Teachers’ Union of Ireland response to Department of Education and Science Consultation Paper on the establishment of a new Further Education and Training Authority – SOLAS –


1. The questions in this survey relate to the text of the consultation document which has been circulated. Questions 2 - 7 relate to Policy Area 1: How we administer and fund Further Education and Training in Ireland. Questions 8 - 13 relate to Policy Area 2: How to decide what courses to deliver? Questions 14 - 18 relate to Policy Area 3: How we guide and support learners and potential learners in choosing the right course. Questions 19 - 21 relate to Policy Area 4: How we manage and support our staff. There are also some final questions at the end of the survey. 
Your organisation and contact details.
	Teachers’ Union of Ireland, 73 Orwell Road, Rathgar, Dublin 6. 
Tel: (01) 4922588. 
Email: tui@tui.ie
Contacts: Mr. Declan Glynn, Assistant General Secretary; Ms. Bernie Judge, Education Officer

	General observations

The Teachers’ Union of Ireland (TUI) welcomes the integration of further education and training under the aegis of SOLAS and local Education and Training Boards (ETBs). TUI believes that the over-arching goal of SOLAS should be the establishment of a discrete further education and training (FET) sector as part of the mainstream education system. TUI envisages that all publicly-funded further education and training should be funded, administered and managed by Local Education and Training Boards, accountable under relevant legislation, Service Level Agreements and their Education and Training Plan to SOLAS, which, in turn, would be directly accountable to the Minister and Department of Education and Skills.  
TUI is concerned - and takes issue with - the philosophy of further education and training which we perceive underpins the approach, policy and strategy positions enunciated in the Consultation Paper. TUI believes there is a disproportionate, reductionist and regrettable emphasis in the paper on further education and training as a driver of employment and economic recovery through skill-building. This is at the expense of recognising the important role of further education and training in enabling learners to build satisfying, purposeful and fulfilling lives both as individuals and as members of cohesive communities. In this regard, TUI notes the importance attached by employers, as set out by Forfás, the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs, and other agencies, to the development in learners of an increased range of transferable generic skills/key competences – such as communication, learning to learn, social and civic competences, initiative and entrepreneurship and cultural awareness and expression – as much as technical or job-specific skills for the workplace. These very important dimensions to learning are inadequately recognised, in our view, as evidenced by the unbalanced emphasis in the consultation paper on ‘outputs’ and an instrumentalist approach to evaluation of further education and training provision in the context of job creation. 
The aims of education to be inferred from the consultation paper would seem to be formulated in terms of the acquisition and measurement of skills and cognitive knowledge, assumed to be valid only if they can be tested and measured with ‘objective’ testing methods. This ignores the important role of qualitative data collection and analysis in measuring and determining ‘real outputs’ and learner outcomes.
Inadequate attention is paid, in our opinion, to progression from level to level on the National Qualifications Framework – this is a notable defect in the consultation paper, we believe. FET must be central to the continuum of holistic lifelong learning, not regarded solely as an instrument of economic recovery and employment creation. TUI is concerned with the excessive emphasis in the consultation paper on training or instruction with a view to employment and the concomitant dissolution of emphasis in the paper on the intrinsic benefits of life-long education. 
TUI sees the establishment of SOLAS as an opportunity to locate FET within the mainstream education system, based on the established expertise and capacity of the vocational education sector, completed by particular strengths of other agencies that will come under the remit of ETBs. TUI considers that current VEC models of delivery of FET, which are characterised by a holistic, learner-centred approach, should form the basis for the development of future FET. In this regard, TUI believes that the developmental but under-resourced work of teachers in the VEC system in providing high-quality further education and training - oriented and responsive to the needs of learners and communities, as well as the labour market - is undervalued in the document. TUI believes that the success of the VEC system of further education and training should form the point of departure for development of an integrated system of FET. 
TUI believes that the benchmark grade for FET provision must be that of teacher. This would be a guarantor of quality and prevent destabilisation and devaluation of the FET sector. TUI seeks categorical assurances that the establishment of SOLAS will not diminish the established pay and terms of employment of teachers in the sector. Therefore, the baseline requirement for staff employed to deliver FET programmes should be an appropriate teaching qualification. 
TUI does not see the management of staff employed by ETBs as falling within the remit of SOLAS. However, TUI is concerned that the consultation paper fails to acknowledge or address the deficits in management capacity that have been exacerbated by the moratorium on the filling of posts and other cutbacks imposed in recent years. In addition, TUI is concerned with the paper’s failure to address other critical issues such as the deterioration in teacher and capital allocations, the depletion of guidance services and the artificial and counter-productive limitation on participant places on Post-Leaving Certificate courses. 

