FETAC Consultation Paper on the Migration of Business Awards (Level 5 and Level 6) 

Comments from the Teachers’ Union of Ireland – November 2009.
The TUI offers the following comments on the initial consultation paper. The comments are based on feedback from TUI members who have particular expertise in the subject areas that fall under the broad discipline of business. While most are general in nature, some are quite specific to a particular award.    

Broadly the TUI is concerned that the suite of business awards of the future are: 

· flexible enough to allow a sufficient level of local decision making in respect of the mix of components/minor awards and subject content delivered to meet learner needs (personal, social, employment, progression) and employer needs

· framed in a manner that reflects the relationship between the award title and components and the employment area(s)/ roles or further education programme to which an award is  closely aligned 

· organised in a manner that strengthens current progression routes to further study especially progression to third level colleges. 

General Comments

· In general terms the major awards proposed have the potential to meet national needs.  However, the question arises as to how the current suite of 40 awards (excluding special purpose awards) can be collapsed into 9 awards and still claim to offer the appropriate range of learning and the necessary/desirable variety to meet learner, business and community needs. 

· In the interest of preserving an appropriate level of flexibility, as opposed to an excessive or unhelpful level of flexibility, it may be important that all awards carry ‘remaining credit’.  These could be made up by drawing from the minors listed in the named award or any other named award in the discipline at the appropriate level.  It is not clear from the current details if it is intended that ‘remaining credit’ can be drawn for any award in any discipline or in a related discipline. 

· Consideration should be given to increasing the level of ‘remaining credit’ from 15 to 30. This would preserve the integrity of specific awards but could strengthen the capacity to support learner access, transfer, and progression and to respond to the particular interests and needs of a specific learner groups and/or the local business/community.   

· The mix of students taking awards at level 5 in very diverse. The reasons for opting for an award at this level are equally diverse.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that many who opt for this level are not ready for the demands of level 6 or a higher level award because of the range of general competencies desirable/demanded. Many, especially adult learners removed from formal education for some time want to ‘test the ground’. They use a level 5 award to rebuild or improve important basic skills, among which is communications etc. It is therefore advisable that critical consideration be given to including communications as a core component, to be taken by all learners in all level 5 awards.  
· The types of jobs that each award is strongly linked to should be interrogated vis a via the nature and range of tasks involved on a daily basis.  It is noted also that employers often have a very specific interest or requirement that employees have strong communication skills.  In this regard it would be desirable to assign a higher credit value to communications in some awards (especially level 5 awards) so that greater attention could be given to building the level and range of communications skills desirable e.g. Certificate Secretarial Studies, Certificate in Journalism.   

· Entry into third level college is a critical outcome of obtaining a FETAC Award for many learners. It is crucial that the reconstruction of the established modules/awards into a blend of specific minor awards leading to a specific major award scrutinise this issue in some detail.  Information from some TUI members suggests that the proposed new construction of Level 5 and 6 Business Awards may restrict long established access routes from some further education courses/colleges to some third level courses/colleges.  The TUI is not best placed to advice on this. It may require a specific communication from FETAC to further education providers offering business awards. Such communication should request that providers examine the proposed awards against specific progression arrangements currently in place with particular third level colleges and seek advice on how this could be accommodated in the structure/composition of the new awards. 

· Work Placement is a valuable learning forum for many learners for different reasons. The school leaver may not have had an opportunity to participate in this during their post-primary schooling or the mature adult learner may find it more attractive to conduct learning off site and in an employment related environment. It is welcome that it is retained as a core/strong element of level 5 awards. However, at minimum it should be listed under the optional components (excluding ‘remaining credit’) in all level 6 awards. 

· It appears that practitioners are interpreting what is possible under ‘remaining credit’ differently. For example, can a component that is blocked with others (a credit value of 30 from the following components) and not selected from that list be taken under ‘remaining credit’?  In addition, if a learner is pursuing a level 5 award and opts for a level 6 component under ‘remaining credit’ can it be counted as 30 credits for a level 5 award.  In reverse is it fair that a level 5 component has the same credit value as a level 6 component if the overall award is at level 6?  There appears to be confusion, lack of clarity and lack of consensus here.  More detail on the rationale and some samples might help clarify this? 
Specific Comments (to particular awards) 
· Certificate in Business Studies, level 5: The components listed under this award merits review. Most business teachers see areas such as Marketing Practise, Accounting (manual and computerised) and Applied Economics as core to any general business studies award.  They see the proposed composition of the award as too heavily weighted towards IT skills and areas that may be more relevant to more specific business awards such as administration, secretarial, information technology.  They believe this must be addressed to tip the balance in favour of knowledge and skills and concepts that are more widely recognised as core to a general business studies award. They suggest that components such as Text Production or Audio Transcription could be removed to accommodate this. 

· Certificate in Secretarial Studies, level 5: Feedback suggests that reception should be included as a listed component in the Secretarial Award, level 5.  The roles that this certificate underpins in the workplace almost always include some element of reception skills. Applied economics, it is suggested is much less relevant in this award. Again an unnecessarily strong emphasis on IT is noted, especially in the list of all components to be completed.  It is strongly recommended that communication become one of the components that must be completed in this award given the importance of this skill in any secretarial role. A query arises under this are as to what is meant by language – a foreign language, Irish, or a look at a specific area of English or communications?         

· Certificate in eBusiness and Advanced Certificate in Management: With specific reference to the Cert. in eBusiness, level 5 why is a level 6 minor award listed and with reference to the Advanced Cert in Management, level 6 why are two level 5 minor awards listed?  If appropriate modules do not currently exist at the appropriate level then new minor awards should be developed. If there is another rationale for this it should be more explicit in this or any future consultation document.    
· Advanced Certificate in Business: Why is Applied Business Management being used and listed as a mandatory component? It is suggested that the Applied Business Management component be replaced by Business Management component. 
For clarification please contact: 

Bernie Judge, Education and Research Officer, Teachers’ Union of Ireland. Email: bjudge @tui.ie 
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