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Introduction 

 

May I at the outset express my appreciation to you for the invitation to deliver this 

address which is one in your Jean Monett Lecture Series and to say that I am 

honoured by your request. The title of my lecture is Next Generation Employability – 

The Role of Education. In addressing this topic I will be paying particular attention to 

the issues of Work-Based Learning and the Recognition of Prior Learning. I will be 

drawing on my experiences in my national context but I will also reflect current 

European Trends. 

 

Before commencing the lecture I would like to also thank Dr. Piazza for the very nice 

introduction. As she said I am from the University of Limerick in Ireland where I am 

Director of Lifelong Learning & Outreach. I am however not an educationalist and 

my background is in Human Resources Management and I hold a Masters degree in 

Labour Law. For many years however while working in HR I was passionate about 

the sub theme of Human Resources Development which has spawned my interest in 

the area of work-based learning and the related areas that I will be addressing today. 

 

It is important to place what I have to say into context and in particular the economic 

context as this is one of the main drivers of the new way we deliver education. The 

global meltdown that we witnessed last year and indeed continue to deal with today 

highlights how circumstances can change and indeed change dramatically and in 

instances catastrophically. I am not an economist and therefore I will not dwell on the 

economic issues but what I will do is to remind you of the Irish story. This is of 

course specific to Ireland but there is little doubt there are similarities and elements of 
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the Irish story to be seen in the case of other countries such as Greece, Spain and 

Portugal and perhaps others outside of the European Union. 

 

In January 1988 The Economist magazine published a report on the Irish Economy 

under the heading “Poorest of the Rich”. In this piece the author, Frances Cairncross 

depicted the Irish economy as the basket case of Europe, a statement which had much 

to support it. The data produced such as the fact that the Irish GDP was only 64% of 

the European average, unemployment was running at 19% and the cost of servicing 

the national debt was taking a third of all taxes and a staggering 90% of the income 

tax revenue. Could the answer possibly lie in increased taxation? At the time Ireland 

had Western Europe’s highest standard value added tax, its highest income tax on the 

average worker with a single person with no major allowances facing a marginal rate 

of 65.75%. 

 

In attempting to identify possible sources of rescuing the country’s economy the 

article despite some very derogatory suggestions did highlight the fact that Ireland did 

have a well educated population particularly the younger people. Can this suggest that 

despite being in the depths of a serious economic depression had Ireland already 

managed to develop the concept of the learning region? Perhaps one of the most 

interesting aspects to note at this juncture is the fact that in attempting to rebuild the 

economy all sectors were the subject of extreme retrenchment with the one exception 

of the educational sector. While it would be nice to think that this was a deliberate 

strategy on behalf of the then government I regret to say that this was not the case but 

the real reason was the immense power of the teachers’ trade unions. Irrespective of 

the reason however education was then and still is one of Ireland’s best selling points. 
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In attempting to rectify the position the Government entered into negotiations with all 

of the social partners and developed an advanced model of social partnership. This 

was not just a time when wages were the subject of national accord but where all of 

the social partners engaged with the Government and negotiated a series of 

agreements whereby in return for very modest salary increases the social partners 

cooperated with the Government’s recovery strategy. In return these national 

agreements covered broader areas of the economy including taxation policies, social 

welfare benefits, health and most importantly from the perspective of this paper 

education. While education, as I pointed out earlier, was always an important issue in 

Ireland through these national agreements on social partnership, education came in 

from the wings and took its place centre stage. It was through these agreements that a 

renewed emphasis on upskilling and reskilling the workforce emerged. Some key 

educational developments that emerged during this period of recovery were the 

publication of a White Paper on Education, the establishing of the National 

Qualifications Authority of Ireland and the passing of two Acts of Parliament, the 

Universities Act 1997 and the Qualifications (Education & Training) Act 1999. I will 

refer to these and their importance later. 

 

Before progressing further I would like raise one very important issue and that is the 

dichotomy that the educational sector faces in developing its strategies for lifelong 

learning. The dilemma is how do we as educators balance the need to respond to the 

needs of industry and at the same time keep the integrity of the university in tact. By 

this I mean how do we ensure that we keep the balance between the need to ensure 

that those in employment get the opportunity to up-skill and re-skill while at the same 

time to not slavishly follow the requirements of the for profit agenda. On this issue I 
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will refer to Prof. Kathleen Lynch a leading Sociologist and Educationalist. In 

delivering a major address earlier this month at the University of Limerick entitled 

“Serving the Public Interest? The Role of Higher Education in Promoting a Just & 

Equal Society”. She argued stridently that higher education must not be synonymous 

with business or professional interests. She stated that the public was often not best 

served by the for profit emphasis on their self-interested goals. She also pointed out 

that the Lisbon agenda which brought about the Bologna process was also 

questionable in stressing the knowledge and enterprise culture which the EU argues 

should be driven by the drum beat of the for profit sector. Indeed the EU is not the 

only group taking this stance as Lynch points out in highlighting that the GATS 

agreement in attempting to make education a tradeable service rather than a public 

service is also a key driver. Lynch concluded amongst other issues that education 

markets driven by competitive advantage encourages privatisation of academic voices 

and the development of the actuarial self. She stated that universities need to maintain 

a critical distance from all institutions of power – notably professional interest groups, 

the state and business.  

While I do not concur with Prof. Lynch on many of the issues she raises in her 

address I will conclude on this issue indicating that I am convinced that there is a very 

thin line between the need for the university to maintain its independence and at the 

same time to ensure that the university becomes a responsive entity for all sectors 

including the for profit elements within society. Yes we must avoid as Lynch says the 

move from being centres of learning and scholarship to service-delivery operations 

with productivity targets but not to the total exclusion of the need to be responsive 

organisations which will from time to time result in universities pursuing the for profit 

agenda.      
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Perhaps at this stage it would be opportune to outline what I mean by the various 

elements that I have included in my introduction.  

 

Next Generation Employability 

 

So what do I mean by next generation employability? For the answer to this I refer to 

work which I and colleagues conducted at the University of Limerick under the broad 

title of University and Industry Interface. The Programme for University Industry 

Interface (PUII) was implemented as an action research project between June 2003 

and June 2007 with two main aims: 

 

 To identify the skill sets and technical competencies needed by individuals so 

they are in a position to contribute to the future economic development of 

Ireland. 