Finally, as the representative body for the overwhelming majority of staff in the sector, TUI believes it should have direct representation on the Implementation Body. TUI should also be represented on the board of SOLAS and any emergent sub-structures/committees.
   


2. Policy Area 1: How do we administer and fund Further Education and Training in Ireland? (6 questions) How can we use funding and administration structures to improve outputs and outcomes? 
	TUI accepts that the current fragmented structures for the funding and administration of FET programmes and services inhibit collaboration and co-operation across programmes and courses. This also undermines potential for cohesion in the sector. There should be an integrated structure for the administration and funding of FET to ETBs to support the delivery of all programmes and courses, and ancillary supports, locally. A single, core budget of funding should be allocated by SOLAS to each ETB in respect of all FET provision in its area, to include management, co-ordination and development activity; delivery of programmes, courses and services and provision of professional supports and ancillary services. Each ETB should be expected to deliver general and targeted programmes/courses to meet the entire range of learner needs in its area. Based on the demographic profile and educational levels within an ETB catchment area, ETBs would be expected to make adequate provision for certain target groups within their areas such as early school leavers, traveller pupils, adult returners, school leavers progressing to FET etc.  A common, integrated administrative and funding structure should also facilitate gathering, collation and analysis of data in respect of outcomes for learners on programmes and courses. Administrative and evaluative arrangements must, in our view, be designed to recognise and capture qualitative, not solely quantitative data. We would expect extensive formal discussions on the establishment of new administrative and funding structures. 
TUI believes that the discourse of ‘inputs’ and ‘outputs’ is inappropriate to the broad educational vision which underpins FET. Further education and training must be concerned as much with citizens’ personal, social and cultural development - and attainment of personal education goals and progression - as with labour activation. 
Data and evaluative systems should therefore be designed to establish the extent to which particular programmes and courses facilitate achievement of intended learning, social and personal outcomes, as much as the contribution of programmes and courses to meeting identified skills deficits and employment. 


3. Is there a particular funding model which works best?
	As stated above, a single core budget of funding should be allocated to each ETB in respect of all FET in its area. This funding should be based on the ETB’s local further education and training plan. The TUI advocates that ETBs would have designated responsibility for the management, administration and coordination of all publicly-funded FET whether provided by public or private providers, save for a small dedicated percentage of funding for national initiatives which would be administered by SOLAS. However, any providers or initiatives in receipt of direct funding from SOLAS should have a responsibility to work in collaboration with the local ETB. Service Level Agreements between SOLAS and bodies/agencies other than ETBs should include such an explicit requirement to collaborate with the local ETBs. 
At local ETB level, decisions would be made on the distribution of funding across programmes and courses depending on learners’ needs in the catchment area and the demographic profile in the area. 
In view of duplication of provision and disparity in operational arrangements among public providers of education and training (local Development Partnerships; Department of Justice programmes, HSE provision, etc.), funding and administrative procedures used by different government departments and agencies must be co-ordinated and supported by collaboration with the local ETBs.
TUI believes that the foundation for a new model of funding for FET and ETBs must be informed by the merits and weaknesses of current funding approaches. This calls for a comprehensive review of current funding approaches and a critique of how best to implement a new, integrated approach that would be fit-for-purpose. A staged of phased approach to implementing a new model may be appropriate.

