% to 72%
(Source: National Skills Strategy, 2007)

The TUI welcomes the planned creation of 51,000 training/education places for the newly unemployed as announced by the Taoiseach on Tuesday. This is a small start. However, this commitment falls well short of meeting targets set out the National Skills Strategy and must be increased significantly if we are to achieve a fraction of the upskilling so desperately needed to build the labour force required to lift ourselves out of the current crisis.  
The TUI believes that:
· Increased investment by the expansion in the number of places in education/training is crucial to enable the necessary numbers to upgrade current qualifications and/or obtain new qualifications in order to allow for the needs of employers, both current and the type of new employers which we as a country hope to attract.
· Expansion in the number of places must be paralleled by the removal of barriers to access and participation.  We will outline what we see as these barriers to access and to participation. 
· Unnecessary duplication of provision must be avoided to maximise co-operation within and between the state agencies that have with core responsibility for the provision of education and training.      
The TUI Six Point Plan
1. Allocate the bulk of the 51,000 additional places announced by the Taoiseach to the Education Sector, in particular to VECs and to IOTs 
2. Increase  the number of funded places to Education providers 
3. Review  the criteria and requirements for participation  

4. Expand part-time education at Further and Third Level Education 
5. Provide a global funding grant for VECs

6. Bring about greater co-ordination of education/training among the state agencies
1. ALLOCATE THE BULK OF THE 51,000 ADDITIONAL PLACES ANNOUNCED BY THE TAOISEACH TO THE EDUCATION SECTOR, TO VECs AND to IOTs. 
· VECs and Institutes of Technology have the ability and the proven track record in responding to the needs of employment in their local areas.
· They are located in every local community (VECs) and in the major towns and cities (Institutes of Technology)  
· They have access to specialised expertise, facilities, equipment and support services.
· They have the ability to plan, develop and to modify courses in response to learner needs and Labour Market requirements at all levels from basic education to doctoral level (NQAI Levels 1 to 10).
· They provide internationally recognised qualifications as well as progression routes form one level to the next. 
· Work towards providing redundant apprentices with the opportunity to complete their apprenticeships, a point specifically raised by the Taoiseach, can be achieved in Institutes of Technology and in those small number of VECs which carry out apprentice education.
2. INCREASE THE NUMBER OF FUNDED PLACES TO EDUCATION PROVIDERS 

· At a time when unemployment is rising by the day education providers must be enabled to integrate new participants into programmes within a short time frame.   At present there are a number of obstacles which have the effect of restricting access by the.

· This demands that the current cap on numbers which may be recruited to courses under the Post- Leaving Certificate Programmes and Vocational Training Opportunities Programme (VTOS) be removed. This should come into operation immediately.   There is a cap applied to each VEC and a total national overall limit. This serves no useful purpose and has the effect of VECs being forced 
to refuse entry to potential applicants.

· In this regard a substantial amount of the new places committed by the Taoiseach must be directed towards VECs.

· Provision must be made to enable participants enrol in appropriate courses at a variety of times in the year rather that the present situation of a single enrolment date.
· Provision must also be made to enable providers draw down relevant funding for new participants who are recruited at different stages of the academic year – currently numbers and grant aid to schools/colleges is calculated only once a year.
· Review of these measures will have the effect of immediately increasing capacity to absorb new learners into current full-time provision within a short time of them identifying the need for such a course – e.g. on becoming unemployed.
3. REVIEW THE CRITERIA AND REQUIREMENTS FOR PARTICIPATION 
· Eligibility criteria for entry into some programmes must be reviewed e.g. age and required length of unemployment.  In the current climate such restrictions will prohibit easy transition from work to learning, thus placing people at further risk of long term unemployment and social exclusion.  For example, a person must be over 21 and in receipt of social welfare payments for at least six months to be eligible for second chance education under VTOS.  Therefore if one becomes unemployed in August one is not eligible to return to full-time education while holding onto social welfare benefits in September/October causing delay in a return to learning in many instances. 

· Current restrictions imposed by the CAO whereby applications must be submitted by February 2nd must be reviewed for those made unemployed.  Late entries attract additional fees which is a deterrent to participation.
· Eligibility criteria for the Back to Education Allowance must be reviewed. 
· Current regulations state that one must be 21 to obtain this benefit and be in receipt of social welfare for 6 months (second level) and 12 months (third level) unless one is out of full time education for two years or more. 
· This allowance is only available for those in full time education 