 To research and pilot new and innovative learning models that will deliver in-

company education and training for next generation employability. 

 

PUII aimed to identify and develop innovative models for the delivery of value-added 

learning to graduates within organisations in Ireland. The rationale being that 

maintaining and developing the exchange value of Ireland’s graduates’ skills is an 

essential part of the development of a knowledge-based economy. PUII has worked in 

partnership with both foreign and indigenous manufacturing and ICT companies in 

Ireland in order to fulfil the aims above, and focused on educating and developing the 

individual within these organisations. 
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Its mission committed PUII to preparing the workforce for next generation 

employability in manufacturing and service by promoting the development of the 

competencies necessary to succeed in a knowledge-based economy. 

The focus was on educating and developing the individual. The motivation was to 

create an environment that bridged the gap between learning and work in the 

organisation and learning and work in the community; one that met the learning needs 

of the individual and provided economic value for the organisation. 

 

PUII believed that the process or the capacity to integrate more knowledge was and 

still is as important as the specific knowledge gained. The organisation must have a 

culture, systems and structures that welcome innovation, is open to critical thinking 

and most importantly of all, have the capacity to absorb information across the 

organisation. Very many organisations have individuals and unconnected systems that 

continually scan the horizon for new knowledge and new insight. The problem is that 

existing organisational culture and management structures have failed to date in 

absorbing this knowledge throughout the organisation. 

 

As the PUII is a model that I am confident can be replicated in other countries I 

outline hereunder how we structured the work of the Programme for University and 

Industry Interface. 

 

The central structure of PUII was the Executive Board which provided structure and 

leadership to the program and monitors progress and outputs. The Executive Board 

was supported by the Academic and Industrial Advisory Committees, and the PUII 

Research Team. These independent entities ensured the validity and relevance of the 
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research carried out. PUII had a number of Communities of Practice (COP) running 

simultaneously. A COP is an informal network of community peers brought together 

to discuss a relevant issue and identify best practice in the area. Each COP consisted 

of a manager, an academic researcher, research advisor, and representatives from co-

operating organisations or third level institutions. 

 

In addition to the fact that the structure can be replicated its methodology, perhaps 

with some local modifications, is also transferable and is outlined hereunder. 

This project was strategic rather than operational; it was involved with action research 

rather than creating courses or delivering immediate learning solutions. 

 

Call For Action 

 

PUII's Call for Action was to encourage participation and support from individuals 

with experience of indigenous organisations and Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) 

industries in Ireland as well as those that had worked abroad, government supporting 

bodies, and researchers and academics from third level institutions. PUII was also 

interested in forming associations with research bodies, groups and individuals that 

were carrying out work in  similar areas or with a similar purpose in mind. 



8 

 

Communities of Practice (COPs) 

 

The COP was a central tenet of PUII. A COP is an informal network of community 

peers brought together to discuss the problems, obstacles and success stories in a 

particular area and to identify best practice. Organisations and individuals 

participating had an active interest in the COP theme and stood to benefit from 

outcomes and findings. Members meet 3-5 times over a 30-week period. 

The COP team was typically made up of; 

 

 A project manager to establish the framework and facilitate smooth running of 

the group. 

 An academic researcher, generally a PhD student, to provide literary backup 

and research. 

 Participating Companies/Executives or Participating Third Level Institutions, 

no more than 8, to offer their experience, ideas and opinions to the group. 

 A Research Consultant to synthesise previously undertaken research and link 

it into the current COP. 

 A UL patron to represent the University and provide academic knowledge to 

the group. 

 

COP outputs include a comprehensive report, papers, sample blueprints and models, a 

seminar, an open day and case studies. All research reports and information was 

disseminated at industrial and academic level and placed in the public domain. Group 

members and companies were acknowledged in all associated publications. 
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The PUII COPs can be visualised as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alpha and Beta Test Sites 

 

In the latter stages of the project, PUII worked directly with the training and 

development departments of co-operating companies to implement a sample solution 

or a learning model framework. 

 

One other finding of our work in PUII was that national systems and strategies are 

essential to the development of initiatives that encourage innovative systems or 

systems that are outside the norm such as informal learning, experiential learning and 

their recognition within the formal systems 
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PUII advocates the need for national structures and policies to facilitate all individuals 

to take advantage of educational opportunities any stage in their lives. PUII presents 

three core models and frameworks within this report which it believes should form a 

crucial part of future investment in education and training. Firstly, PUII proposes the 

immediate creation of a national framework as a means to support the development of 

Productive Citizens: a Graduate Advancement Programme (GAP). GAP encompasses 

the key elements of the wider learning culture and context which need to be in place 

in order to effectively support the professional advancement of graduates across all 

industries. These key elements include: 

 

1. The identification of core skills and competencies; 

2. Nationally supported education policies and funding mechanisms; 

3. Innovative and flexible programmes targeting the continuing professional 

development of individuals in the workplace, facilitating greater mobility 

between education and industry to cater for rapidly changing skill 

requirements. 

 

PUII calls for open standards in the delivery of professional development and 

education in Ireland, in other words, for standards and structures that are ‘platform-

independent’. In addition to this framework, in this report PUII also presents an 

instantiation of the Graduate Advancement Programme (GAP), the Modular 

Accreditation Programme (MAP), which exemplifies ‘GAP in action’. MAP is an 

initiative was supported by the Higher Education Authority and which is founded on 

PUII’s Productive Citizenship Model. The Modular Accreditation Programme is a 
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flexible, user-friendly progression structure for graduates to engage in accredited, 

modular learning at tertiary level, contributing in particular to the enhancement of 

management capability within organisations. 

 

Thirdly, PUII introduces IDEAs (Individualised Digitised Educational Advisory 

System), a next generation, semantically-enabled online system for supporting MAP. 

The design of IDEAS will be fully compatible with the operation of the MAP 

programme. Many of the learning needs of the individual for professional 

development or the company for specific knowledge do not require a full programme 

of academic study. Very often, a single module or a group of modules can meet the 

industrial or individual need. MAP proposes to give learners the opportunity to 

customise their learning paths according to their needs while IDEAS will give 

increased opportunities for access to the relevant knowledge through an information 

portal. 