	


4. How can we better measure value for money?
	TUI believes that the evaluation of ‘value for money’ should be based primarily on the established objectives of particular FET programmes and courses, and, in particular, the outcomes achieved for learners. However, in assessing learner outcomes, value for money measurement must encapsulate not only the quantitative outcomes associated with formal certification, labour market activation policy and skills and cohesion targets but also the personal and social outcomes associated with FET. Any evaluation system must have regard to the broader societal objectives of public education policy and must not be restrictively instrumental in its focus.
Value for money may be measured through establishment of efficient systems to track learner progression which take account of the goals of the individual and his/her support needs, as well as national employment policy. Regard should also be had to value added to communities, which must be a strong feature of evaluative systems and tools.
Value for money at ETB level may be measured through a combination of approaches to include reviews by ETB Finance Sub-Committees and/or other sub-committees; the implementation of appropriately designed review and evaluative systems; established corporate governance and accounting procedures and auditing by the VSSU. The Comptroller and Auditor General should conduct audits on all FET, including SOLAS and ETBS. 



5. What criteria or requirements should be included in the Service Level Agreement?
	Service Level Agreements (SLAs) should be based on wide ranging, comprehensive but ‘reasonable’ criteria.  They should address the general purpose and definition and set out explicitly the role and functions of both parties in respect of the agreement – the ETB and SOLAS.  The criteria underpinning the current model of SLAs within VECs represents a good starting point for further development.

Service Level Agreements between SOLAS and ETBs should relate to overall provision – not particular programmes or courses. Specifically, they should require ETBs to:
· Provide evidence of approved quality assurance processes and procedures that meet nationally-agreed guidelines for programme development and delivery in areas such as: communications; equality (access; participation; supports etc.); learner access, transfer and progression; staff recruitment and development; programme development, delivery and review; administrative and management systems; resources; self-evaluation and external evaluation of programmes and services, etc. 
· Make adequate and appropriate provision (programmes, courses and services) for special interest and vulnerable groups based on a comprehensive demographic profile and needs analysis

· Ensure that future programmes/courses are delivered by appropriately qualified teachers, registered with the Teaching Council in accordance with the appropriate regulation, and with standard teachers’ pay and terms of employment
· Set out systems and arrangements for management and administration; coordination and development activity; financial management, auditing and reporting; technical supports (e.g. ICT, library); student supports (guidance, resources, allowances/grants, disability provision etc); ancillary supports and staffing provision; staff development; review and evaluation of systems, processes and procedures. Non-teaching areas of service must also be provided by appropriately qualified ETB staff, with appropriate terms of employment
· Make provision for adequate representative and consultative structures and processes with education partners

Where SOLAS provides funding to bodies other than ETBs, or ETBs sub-contract FET provision, an SLA between the parties should be in place which should embrace the above criteria, as appropriate.




6. How can we ensure an appropriate mix between public and private provision?
	TUI believes that SOLAS should seek to ensure, as a matter of policy, that FET is provided by public providers, accountable through appropriate corporate and financial governance standards such as those currently applicable in the public service. 

As the statutory authorities responsible for integrated planning, development and delivery of FET, ETBs must, in our view, be assigned primary responsibility for all publicly-funded FET provision at local level. Recourse to use of private providers of publicly-funded FET should apply only as a short-term measure, and only pending the development of capacity within ETBs. ETBs should only out-source FET provision to private providers to meet immediate or unforecasted needs on a short-term basis. The overwhelming bulk of funding must be directed to ETBs. Where an ETB does not have the expertise or capacity to provide a particular programme, private providers should be sourced by ETBs through a tendering process. SOLAS should establish a register of private providers that have been quality assured, from which ETBs could draw in a tendering process.  This would ensure that publicly-funded courses delivered by private providers are integrated within the overall local FET plan and that participants can benefit from additional supports such as adult literacy or guidance. Private expertise should be contracted only where their quality assurance systems meet the same standards required of ETBs. SLAs between ETBs and private providers should include, inter alia: confirmation of the private provider’s QQAI-approved Quality Assurance Agreement; programme validation details; staff qualifications and expertise; details of data and financial systems;  internal and external evaluation procedures; a commitment to remuneration of staff at the appropriate public sector rate; and evidence of adequate consultative processes with learners, staff and education partners. 
Where it is cost-effective to meeting the learning needs of certain participants, and where appropriate provision cannot be made available by the ETB itself to learners, ETBs should be able to purchase course places from other providers such as professional bodies.  Such bodies must meet the same quality assurance requirements, referred to above, as private providers.
ETBs, owing to the nature of their statutory remit, should also have responsibility for workplace learning initiatives funded by government or under EU measures. 