· Age restrictions should be revised downwards from 21. 
· The requirement to be in receipt of social welfare for at least six months (second level option) and twelve months (third level option) should be removed so that those who have become redundant can benefit immediately.
· The scheme must also be widened to apply to those in part-time education. 
· Access from Further to Higher Education must be extended.
· At present there is a limited route of access from PLC courses into Higher Education.  Access is at present limited to higher education courses with entry requirements of 400 points or below, this is because the maximum points available through a PLC course is 400 by comparison with the L Cert in which 600 can be achieved.   This despite the fact the levels of the PLC courses and the Leaving Cert are regarded as being at the same NQAI level.  This debars access to courses with higher points requirements.
· Eligibility for third level grants requires revision. 
· Eligibility is currently assessed on income in the year preceding the year of application. Special provision needs to be made to enable those who have become newly unemployed and have a drop in income to have their present circumstances considered.  
· Mature students are entitled to third level grants however one cannot apply as a mature student until one is 23.  In addition a student must be living independently from their parents; otherwise their parents’ income is assessed.  Many school leavers enter the labour market directly and live independently of their parents. If they become unemployed they are more at risk or remaining unemployed due to lack of qualifications.  
4. EXPANSION IN PART-TIME EDUCAION AT FURTHER AND THIRD LEVEL EDUCATION 
· Education is of paramount importance for those who become unemployed to enable them to return to employment.  This may require the acquisition of additional skills which may perhaps be obtained on a phased basis which will allow people to move as quickly as possible towards new or additional qualifications to support their return to the workforce.  For many, part-time education is the only option. This is especially the case for parents of young children whose must combine learning with new childcare and other family responsibilities. 

· Provisions to enable greater participation in part-time learning must be significantly improved.  This is essential to enable those in work to engage in structured learning programmes to prevent job loss or to facilitate easy transition within the labour market if necessary.  Initiatives must be designed to target those in vulnerable employment as well as those in short time employment.  These initiatives must be in areas to match potential jobs.

· At third level the Government commitment to remove fees set out in a number of policy documents must now be implemented. The absence of opportunities to partake in part-time third level courses without paying fees while full-time courses charge no fees to the vast majority is both unjust and restrictive.  Participation in third level education is essential to bring about the necessary levels of potential graduate employment required for the higher level of employment in the knowledge society.  The absence of a Government grant to enable third level colleges to offer part-time learning free of charge to defined groups is both short sighted and inefficient given that it means the specialised facilities are underutilised.   

· The Back to Education Initiative (BTEI) is a scheme to provide part time education for those over 16 years of age (principally 18+).  This enables a return to Further Education on a part time and a phased basis, free of charge to those  on receipt of Social Welfare Benefits, on Medical Card or on low income and who have less than upper second level education.  Others must pay fees.  The restrictions of access to these courses must be lifted in a targeted manner  to enable access to those most in need but who do not fit within the existing criteria,  particularly those who have upper second level education and are in low skills and low income jobs.  Given the rapid increase in unemployment provision the number of part-time places within VECs must be expanded in line with the commitments in Towards 2016
.  
· Funding mechanisms must be put in place to allow providers meet the needs of part-time learners within full-time programmes.  This must enable those in work or in vulnerable employment to participate free of charge.    
5. GLOBAL GRANT FOR VECs
 
· Many of the programmes run by VECs are funded separately and individually, leading to administrative and planning inefficiencies.  
· TUI recommends that the separate funding and accounting requirements be eliminated with a move towards a global grant to a VEC for these programs.   
· This will enable greater flexibility in responding to learner needs and to maximise integration/co-ordination of service provision.  
· This would also support a stronger blend between part-time and fulltime provision to meet varying needs of learners.  
6. GREATER CO-OPERATION BETWEEN STATE AGENCIES  
· A number of agencies are responsible for the provision of education and training at further, adult and third level.  FAS, Fáilte Ireland and other training agencies are under the auspices of other Government Departments, VECs and Institutes of Technology under the Department of Education and Science.  
· There is an artificial divide on occasions as to the fine distinction between training and education.  
· These different agencies and institutions are key players at local and regional level. Particular mechanisms must put be in place to ensure that there is an overall co-ordination and  elimination of duplication in providing for the new learning requirements within the labour market at national, regional and local level.  
· This calls for agreed criteria in relation to how resources are distributed to allow for the delivery of these programs in an efficient, cost efficient and value for money.
CONCLUSION 
In a situation whereby 
· 1,500 people losing their jobs each working day and 
· the cost to the state is estimated at €20,000 each per annum in terms of social welfare payments and of loss of tax income to the State
· the total cost is €2bn per annum per 100,000
· the personal misery to each of the people concerned is incalculable

It must make sense to look at all the alternatives.  

TUI is putting forward a series of 6 major points which it believes are positive and are designed as being constructive in this time of economic gloom.  This is not in any sense a response to the appalling way in which the Government has treated workers, particularly those in the public sector, in the recent past.  TUI is extremely critical of these actions.  We are however of the continuing view that cutting education budgets in a time of recession is perhaps an intuitive unthinking knee jerk response by Government but is wrong and is counter productive. 
It is also part of the confused thinking by Government which slashes the education budget and announces a significant expansion in the same area.  We want to discuss our proposals with all the relevant parties, including Government and employers in the education area with a view to making the education system in which TUI members work even more relevant and flexible and responsive to the present needs.  This is a form of patriotism of far greater significance than that sought by some while they proceed to dismantle the system. 
We will present this document to the Minister for Education and Science and to other relevant Ministers as well as to the Taoiseach. 
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