 

The system will have the added benefit of assisting employers in sourcing appropriate 

modules to support employee development plans and company training needs. It will 

also assist educational providers to identify where their niches lie in the provision of 

educational and development opportunities. MAP, GAP and IDEAs are three 

components of the proposed framework required to complement existing strategies for 

the delivery of flexible and innovative professional advancement opportunities to 

graduates in Ireland. Figure 1 below demonstrates how these three components are 

linked together to deliver increasing numbers of highly qualified graduates for the 

benefit of Ireland’s economy. 
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Figure 1: Framework for a Graduate Advancement Programme 
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Challenges of MAP and GAP 

 

In order to realise the GAP structure and to effectively support MAP and Productive 

Citizenship, a number of incentives and supports need to be put in place. These 

crucially cover the areas of learning infrastructure and financial supports, including: 

• National formal paid study-leave provision;  

• Convenient and accommodating registration and administration; 

• Recognition of prior knowledge and experience; 

• Recognising the need for people to balance their work, lifestyle and learning 

commitments; 

• Flexible delivery and participation in duration, time, location and 

communication media; 

• Modules/courses available from multiple institutions and including private 

providers. 

 

Additional incentives would necessarily include: 

• Incentives for those in employment, companies, institutions and private 

providers; 

• A supportive National taxation regime; 

• Scholarships for full-time participation; 

• Recognition and rewards for achievement. 

 

The benefits of implementing such flexible and innovative systems will accrue not 

only to individuals, but will equally accrue to the economy through the retention of 

human capital in sectors in which advanced skills and innovation are most required, 
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particularly in the areas of management and in research and development. As we 

move forward inexorably into the knowledge economy, higher order skills and 

thinking will be required at all levels of the workforce, and it is essential that the 

State’s investment in its human capital is not allowed to erode through complacency. 

The ESRI (2006) has stated that “forecasts of future skill needs emphasise the need 

for continued investment in human capital, and the continuation of high demand for 

higher education graduates.” The challenge that Ireland is faced with is how to keep 

its graduates productive in industry for longer given the inevitable changes that will 

continue to take place in the economy. The higher education system in Ireland is 

ideally positioned to take on the challenges and thinking posed in this report in order 

to ensure optimal productivity of the workforce. 

 

The IDEAs model which I referred to earlier has been refined and is now known as 

BlueBrickand is fully functional. If the technology works I will now give you a 

demonstration of BlueBrick. 

 

I am willing to discuss this further during the question and answer session and for 

those of you wishing to examine in detail the output of the Programme it is available 

at http://www.ul.ie/~puii/index.php 
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Work-Based Learning 

 

Work-based learning has far reaching implications for the university, the employer 

and of course the individual learner. The ultimate outcome is the creation of 

individualised learning pathways. It will also ultimately result in the creation of 

learning partnerships, an issue which I will return to later. Work-based learning will 

undoubtedly have some significant consequences for the entire concept of lifelong 

learning. 

 

Like lifelong learning work-based learning has many definitions but interestingly and 

indeed importantly as Lenehan noted in her work “Work-Based Learning – 

Graduating Through The Workplace”; 

“Terminology and definitions can get in the way of exploring the subject and dealing 

with what really matters, notably influencing policy environment, dealing with issues 

and challenges from a structural perspective, and sharing, promoting and 

encouraging effective pedagogical practice. An inclusive approach that accepts the 

variety of interpretations is a prerequisite in order to avoid over-compartmentalising 

provision and straight-jacketing institutions by trying to shape an absolute definition. 

Never the less it is critically important to establish a shared understanding of the 

particular area of focus from both the academic and employer perspective regardless 

of the terms used.” 

                                                                                                 Lenehan 2008 
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Writing in 2008 Reinhard Schmidt gave an overview of an EU funded project in the 

area of work-based learning entitled Developing European Work-Based Learning 

Approaches & Methods. He stated that the findings of the DEWBLAM illustrated 

quite well how work experiences could be integrated into higher education study 

programmes through the validation of competencies acquired in the workplace. 

Taking note of the health warning contained in the previous quotation from Lenehan I 

have decided to use a definition to underpin what I have to say in relation to work-

based learning and therefore for the purpose of this address I am going to use the 

definition that Schmidt et al used in their work and outlined by Schmidt in his paper 

of 2008.  

“ Work-based learning is an educational and training approach in which 

competence development is given a central position, and in which prior and 

experiential learning, formal learning, informal learning and non-formal 

learning complement each other in the progress toward formal, recognised 

and accredited qualification by the HET institution. Work based learning is an 

experience-centred teaching and learning approach in which the learner will 

develop competencies in multiple contexts, especially in the workplace2 and 

because of the workplace. The learner undertakes a theoretical, (applied) 

scientific project, which is essential and relevant for study and work 

environments. 

 

Work based learning takes place in a context of structured partnerships and 

environments and brings about a definite added/surplus value and social 

capital for all parties involved, namely the workplace, the HET institution and 

the learner. All three parties share equal responsibilities in the learning 



17 

process which engages learners of all kinds in structured learning 

programmes designed, agreed upon and supported by the three parties and 

managed by the HET institution. The process lies in the hands of the learner 

him- or herself, which entails the fact that she/he her- or himself is responsible 

for their own learning experience and the ensuing transition. A reflexive 

approach and attitude is a fundamental concept in the personal competence 

development process.”                                  

                                                                              Schmidt (2008) 

This project having defined the concept then identified five distinctive features of 

work-based learning; 

1. Work-based learning enables sustainable higher education that is highly 

responsive to the social demands of dynamic labour markets, lifelong learning 

and emerging areas of transdiciplinary knowledge 

2. Work-based learning requires partnership negotiated between key stakeholders 

such as; employers, learners and higher education institutions and/or further 

education providers 

3. Work-based learning approaches and programmes include formal academic 

recognition and accreditation of previous learning and experiences, howsoever 

acquired, through Accreditation of Prior Learning (APL), Accreditation of 

Prior Experiential Learning (APEL) and other such processes 

4. Work-based learning programmes offer innovative and attractive learning 

systems based on a “blended learning” methodology, including a variety of 

forms of learning and teaching characterised by a range of innovations 

5. The work-based learning is formally assessed by the educational provider and 

a formal award is conferred on the learner. 
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 One of the key issues which is not mentioned in this list however is the support of 

Government. There is little doubt that all of the matters identified in the DEWBLAM 

Project are important but could end up as counting for nothing if there is not clear and 

explicit support for work-based learning at governmental level. In the Irish context 

this was achieved through a clear commitment to the concept in the White Paper on 

Education published in 2000 and in the text of the various programmes for 

government published subsequent to this and through its inclusion in the various 

national social partnerships negotiated during the period from the mid 1980s to 2008. 