ETBs should continue to provide self-financing FET night courses at levels 1-6 on the National Qualifications Framework and other non-certified courses. In keeping with current practice, where justified and feasible, they should continue to provide courses leading to higher level certification on the NQF in conjunction with some professional bodies and higher education providers.



7. How can we improve our IT systems in an integrated way while avoiding the risks associated with big IT infrastructure projects?
	Comprehensive, fit-for-purpose IT systems will be critical to the successful management and administration of FET into the future. These must address programme, course and service provision in the sector and each ETB as well as financial, staff, learner data.  In terms of risks associated with the development of any major IT infrastructure project, regard must be had to the experience in other sectors such as the higher education and health sectors. 



8. Policy Area 2: How do we decide what courses to deliver? (6 questions) What information does SOLAS need to inform the delivery of courses and how can it access that information?
	The learner profile within an ETB should determine the breadth and nature of provision of courses within an ETB. While some learner needs will be identified at national level, most learners/target groups will be identified first at local level by each college and centre for education.  It will be necessary to design local programmes that address local needs, while also meeting national economic and social objectives. Strong local consultative processes to include all key stakeholders (staff unions/associations; learners; community services; business interests etc.) as well as detailed information and data on future skill needs and broader societal needs should underpin the provision of appropriate awards and programmes/courses, including non-accredited learning opportunities, which ETBs would deliver in their catchment areas. 

Existing research data from sources such as the CSO, EGFSN, Forfás, the NESC etc. should be collated and analysed by SOLAS and provided to ETBs to inform course development and delivery nationally, regionally and locally.   In addition, there must be appropriate consultative structures and processes in place involving the full range of stakeholders to determine when programmes/courses are best delivered on a regional or national basis. 

Attention will need to be given to how programme design, development and delivered is adequately supported in future. Particular emphasis should attach to nurturing co-ordination and cooperation across ETBs to maximise resources and avoid unnecessary and unhelpful duplication and guard against inconsistent standards.  National standards and the long-term integrity of the sector may well hinge on investment in this area.  



9. How can SOLAS encourage the design of new courses for the jobs of tomorrow?
	TUI advocates that a dedicated national unit is established by SOLAS to coordinate and support:

· award and programme development 

· assessment activity

· evaluation and review work

· the recognition of prior learning and

· development of national guidelines and national/regional professional development support for the sector.  Such a unit should also resource and support continuous professional development for staff in the sector.
Where particular, evidence-based skill needs are identified, the award/development unit should lead the development of relevant awards and the associated programmes to deliver awards within specified periods. 
SOLAS should also support and resource a local, ‘ground-up’ participative approach to award/programme development at local ETB level. (on their own or in groups), but such activity should be underpinned by collaboration with the national unit. Effective design, development and delivery of courses at local level is contingent on staff support and development at local level. Multi-disciplinary core staff teams should be established at local ETB level, with high levels of competence in areas such as curriculum planning and development; teaching and learning; assessment; monitoring and evaluation; ICT learning technologies; guidance; basic and key competence development, literacy and numeracy etc.
Programmes designed and developed locally by one or a number of ETBs should become available to the other ETBs through collaborative arrangements co-ordinated by the national unit. 
The current system operating in the VEC sector, for the development of national programmes at levels 4, 5 and 6 for use in local settings, should be incorporated into any new unit or model developed by SOLAS at national level for coordinating and supporting award and programme design or development.  Furthermore, in keeping with observation made with respect to question 8 and 9 a number of other questions the Further Education Support Service must be expanded and adequately staffed to facilitate design and programme development in the sector. While its work would complement and support local driven initiatives it would have the important role of national co-ordination, ensuring that programmes designed and developed locally would become readily available to other ETBs. 



