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Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am delighted to be here today to open this conference on “Self-Evaluation of Programmes and Services within the Further Education Sector”. I would like to thank the Further Education Support Services and the Irish Vocational Educational Association for inviting me to this important event. The conference is jointly organised by the IVEA and the Further Education Support Service (FESS) formerly known as the NCVA Support Service, with the support of the Further Education Section of my Department. As Minister, I have special responsibility for both adult education and youth services and both of these sectors are intimately linked with providers of further education and training. 
This conference is an example of good practice and demonstrates how the Further Education Support Services, the IVEA, FETAC and a number of providers have been able to work together over the last few months as part of a task group to help to support the sector in the area of Self Evaluation of Programmes and Services as part of Provider Quality Assurance.

FETAC was established in 2001 under the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act, 1999 as the single national awarding body in Further Education and Training (FET) in Ireland. Their key functions are to make and promote awards, determine standards, validate programmes of further education and training, and monitor quality assurance.

Under Section 18(1) of the Act, providers of programmes of further education and training leading to FETAC awards are required to establish a system of Quality Assurance and agree it with FETAC. 

As part of their Quality Assurance agreement, providers are required to perform a Self Evaluation on each of their programmes of further education and training and related services at least once every 5 years. Self Evaluation is a fundamental part of a Quality Assurance system and is so important that it is specifically required under Section 18(2) of the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act, 1999.
Self Evaluation is considered best practice in an effective and robust Quality Assurance system, and has been used for a number of years in Higher Education in Ireland ( in both the universities and HETAC-recognised institutions), and in both Further and Higher Education in the U.K.

It is recognised that every national qualifications framework, including Ireland’s National Framework of Qualifications, needs to have an effective and robust Quality Assurance system to underpin the framework and support its credibility. A fundamental part of all Quality Assurance systems is a periodic Self Evaluation process, involving all key stakeholders, and overseen by an external expert. Self Evaluation is part of the Common Quality Assurance Framework (CQAF), which is part of the European Union’s vision for the Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector under the Copenhagen Process (part of the Lisbon 2010 Agenda).

Self Evaluation is a key element in achieving continuous improvement in further education and training. It is a way of developing programmes and related services through critical and reflective questioning, leading to positive recommendations and systematic and structured action plans for planning and improvement.

Self Evaluation by a provider of its programmes and related services completes the “loop” of Quality Assurance. This “loop” requires the provider to measure, consult and reflect on whether they are truly achieving their further education and training mission and objectives. This is achieved by consulting in a spirit of partnership with key stakeholders (such as learners, employers, the community, staff, management, and others), taking a 360( view of the impact of the provider’s work, all under the guidance of an external expert, the External Evaluator.

Self Evaluation helps to make the work of a provider relevant and, over time, to ensure it remains relevant to its target learner groups, its broad community, the economy and ultimately society as a whole. It achieves this through a formal process, leading to the updating of their programmes and related services. Its ultimate aim is improvement: improvement for the learner, the provider, the stakeholders, etc.

I am pleased to acknowledge the partnership approach being adopted by the IVEA and the Further Education Support Services in the organisation of today’s event. It is an excellent example of what can be achieved by working collaboratively with the key stakeholders towards a common goal. 
Finally, I would like to congratulate the Further Education Support Service which has been supporting the Further Education sector since 1997.  They are, in fact, celebrating their 10th birthday this year.
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