These statements were seen by some as no more than rhetoric and would be consigned 

to the dust bin like many other statements of their kind. To its credit however the 

Government put its money where its mouth was when it announced a major initiative 

in 2006 entitled the Strategic Innovation Fund and through this fund which was in the 

sum of €510m several projects in the area of work-based learning and related areas 

such as the Recognition of Prior Learning were supported. In doing this the 

Government was acknowledging that organisations needed to upskill their workforce 

if they were to continue to be competitive in the world markets. It was also sending a 

clear message to educational institutions that they needed to begin to recognise and 

facilitate work-based learning as an integral part of the educational systems of the 21st 

century. Significant progress has been achieved over the last number of years through 

the use of this funding. Great strides have been made in bringing the academic 

community to change its attitude to the concepts of work-based learning and to 

creating the environment where educational partnerships with organisations have been 

concluded by many educational providers. One of the major cultural changes that had 

to be addressed was the placing of the individual at the centre of the process. This is 

an issue both for the educational providers and indeed the employees’ organisations. 



19 

The Chartered Institute of Personnel Development addressed this apparent dichotomy 

of the needs of individual employee and the needs of the employer. In advocating the 

interests of the individual employee it argues that this cannot be addressed in isolation 

from the goals and aims of the organisation. It suggests therefore that development 

planning for the individual must incorporate the needs of the organisation. 

In proposing a rationale for development planning it demonstrates how the needs of 

the individual can be attained without compromising the needs of the employer. It 

states that; 

The main rationale for development/learning planning is that planned and 

organised learning and development is likely to be more beneficial, for 

individuals and their organisations, than unplanned and random learning 

activities. After the first rush of enthusiasm for training organisations many 

years ago started to feel that they were potentially wasting money in 

sponsoring courses where participants or their managers responded to what 

was on offer, rather than learning and development choices being driven by 

real identified needs.   

                                                                          CIPD September 2008 

 

What in effect the CIPD is arguing for is the need for strong partnerships in the 

development process. The partnership has three strands. Firstly there is the 

partnership between the employer and the employee, then between the employer and 

the educational providers and finally between the individual learner and the 

educational provider. 
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Partnership however is difficult to achieve at the best of times and the more partners 

that have to be accommodated the more difficult it is to achieve. Then there are the 

fundamental differences in approach to addressing issues. Employers when they 

identify a need they want it satisfied immediately. Educational institutions on the 

other hand move slowly especially in a domain that such as work-based learning 

which can cause difficulty within educational establishments. Linehan in the 

previously referred work refers to the issue of partnership and concludes that such 

partnerships have seven elements.   

1. To facilitate learning for students, employees and educators 

2. To improve the education setting through upgrading facilities or equipment 

3. To foster student success by learning new skills and knowledge 

4. To integrate learners into the labour market by involving them in cooperative 

education experiences 

5. To connect education institutions with local businesses so that each partner 

becomes more familiar with the role of the other within community 

6. To assist with curriculum development, new learning opportunities and skill 

development 

7. To meet the labour market needs of business and industry 

 

There are many examples of such partnerships but as always there is not enough time 

to examine them in detail but a good overview of some of the partnerships can be 

attained through the following link.  

While these are very new writings on the topic it should be highlighted that the 

concept and theories of work-based learning are not new. Indeed there are some who 

would argue that it is one of the oldest for of learning maintaining that it stretches 
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right back to the medieval guild system which in turn spawned the apprenticeship 

system which is still used in craft training. Whatever the origins of the system what is 

very clear is the fact that work-based learning continues to grow and all of the 

indications are that this growth will continue.  

Associated with this is the emergence of the Bologna process and the increased 

emphasis on learning outcomes. More importantly however in the context of this 

presentation is how has it filtered into the mindset of employers and into the area of 

employment and employability. As it is in this arena that it will have a major impact 

on Lifelong Learning. In May 2009 the Higher Education Authority organised a 

national colloquium entitled The Bologna Process and Employability. In addition to 

speakers from the academic side of the fence the conference was addressed by Ms 

Teresa Wilde, Head of Human Resources, Siemens Limited. This amplifies the fact 

that employers are not just interested in the Bologna process but that multi-national 

corporations are very interested in the outcomes of the process as when involved in 

pan-European recruitment drives they can clearly map the qualifications of 

individuals from different countries onto the EQF. This aids the overall aim of 

transparency in how people are recruited and promoted but also facilitates the free 

movement of personnel across Europe and in time beyond. 

 

Again the findings of the previously mentioned project DEWBLAM is interesting in 

this regard. 

 

1. Favourable international, national and local legal frameworks related to the 

specific features of the WBL approach. This will be especially important with 

regard to: 
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 recognition of formal, non-formal and informal learning 

 use of learning outcomes and competences 

 accumulation and transfer of credits (ECTS) 

 European level descriptors (Dublin descriptors, EQF level descriptors) 

 funding conditions 

 

2.  The development of standards and benchmarks, based on European Higher 

 Education Area (EHEA) and national HET/VET frameworks 

 

3.  Public and academic acceptance of the WBL concept 

4.  The establishment of quality control systems and of quality culture, complying 

 with European and national quality assurance standards and with national and 

 international accreditation procedures 

5.  The introduction of substantial changes in the organisational and 

 administrative structure of HET/VET institutions to create support systems 

 and provide human and other resources geared to the specific needs of WBL 

 learners  

 

 

Recognition of Prior Learning 

 

In Ireland the accreditation of prior learning is currently the subject of major debate across all 

sectors of education. As a consequence in my overview of RPL I will not be confining myself to 

the University sector alone. One reason for this is that in terms of some other countries the Irish 

university sector is relatively small comprising as it does just seven universities. A further reason 
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for choosing to extend to all levels of education is that a huge level of the activity is in fact 

outside of the university sector but has significant consequences for universities.   