10. How can SOLAS encourage the appropriate provision of basic skills courses and provide for the important role of community education?
	The White Paper on Education, 2005, formally recognised community education as a critical point of entry for vulnerable and educationally-marginalised adults. SOLAS should continue to prioritise this area of FET provision. SOLAS must recognise that community and adult basic education is frequently the initial access point which leads to progression to other programmes and certification at higher levels. This core element of FET provision must be retained within the remit of the new ETBs and supported by SOLAS. SOLAS must continue to prioritise this area of provision and ensure an adequate level of funding is allocated to community education initiatives by each ETB.
SOLAS should develop a national literacy and numeracy strategy  for community and adult basic education provision in ETBs with a view to 
· expanding and enhancing current community and adult basic education provision in ETBs

· (this moved up from last point) – providing literacy and numeracy support across a wider range of settings and modes, including workplace-based provision, distance and blended learning and flexible delivery throughout the week, including weekend

· the integration of literacy and numeracy across FET programmes at levels 1 – 6 and improving the range and quality of provision for the 20% of the labour force with less than level 4 qualifications on the national qualifications framework. ETBs should, as part of their education and training plans, be required to profile community and basic education needs in their areas. Based on this profile, ETBs should be required to dedicate an appropriate minimum percentage of spending to these areas of provision. 
Adult literacy and numeracy services should be provided across a wider range of settings and modes, including workplace-based provision, distance and blended learning and flexible delivery throughout the week, including weekends.



11. What role can IT systems play in this? How can we improve our IT systems while avoiding the risks associated with big IT infrastructure projects?
	TUI believes that an opportunity presents to develop a single integrated IT system for further education and training on a national basis. An integrated system should be accessible to ETBs, NEES, QQAI, NEES and other local and national agencies and stakeholders. Central, system-wide and ‘linked’  databases should be maintained in respect of FET provision at a system level and locally to include information on:

· providers’ details;

· awards, programme and courses provided in each ETB and progression opportunities

· programme/course resources and supports

· programme/course application details, criteria and requirements

· learner details

· learner certification and progression

· learner entitlements

· skill gaps

Such databases would facilitate many learners to access basic information and support the sharing of appropriate information across services locally and system-wide. All courses and provider information should be available on the IT system.
Clearly learner and individual confidentiality is of paramount importance and adequate protocols to protect confidentiality and restrict access to certain types of information will be necessary.
Online learning opportunities should be supported and developed by improving IT infrastructure, including high speed broadband. (see question 13 below).
High quality, up-to-date ICT training should be provided to all FET staff to enable them use IT tools and facilities in innovative ways. SOLAS could liaise with the National Centre for Technology in Education (NCTE) and the support service developed for the sector regarding continuous professional development for FET teachers and trainers. New technologies must be maximised to (1) ensure all staff have digital capacity for their communication and teaching practices, (2) promote learner independence and core skill competence and (3) promote a culture of innovation and research.



12. There are a range of other providers of FET programmes - what way should SOLAS and LETBs engage or deal with those bodies to ensure a joined-up approach?
	TUI believes that all funding for FET should be administered nationally by SOLAS. 

TUI recognises that a number of agencies and bodies have an interest in further education and training, some of whom have a core remit for certain target groups (e.g. Teagasc). Such agencies must be required to collaborate very closely with ETBs with respect to local or regional delivery. Similarly, national bodies that administer EU funding to local groups for education provision must be required to collaborate with SOLAS, at a national level, and with ETBS, regionally and locally. The establishment of SOLAS and local ETBs provides an opportunity for the full integration of further education and training but this will not happen effectively, we believe, unless all those administering or accessing public and EU funding are required to collaborate. 
A protocol should be established to facilitate engagement between ETBs and other providers which would obviate or minimise duplication of FET provision at local level.