 

As mentioned at the beginning of my address the Higher Education and Further 

Education Sectors,1 two of the sectors which I will be referring to, have their own 

training awards council established by statute while the University sector is governed 

by its own piece of legislation.2 The further education sector is the most complex of 

the three areas covering as it does the widest range from apprentice level training to 

awards offered through the higher education'   s system. As the national awarding 

body for further education and training in Ireland, the Further Education and Training 

Awards Council (FETAC) offers individuals the opportunity to gain recognition for 

learning in a diverse range of settings. The Higher Education system is overseen by 

The Higher Education Training Awards Council which is the qualifications awarding 

body for third-level educational and training institutions outside the university sector. 

Each of the seven universities is self governing in most matters but legislation does 

place certain responsibilities on the sector collectively in areas such as equality and 

access. This latter being quite important considering the role that AP(E)L can and 

does play in improving access. For further information on the Irish Educational 

system please refer to department of Education & Science website.3 A detailed review 

of lifelong learning in the Irish University Sector is available in Lifelong Learning in 

a Changing Continent.i 

 

The Further Education System and AP(E)L 
                                                
1 The Further Education Training Awards Council and the Higher Education Training Awards 
Council were established through the enactment of the Qualifications (Education and 
Training) Act 1999.  
2 The University sector is governed by the Universities Act (1997) 
3 http://www.education.ie 
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This sector is marked by its diversity in terms of the programmes offered, the location 

of their delivery and the learners undertaking its programmes. Prior to June 2001 this 

sector did not have a unifying or central agency. The further education sector was 

always a vibrant element of the overall educational system but with many different 

agencies involved in its accreditation and delivery it was considered by many as 

informal and its accreditation lacked status. This was despite the fact that a number of 

the agencies involved were state bodies providing training across all sectors of the 

community. An overview of the further education system in Ireland is contained in A 

Contested Landscape – International Perspectives on Diversity in Mass Higher 

Education.ii Three key developments were to change this. The first of these was the 

passing of Qualifications (Education & Training) Act 1999 and the second was 

through the enactment of this legislation the Further Education Training and Training 

Awards Council (FETAC) was established. The 1999 Act also established the 

National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI). Its role in AP(E)L will be 

referred to later in this chapter. FETAC’s mission is: iii 

 

To make quality assured awards that 

 Are in accordance with national standards within the national 

framework 

 Create opportunities for learners in further education and training to 

have their achievement recognised 

 Provide systematic progression pathways 

 

The third point is directly associated with AP(E)L. According to FETAC during the 

period 2001 to January 2005 FETAC made 250,000 awards. All of these awards were 
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placed on the national framework of qualifications. FETAC continues to develop a 

range of policies which will further enhance its standing but more importantly it will 

increase the opportunities which will afford the individual learner greater access and 

progression. 

 

In its strategic plan for 2003 – 2006 FETAC committed itself to development and 

publishing of a policy on the issue of accreditation of prior learning. In keeping with 

its track record of attaining targets set, the board of FETAC agreed and approved a 

policy on the Recognition of Prior Learning in April 2005. In drawing up this policy 

FETAC defined the recognition of prior learning as “prior learning that is given a 

value, by having it affirmed, acknowledged, assessed or certified.” In accordance with 

this policy individual learners will be able to apply to have their learning assessed and 

recognised for entry to programmes, exemptions from programme requirements, 

credit towards an award and indeed for a full award. FETAC is currently evaluating 

feedback from the consultative process it put in place following the publication of its 

draft policy and it hopes to pilot the scheme in September 2005.  

One of  FETAC’s key providers is The National Training & Employment Authority 

(FÁS) and it is probably the body with the longest track record in the area of AP(E)L, 

having applied different systems of AP(E)L since 1992. These systems were very well 

structured but were ad hoc in the sense that each one was devised to take account of 

individual programmes for separate industry driven initiatives. FÁS is currently 

finalising a new policy which will be a single policy which will be applied across all 

of its activities. 
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The Higher Education System and AP(E)L     

 

HETAC which as previously stated has responsibility for the higher education system 

(excluding the university sector) defines prior experiential learning as knowledge and 

skills acquired through life, work experience and study, not formally attested through 

formal certification. In so doing however it is also very clear that experience is an 

input and that learning outcomes are the result of a successful learning process. 

Consequently it states categorically that academic credit can be awarded only for the 

achievement of learning outcomes and not for experience per se.iv  

 

The guiding principle underpinning the guidelines is that they are an integrated part of 

the Council’s strategy to create a ladder of learning as indicated in the third mission 

quoted above. ' Provide systematic progression pathways.' It states that concept of 

AP(E)L is one which is aimed primarily at people who for one reason or another such 

as, the lack of finance or other support did not have the chance to commence or 

complete a third level programme. Having now amassed a significant level of life 

experience they could now qualify to have this experience assessed academically to 

gain access to or exemptions within the third level system. 

 

HETAC’s influence has had most impact in the Institutes of Technology and a 

number of these have taken the guidelines which were issued in 2001 and applied 

them within their own institutions. Some have embraced the concept more than others 

for instance in the Cork Institute of Technology an AP(E)L officer has been appointed 

to manage and develop the system within that Institute. Other Institutes of 
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Technology such as Tralee, Waterford and Dublin have also undertaken significant 

work in the area.  

 

In a paper presented to the Standing Conference on University Teaching and Research 

in the Education of Adults 34th Annual Conference A. Murphyv outlines the 

preliminary findings of a Socrates-Grundtvig research project which has as its 

objectives: 

• carry out a theoretical analysis of existing practices and the learning and 

teaching principles underpinning APEL implementation in the partner 

countries 

• develop a pedagogical model based on APEL  transformative process:  a 

reflective learning approach enabling uncertain adult learners to articulate 

learning and core skills acquired through experience, be it at work or 

elsewhere, through an  adult guidance approach 

• target learners likely to suffer from social exclusion: people with disabilities, 

people with no formal qualifications, the unemployed, and refugees/ asylum 

seekers, using local partners (educational/ NGO organisations) as 'consultants' 

to access the learner groups  

• pilot and evaluate learning tools (the 'APEL toolkit') emerging from the 

pedagogical model 

 

From her research Murphyvi concluded that application of AP(E)L related to existing 

course provision across a relatively small range of fields of learning driven by the 

professions such as nursing, social care and engineering. Only four institutions had 

organisation wide policies in place. With only one full-time person employed as an 
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AP(E)L officer with four other having it as part of their function mainly associated 

with mainstream access activities. From the findings she states that no college offered 

an entire qualification and there was a ceiling of 50% for any award. Of particular 

interest was the finding that while the guidelines issued by HETAC were based on 

learning outcomes respondents found this conceptually difficult to apply in a higher 

education context. There are other very interesting findings in this paper on issues 

such as the tools used, academic resistance, procedural problems and attitudes to a 

Europe-Wide AP(E)L system. Murphy's concluding remarks were; 

 

“Perhaps the strongest outcome from the VaLEx  (Valuing Learning from 

Experience) interim findings about AP(E)L in higher education in Ireland 

then, is that there are conceptual, political and procedural issues which are 

equally worthy of attention. Academics can readily identify, and respond to, 

the procedural problems and the necessary policy changes. However, the 

conceptual and philosophical challenges remain, particularly around how 

knowledge and learning are differently valued in different contexts, and 

around how and why mechanisms such as ECTS, AP(E)L, and EUROPASS 

should be radically theorised and appropriately developed for the university 

context”. 