13. How can SOLAS encourage new programme delivery methods, like distance learning online provision, and what courses can be appropriately delivered through such methods?
	TUI recognises the need for various delivery approaches and methods such as distance learning and online provision, which should be built into all programme/course provision and set out in Service Level Agreements. Any development of a variety of different delivery methods must protect and maintain quality delivery to learners. Whilst we acknowledge the valuable contribution to overall learning that new programme delivery methods can make, there are significant resource implications for the development and maintenance of such methods in terms of:

· continuous professional development for staff
· development and updating of appropriate learning materials

· support services, technical support and provision for appropriate access by learners. 
In order to maintain and preserve quality provision, adequate and ongoing investment will be is required to facilitate widespread adoption of new delivery methods. 
An agreed protocol must be established in respect of the value, expressed as teaching hours, to be ascribed to the work associated with supporting distance or online provision. 


	


14. Policy Area 3: How do we guide and support learners and potential learners in choosing the right course? (5 questions). Do the benchmarks that the Group has set make sense? 
	Policy Area 3 is concerned with improving the way people access further education and training. TUI considers it essential that any new national referral system/protocol should supplement and support current procedures and practice in ETBs in respect of accessing FET. At present, the majority of learners are self-referred or are referred through community networks, word of mouth or VEC promotional strategies. TUI considers that this established and successful system receives inadequate recognition in the Consultation Paper and also that the benchmarks set down are, in that respect, not particularly apposite. ETBs must retain autonomy to admit learners to their courses, regardless of the establishment of a supplementary NEES referral system. 
The consultation paper lacks clarity about who will be responsible for “initial assessment of client needs”.  There is a need to differentiate between the “assessment” conducted in NEES and the “initial assessment” responsibility of ETBs and other providers. Assessment by NEES staff should lead to referral to a provider e.g. the ETB (levels 1 – 6) or local 3rd level providers (levels 6 – 10). The provider will then need to conduct initial educational assessment and a guidance profile with learners referred to ensure that they are assigned to the most appropriate FET programme. The ETB or other provider, in agreement with the learner, must remain the ultimate decision-making authority in relation to the individual’s needs and capacity to participate with a particular programme or course.
While professional pre-entry guidance is undoubtedly critical for potential adult learners, so too is the provision of on-going guidance throughout the learning journey.  A serious omission in this paper is the fact that the paper makes no mention of guidance provision on commencing a course, throughout a course or on completion of a course. This essential on-course guidance will have significant implications for the funding of guidance across the ETBs. 



15. How can we simplify the system of eligibility criteria for different FET "programmes" so that we minimise perceived inequity in the administration of income support and participant allowances?
	TUI believes that an audit of all existing allowances and supports, including eligibility criteria, needs to be conducted. This should inform the development of a new, standardised, transparent approach that would allow prospective students clearly to understand the nature and range of supports available to them. Anomalies that give rise to unfairness should be removed: for example, the denial of access to (and income support in respect of) an upskilling programme at an appropriate level where the learner already holds a qualification at a higher level on the NQF in a non-cognate area. 



16. How can we marshal our often fragmented system of referral and guidance into an integrated service while maintaining resources in critical areas?
	TUI believes that an integrated system of referral and guidance is required. This implies coordination within and between agencies: essentially, a guidance profile should be established for each learner which would be organic and developmental and, critically, portable. Regard would have to be had to data protection and privacy concerns: therefore, appropriate web security would be required. Designated personnel in different relevant services (NEES and ETBs, for example) should, with the authorisation of the learner, be in a position to access, share and exchange information in order to ensure that the learner profile is updated as necessary. 
TUI considers that holistic guidance support encompassing pre-entry assessment; referral; and support during the programme/course and completion and progression guidance, must be available to each learner. An adequate level of appropriately qualified, professional guidance and counselling personnel must be available in each ETB. 



17. How do we address course placement based on course availability rather than participant needs or desires and continued delivery of courses that are not relevant to national skills needs?
	Further education and training must simultaneously take cognisance of labour marker requirements, future skills needs, the personal ambitions of learners and broader public policy in respect of education and training. Crude rationalisation is therefore as inappropriate as is a proliferation of courses of limited relevance to national labour activation policy: a balance of provision is required, not least for reasons of regional equity.  
It must be recognised that while some FET courses are designed to provide direct access to the labour market, others have the important purpose of facilitating progression to a wide range of courses in both the further and higher education sectors. As a principle, FET courses should align with public policy on lifelong learning. It must also be borne in mind that it is an important function of FET to provide courses that empower individuals and communities, especially so where deficits in social and cultural capital exist. These courses develop the social and personal confidence that encourage learners to participate in society and further learning. Therefore, ETBs must have a high degree of discretion and autonomy in terms of the courses they offer. 



18. What do we need to do to ensure appropriate "tracking" of learners between NEES and LETBs and between LETBs to minimise information gathering and maximise progression opportunities?
	The guidance profile referred to in Question 16 (above) could support ‘tracking’ of learners. It could be designed in a manner that identifies progression achieved in social, personal, education/training outcomes at regular intervals and identify appropriate progression to other courses and employment opportunities. This tracking should also be supported by the integrated IT data system addressed earlier. A further benefit of this system is the individualised nature of the profile which takes account of the individual’s comparative strengths and needs. TUI cautions progression must not always be interpreted in terms of certification levels achieved and employment outcomes. In addition, educational progression is not necessarily linear in character. 



19. Policy Area 4: How do we manage and support our staff? (3 questions) What kinds of qualifications would be required of staff in the FET sector – pedagogical and otherwise?
	TUI does not see any valid role for SOLAS in the management of ETB staff. This is the explicit remit of ETBs. 

TUI believes that staff engaged in teaching should have appropriate professional qualifications to ensure high quality teaching and learning.  The qualifications profile set down by the relevant regulation of the Teaching Council in respect of discipline or subject expertise and pedagogical knowledge should be the baseline requirement for teaching staff.  As indicated previously in this submission, other staff involved in technical, support and professional services must also be appropriately qualified. Given the dispersed and organic nature of FET and the requirement to be responsive to local needs, a comprehensive and accessible provision must be made in respect of continuing professional development, upskilling and re-skilling, as necessary. 

Formal discussions should commence with a view to reaching collective agreements with relevant staff unions /associations in regard to the management and support of staff and the qualification base and skills required for the various posts in the FET sector. 



20. What kinds of skills would staff need, in terms of management, as well as delivering tuition?
	Each post within a FET service will have its own distinct set of skills, particular to that area of responsibility. It is not anticipated that the vast majority of teachers, for example, will have line management responsibility. However, in practice, in educational and training settings, with an agenda to implement public policy and deliver service of the highest quality, there are generic skills and professional attributes which would be required of all. As pointed out in question 20, formal discussions should commence on this matter. 



21. What should be the nature and extent of the SOLAS role in managing and supporting staff?
	TUI believes that while LETBs will have day-to-day management responsibility at local level, SOLAS will also need to have a strong role in managing and providing adequate supports to the sector. For example, in addition to local effort very significant national support services will be needed to co-ordinate some activities such as programme development, developing national guidelines, evaluation activities, assessment-related work, RPL, etc.   




22. Final Questions: What can SOLAS do to improve customer service overall?
	A Learner Charter and learner feedback as part of a learner charter is an acceptable idea as a general principle but the approaches adopted to gathering, interpreting and responding to feedback must be realistic and must respect and protect the right of others e.g. the professional and support staff that manage and deliver services. TUI believes the primary issue will be the approach used. In this regard consistency will be important and such activity will need to be underpinned by protocols formally agreed nationally, and subsequently locally, as appropriate. 

A significant part of any learner involvement is opportunities for engagement in the consultative and representative fora that underpin policy formulation and decision making.  Provision should be made to enable this through learner representation on main and sub-structures at national and local level and their involvement in consultative fora. In some instances, particular measures to ‘mentor’ learners in undertaking representatives roles may be important to support effective participation.  Therefore, a commitment to such action should be demonstrated in ETBs education and training plans, their SLAs with SOLAS and SLAs with any other body or provider they engage to deliver programmes or services. 