    

The University Sector 

 

Of all the sectors the University system is on the face of it the least active in the area 

of AP(E)L. This is however due to the lack of institutional-wide initiatives. There is 

however significant activity in all seven universities although the activity in 
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experiential learning is restricted to a small number of disciplines with Nursing and 

Education being the most prolific users of the experiential route. A number of recent 

developments are putting increased pressure on the university sector to become more 

involved in the area of AP(E)L.  

 

In the past there was a steady flow of students from the Higher Education sector to the 

University sector and a very well refined system of APL existed to cater for this flow 

of students. This interaction has diminished in recent times due to the increased 

authority of the HE sector to award their own degrees and post graduate qualifications 

and the greater acceptance of these awards by employers. Consequently the university 

sector is now under increasing pressure to maintain their enrolment numbers and with 

demographic trends indicating a fall in the number of school leavers it is imperative 

for systems to be put in place to allow for greater flexibility in the admissions system. 

In addition to this self awareness the sector is coming under increasing pressure from 

the National Qualifications Authority (NQAI) to subscribe more fully to the National 

Framework of Qualifications. The NQAI was established in February 2001 and full 

details of the Authority are available at its website 4  

 

                                                
4 http://www.nqai.ie 
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Since its establishment in 2001 it has made a very significant impact on the entire 

educational system in Ireland. This impact comes primarily from the framework of 

qualifications which it established and which is referred to earlier in this chapter. The 

Authority however beyond the framework its greatest influence is to be seen in its role 

as a facilitator of change. In this regard like most change agents it had its difficulties 

in gaining universal acceptance across all sectors but it is fair to say that since 2001 it 

has come a long way and is now widely regarded as one of the primary agents in the 

educational change process. Importantly it does not confine its views on change to 

systems but pays significant attention to achieving change in attitudes. The ultimate 

goal being to create a more diverse learner community which will have different 

needs from basic training right through the various sectors from vocational to 

university level education. The Authority in its publication dealing with the 

establishment of a framework for the development, recognition and award of 

qualifications in Irelandvii states: 

The Authority will take a lead role in co-ordinating the cultural changes needed at 

structural, organisational and individual levels to support the development of the 

Framework generally and, more particularly, the achievement of the objectives for 

access, transfer and progression this role will involve:  

• contributing to policy-making at national level 

• participation in national and sectoral coordinating and development groups 

• the establishment, where appropriate, of consortia of relevant stakeholders to 

enable the development of consensus for change 

• participation in debate and discourse on issues relevant to qualifications and 

to access, transfer and progression, including the organisation of conferences, 

seminars and workshops as appropriate. 
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These could easily have become pious aspirations were it not for the fact that the 

Authority under a dynamic leadership decided to drive the agenda rather than waiting 

to be mere contributors. As an example of this pro-active approach the Authority in 

March of this year organised a National Conference on the topic of Implementing the 

National Framework of Qualifications - Advances in the Recognition of Prior 

Learning. Over 350 participants attended this major national conference to review 

progress in the implementation of the National Framework of Qualifications with a 

particular emphasis on how RPL could play a major role in the development of the 

framework. The conference was attended by representatives from a wide range 

organisations which to a greater or lesser extent have an interest in the field of 

education. The diversity of the group which included delegates from education and 

training institutions and awarding bodies, from learner groups, trade unions, the world 

of business, Government Departments, State bodies and from the community and 

voluntary sector also emphasised the fact that a vast amount of learning was taking 

place in the non-formal arena. The particular focus of the conference was the issue of 

RPL and subsequent to the conference in June of this year the NQAI published its 

guidelines on RPL entitled Principles and Operational Guidelines for the Recognition 

of Prior Learningviii (It should be noted that the Authority defined RPL as follows, 

“RPL is considered as encompassing all types of prior learning: AP(E)L has tended to 

become a collective term which encompasses, for example, Accreditation of Prior 

Learning (APL); Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning (APEL); Accreditation 

of Prior Certificated Learning (APCL); Recognition of prior learning  (RPL); 

Accreditation of Prior Learning and Achievement (APL&A); Recognition of Current 

Competencies (RCC); and, more recently Learning Outside Formal Teaching 

(LOFT)”).  
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 This speedy turnaround time again indicates the commitment of the Authority to 

convert discourse and debate into actual policies. The guidelines have now been 

adopted and published as the Authority’s Principles and Operational Guidelines for 

the Recognition of Prior Learning in Further and Higher Education and Training. 

What this shows is that as an National Body it is fully committed to the concept of 

AP(E)L but more importantly it is willing to take the appropriate actions to ensure 

that policy is transformed to action. 

There is little doubt that the NQAI’s dynamic approach to this subject has had an 

impact on the University Sector but it is not the only driver in ensuring that there is a 

change within the sector. The Skilbeckix report which was published in 2001 by the 

Higher Education Authority  argued that the university sector must change and adapt 

in many areas of its operation. One key point was the need to embrace in a far more 

enthusiastic fashion the concepts of lifelong learning and attendant issues such as 

AP(E)L. This was further emphasised by the Organisation for Economic Co-

Operation & Development (OECD) x in its national report for Ireland published in 

2004. This report did a lot to advance the cause of the lifelong learner through its 

highlighting of the inequities in the Irish system.  

Another important area is part-time education, which is normally seen in 

many countries as an established route through tertiary education for 

students, often mature students, from disadvantaged backgrounds. In Ireland 

the attractiveness of such a route is dissipated by the fact that, unlike full-time 

students, part-time students are not eligible for maintenance grants and have 

to pay fees 
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In addition to discrimination on an individual basis the report also highlighted what 

might be referred to as 'institutional' discrimination when the report stated: 

Moreover, there was very little incentive for institutions to take special steps to recruit 

part-time students because they were not clear whether or not the fee income was 

being off set against their recurrent grant. 

 

Important as these quotes are the most telling for this chapter is; 

Much more needs to be done to facilitate credit transfer and accumulation, 

including the recognition of work experience and prior 

experience…………The NQAI is working to standardise qualifications so that 

transfers between institutions and the recognition of prior certified learning 

can be facilitated. However progress is slow and there is an urgent need to 

secure agreement across the various providers and to move on to develop a 

mechanism to enable the introduction of APEL to encourage adult students to 

resume learning 

This slowness of action cannot be accredited to the NQAI or indeed to further 

education sector. The Higher Education Sector has also moved significantly but it is 

clear that there is a need far a clear and definitive change in the culture of the 

University sector if the recommendations of the OECD and the aspirations of the 

NQAI are to achieve fruition. 

Konrad xi and the initial findings of the VaLex Projectxii as reported by Murphyxiii in 

her paper to the SCUTREA 34th Annual Conference, states that systems of AP(E)L 
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have existed in Ireland in a limited fashion since 1992 but notes that progress towards 

a national system is very slow. Murphy in her paper highlighted the fact that very few 

colleges or universities had formal institution wide policies. In a very detailed report 

Murphy gives an account of the stages at which each institution is at in relation to a 

broad range of issues ranging from the formal policy to the support in place for the 

learners. Both indicate that while there are varying degrees of progress in the various 

sectors there is still a long way to travel before Ireland has a coordinated approach to 

the issue of AP(E)L. 

The most recent work in this area is a review of the current state of play of RPL in 

Ireland with a focus on current practices has some interesting developments to report. 

In this publication by Sheridan & Lenihanxiv. In this report they outline the findings of 

an investigation of recognition of prior learning practices in nine third level 

institutions. Frome their findings they note that the recognition of prior learning is 

challenging the current structures of third level educational institutions requiring them 

to become increasingly flexible in terms of mode of delivery and the accreditation of 

prior learning. Most importantly however from my perspective is that the results 

highlight the importance of inter-institutional co-operation and collaboration in the 

field of the recognition of prior learning. 

The starting point for the recognition of prior learning is as was reported in the work 

by myself and others xv the understanding that everyone should be aware that people 

are always learning everywhere and, above all, not always in a conscious or self-

chosen learning situation. The degree in which individuals and the knowledge society 

consciously build on this is still strongly underexposed and under-utilised. In the 

knowledge society, the focus should be on the individual learning process. Because of 
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this very fact finding a definition of what RPL is very difficult as is noted by Sheridan 

& Linehanxvi. They concluded that there was no clear agreement among, writers, 

researchers and major policy-influencing agencies as to what RPL actually is and 

range from very utilitarian views to well defined philosophical concepts. 

Resultant to this a key issue is the level of coherence that exists in pan national 

systems such as the Bologna Process and attendant national frameworks of 

qualifications particularly when areas associated with RPL such as Access, Transfer 

and Progression are debated. In this regard the work of the Irish national agency – 

National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI) has been hugely influential not 

just in Ireland but across Europe. Their work in mapping the Irish Framework fully on 

to the European Framework has had a significant impact of the issue of RPL. A very 

significant body of work exists on this issue on the NQAI’s website www.nqai.ie. 

I will conclude this section of my lecture by quoting from Sheridan & Linehanxvii 

again as they have very succinctly outlined two hugely important factors for the 

development of RPL and these are the barriers to the development of RPL and the 

enabling factors that will assist its introduction. On the barriers this is what they have 

to say; 

 Student Record Systems 

When asked to identify the main barriers to development and scaling up of 

RPL activity in individual institutions, working party representatives from a 

number of institutions — notably institutions with the most significant RPL 

practice built up — identified problems relating to student records and 

management information systems as barriers to successful RPL. Difficulties or 
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deterrents included: rigidity of the institutional record system, difficulty in 

clearly and consistently recording students who are granted exemptions, 

implications for the students’ fulltime status and delays in the portfolio 

development and assessment process. It was agreed that these are not 

insurmountable difficulties but would need to be addressed for the 

development of robust RPL systems. These system issues were also reported in 

the Líonra project. The recording of the outcome of the process and how this 

is translated to the Diploma Supplement was also considered. The working 

group recommended that, where experiential learning is awarded a grade and 

included in a final award, these grades should not be differentiated on the 

Diploma Supplement.  

 

Time Involved in the Preparation and Assessment of Portfolios 

 The length of time required to prepare and assess a portfolio of experiential 

learning was identified as a concern and, often, an RPL barrier at some of the 

institutions. Where the preparation of the portfolio is contemporaneous with 

the delivery of the module in question there can be serious concerns over any 

delay in portfolio preparation. The major concern is that the learner may fail 

in their bid for RPL and may have opted not to take the lectures or tuition in 

that subject, thereby missing their chance to undertake the conventional 

assessment methods on offer. It was noted that learners initially often 

underestimate the time and effort required to complete a portfolio and, 

following mentoring and advice sessions, some of the potential RPL applicants 

opt to undertake the modules through the conventional route. Particular 

circumstances, however, can vary significantly and the timing issue is often 
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not a difficulty where a cohort of learners is progressing through the RPL 

process in a planned and managed way in collaboration with an employer 

partner. 

 

RPL Costs 

RPL costs can be a barrier for the learner and for the provider. One of the 

issues explored by the RPL working group is the lack of clarity and 

transparency around RPL costing. As referred to above, the process to 

recognise prior certified learning has a very different resource requirement 

than that required to advise and guide a learner on the preparation and 

assessment of a portfolio. The working party agreed that the RPL process 

could be important for incentivising learners towards third-level education, 

therefore neither the costs nor the process should act as a barrier to the 

learner. 