Communication systems with learners, which will vary depending on context and circumstances, will be critical and ETBs must be required, at a minimum, to meet national guidelines in this regard. Criteria for SLAs should address this. 

A critical issue for learners is opportunity to succeed and progress. However, the focus must not always be on achieving certification or progressing to courses focussing primarily on specific employment opportunities. The needs of some learners are much more basic e.g. improving basic literacy, and such a narrow focus impedes their engagement. 

TUI notes that some current entrance and/or eligibility criteria are in fact anti-learner. For example, if a learner has achieved certification at one level s/he may not be entitled to support for participation on a course leading to a lower level of certification. In other instances, certain formal qualifications are required for entry but alternatives for those who do not hold these but have the skills and competence to undertake the course are not provided (new referral and guidance approaches should address this). This approach is much too rigid to accommodate upskilling or development of general, transferable skills or meet the wide range of individual needs and circumstances among adult learners.
While national priorities and guidance is important in respect of general practices and learner entitlement, some flexibility will be important if FET is to be truly responsive to its target audience, which is very dispersed with has multiple needs.        




23. Should Youthreach and Community Training Centres be merged and should SOLAS continue to administer them?
	As these centres cater for discrete and distinctive target groups of vulnerable people with very particular needs, any suggestion of merging Youthreach and Community Training Centres is entirely premature and is opposed by TUI. TUI cautions against any precipitate action in this respect which has the potential to diminish and damage provision for these marginalised groups.
TUI notes that Youthreach is officially recognised as part of the lifelong learning continuum and a ‘second (or recurrent) chance mechanism’ to reach the equivalent to upper secondary education which is generally regarded as the basic requirement for sustainable employment.

Plans for the future development of these initiatives must retain the commitment to addressing early school leaving issues and providing appropriate programmes and services for particular target groups for which the typical college or school is not well suited. 


	


24. Should FET delivered in specialised or atypical outreach settings like prisons or care services be managed by SOLAS or another Department or agency?
	FET in atypical settings (prison education centres, and centres catering for those with disabilities, for example) should continue to be managed within each area by the ETB. To do otherwise is to undermine the possibilities for greater integration of service provision and will inevitably lead to inappropriate and unnecessary duplication of provision.  
The education and training plan and SLA for each ETB should provide for accurate and extensive profiles of the population mix in their area, their further education and training needs, service delivery capacity, proposed responses and development and resource needs. Based on this funding, allocation will vary considerably across ETBs.  In cases where an institution such as a prison is located in an ETB which confers additional responsibility for very particular learner groups, adequate additional resources and supports must be provided.  

The benefits and strengths of education and training services within prisons remaining under the remit of ETBs in the future should not be underestimated, from a quality service and learner point of view.  For example, staff will be knowledgeable about the range of FET programmes and supports available to learners in the ETB area, some of which could be made available to the prison population such as guidance, literacy expertise.  This will enhance pre-release work, referral, learner completion of programmes and progression on release and co-operative learning ventures during incarceration.  In addition, staff will have access to the range of professional development supports available within the ETB in terms of ongoing enhancement of their professional work and quality delivery.

Similarly, retaining or bringing education and training services for those with a disability or special care needs under the remit of ETB will, in general, lead to greater co-operation, collaboration and efficiency.
With specific reference to learners with a disability, additional funding must be earmarked for this.  All vulnerable groups are at risk unless appropriate additional support (technical, guidance, additional tuition) can be provided.  Those with a certain disability (or disabilities) could be at ‘higher risk’ of non-participation or disengagement in learning than many others.  Consistency of ‘entitlement’ to a particular support once a need is established will be important – this is not the case at present. However, some flexibility will be important for providers in how the support is provided.    



	


25. Any other comments?
TUI’s general observations are provided as a preface to this document
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