 

Academic Language and Jargon 

In some cases, the language in which the learning outcomes are couched, even 

terms such as ‘learning outcomes’, can deter potential applicants who have 

not previously engaged in third-level education. Some of the Education in 

Employment partners have already engaged with the process of re-phrasing 

terminology concerning the learning outcomes of modules which are often the 

subject of RPL claims. The working group is also providing examples of prior 

learning evidence at the appropriate level that can be used to meet specific 

requirements. In cases where an institution is working with numbers of 
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learners, the provision of readily understandable exemplars can be very 

effective in encouraging RPL applicants. 

 

On the enabling side of the equation they suggest that; 

 

Policy and Process 

An approved policy on RPL is one of the main building blocks for successful 

development of RPL. Currently, the build-up of practice and experience based 

on an approved RPL policy within any institution acts as an incentive for 

developments. In the case of many of the partners the ongoing development of 

RPL policy and the clear upholding of academic standards are facilitated 

through a sub-group of Academic Council or equivalent. 

 

Institutional Capacity and Capability 

An institution’s RPL capability requires adequate staff capability in RPL-

related administrative, mentoring, and assessment functions. Building this 

capability and, as far as possible, ensuring that the required capacity is 

quantified and available, will result in enhanced opportunities through RPL. 

Building assessment capability as it relates to problem- and project-based 

learning, and work-based and flexible learning will translate well into RPL 

and vice versa. 

 

Point of Contact 

Some partners believed that a clearly identifiable point of contact and a 

dedicated resource and/or office for RPL was a significant factor in growing 
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and developing RPL activity and ensuring that the learner believed that this 

resource was readily accessible to them. Under the SIF Education in 

Employment project funding many partners put a dedicated RPL resource in 

place or supplemented resources that already existed. One of the significant 

questions at the close of the project will be the sustainability of this dedicated 

RPL resource. 

 

Robust Quality Assurance (QA) Systems and Well Designed Programmes 

A perception can be held by some people in the academic community and in 

other areas that the recognition of prior learning allows an easy or easier 

route to an award for a learner, or that the learner does not hold the same 

level of knowledge, skills, and competence as a learner who went through the 

traditional learning route. The experience of learners and academics involved 

in the RPL process, however, is that the route to exemption, based on prior 

experiential learning is difficult and rigorous. The application of transparent 

and robust QA systems should help to build more widespread confidence in 

RPL systems. 

 

I would again highlight that the primary enabler however is commitment. 

Commitment from National Government to the concept and to supplying supports for 

institutions that wish to implement such policies. In addition it is essential that work 

in the area of RPL is fully aligned to other key national and pan-national 

developments such as the Bologna Process and national qualifications frameworks. 

Other major issues that need to be addressed are outlined by Sheridan & Linehanxviii 
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when they outline their recommendations for higher educational institutions which I 

reproduce here; 

 

 Recognise that a learner already has certain insights, experiences, and 

knowledge; 

 Design user-friendly approaches for the recognition of prior learning 

and continuous professional development; 

 Encourage collaboration between different institutions in order to meet 

the needs of the learner more effectively; 

 Recognise that RPL has to be underpinned by quality assurance 

mechanisms; 

 Clearly define the roles and responsibilities of the learner, the RPL 

mentor, and the RPL assessor; 

 Provide appropriate training and support to staff involved in 

managing and supporting the RPL process; 

 Provide guidance on portfolio preparation, including advice on clarity 

of language to be used, and volume of evidence to be included: 

 Recognise that RPL is an integral component of any work-based 

learning programme; 

 Promote awareness and knowledge of RPL arrangements widely to 

potential learners; 

 Monitor and review policies and procedures for the recognition of 

prior learning; 

 Gather appropriate information on the RPL process within their 

organisation; 
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 Provide effective, timely, and appropriate feedback to learners; 

 Work in partnership with employers, where appropriate, to develop 

negotiated pathways to learning for cohorts of workers while taking 

account of their prior learning.    

 This paper contains faith, hope and indeed a necessary caution as well. There is little 

doubt that the major efforts of the NQAI in bringing all sectors of the education 

community to the AP(E)L table gives those involved in the field of lifelong learning a 

great sense of hope. This is based on the responses of the Further & Higher Education 

sectors. The hope comes also from the belief that no central government or its 

agencies can afford to ignore the findings of major international reviews such as those 

undertaken by the OECD. Nor can it ignore the findings of reports from teams of 

experts the Government itself put in place to review such matters such as the 

O’Driscoll Reportxix. This report states that the Higher Education Sector5 needs to be 

more adaptive and responsive. In particular it states that the sector needs to be flexible 

and adaptive to the needs of the learner and the enterprise. It urges the sector to be 

creative and innovative in delivery methods and to support high levels of participation 

in lifelong learning. To achieve these goals the sector must embrace the concepts of 

AP(E)L.  

Faith for future development comes substantially from the people working within the 

Lifelong Learning Sector. There is little doubt that the NQAI has had an immense 

impact which will continue to permeate further into all sectors including the 

university sector. The driving role it has played so far in attempting to set national 

standards for AP(E)L is both welcome and encouraging. The Further and Higher 

                                                
5 In this instance the term Higher education is taken to include the University sector 
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Sectors have embraced the move enthusiastically even if some of the individual 

establishments have yet to put the formal structures in place. The assimilation of the 

Nursing profession by the University Sector has acted as a catalyst for developments 

to become more focused in the University Sector and  could result in the not too 

distant future in a reasonably standard approach across all sectors of the education 

community. The journey has begun and hopefully the destination will be attained. 

There is still a significant amount of work to be completed but as the old Irish saying 

goes “a good start is have the battle”. A new culture of change must be cultivated 

within the University sector on the issues relating to lifelong learning. The good news 

is that the leaders of the University sector have in recent times shown themselves to 

be agents of change. Significant changes have been introduced within the sector 

relating to corporate structure and governance. The next step is to cascade this change 

through the entire operations of the universities to encourage change, seeing lifelong 

learning as essential and needing to receive the priority that major national and 

international reports have advocated. 

Change is a powerful concept. It can be implemented provided it is fully understood 

and not confused, is driven from the top and carried through with vision and courage. 

It is not for the faint hearted. Given the desire, leadership and courage, change can 

ensure a brighter future for lifelong learning and its essential elements such as 

AP(E)L will flourish. 

Those trying to drive the change in lifelong learning in Ireland and Europe today may 

take heart from the 6th century Irish scholar, St.Columbanus      

“so what I am I was not and shall not be, and every hour I am different and 

never stay” 
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