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Ballymun Whitehall Area Partnership Education Working Group comprises 18 education and training 
organisations operating in the Ballymun/Whitehall area.  We are a member of AONTAS the national 
adult learning organisation and it’s Community Education Network.    We have been engaged with our 
partners in ongoing discussions regarding the development of SOLAS, changes to the social protection 
system in how it may impact the education system and most recently the Education and Training Bill due 
to be discussed 1st May 2013 by Select Sub Committee (Education and Skills). 
 
A number of key concerns have emerged through our discussions and have been formulated by AONTAS 
into a Response to the Education and Training Bill 2013. 
 
Please find a summary to follow and the full document attached.   
 
The Ballymun Whitehall Area Partnership Education Working Group calls on all those concerned with 
social inclusion and for supports to those most marginalised in our society to consider advocating on 
behalf of the community education sector for amendments to the Education and Training Bill 2013 in 
order to ensure the inclusion of and recognition for community education within the Bill. 
 
 Key Concerns within the legislation 

 Strong labour market focus, little mention of social role of Further Education and Training (FET) 
 Community education providers/practice not named 
 Provision of FET for groups outside of Live Register? 
 Definition of Further Education is very narrow 
 Development of FET strategy, consultation process and stakeholders 
 Learners’ Charter 
 Composition of the Board  

 
Proposed changes 

 Frame definition of further education to reflect lifelong learning 
 Name community education providers  
 Broaden functions – clarify provision for those not on the live register 
 Commit to developing the Learners’ Charter within the FET strategy 
 Broaden the composition of the Board, to include an NGO seat  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Further education” includes further education provided for the 
purpose of obtaining an award within the meaning of the 
Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education and Training) Act 2012 
at a level that is not higher than level 6 specified in the National 
Framework of Qualifications….. 
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The Further Education and Training (SOLAS) Bill 2013 
 
Initial response from AONTAS, the National Adult Learning Organisation 
 
February 2013 
The recently published Further Education and Training (SOLAS) Bill will officially establish SOLAS as 
the new Further Education and Training Authority and when enacted will underpin the development 
and delivery of further education and training programmes for the foreseeable future. While 
AONTAS, the National Adult Learning Organisation has welcomed the integration of further 
education and training as a means of providing a coherent service for adult learners we caution 
policy and decision makers to think ahead in planning a service which needs to serve the future 
education and training needs of Irish adults and not just the immediate needs of the labour market 
in the context of an Irish and European wide recession.  Each year, approximately 180,000 adults1 
take part in some form of further education through their local VEC for a variety of reasons, while 
approximately 30,000 adults avail of educational opportunities through independent community 
education providers2.  
Decisions made now about the design of a service need to take into account a number of key issues: 

 The current  skills needs of the Irish labour market remembering that there are a limited 

number of jobs for people even if they have taken up training courses 

 The future skills needs of the Irish labour market assuming that we will  survive the recession 

and return to relative prosperity 

 The education and training needs of those   currently unable to access the labour market by 

reason of life circumstances e.g. home and caring responsibilities, disability 

 The education and training needs of people who have left the labour market by reason of 

age 

 The education and training needs of people who have difficulty accessing the Labour Market 

by reason of lack of initial education  and lack of basic and generic skills 

 The education and training needs of people for whom social connection and networks are 

essential to physical and mental health.  

In our submission to the SOLAS consultation process in January 2011 AONTAS proposed that the key 
starting point should be the learner and  that the development of an integrated quality  service 
catering for the wide range of learning needs ranging across skills for the labour market, upskilling, 
personal development , social , cultural and civic development should therefore focus on the 
learner.  
The broader, social impact of further education, in particular community education, has been 
demonstrated through two research projects commissioned by AONTAS and funded by the 
Department of Education and Skills.  ‘More than just a Course’ (2011)3 and ‘Sowing the Seeds of 
Social Change (2011)4 documented the outcomes of learners in both DES funded community 
education programmes as well as learners engaged in the independent community education sector.  

                                                           
1
 These include adults taking part in part time programmes eg adult literacy programmes, BTEI, community 

education, and adults taking part in full time programmes eg Youthreach, VTOS and PLC courses).  
 
2
 AONTAS established the Community Education Network to provide a platform for independent providers of 

community education.  The network includes approximately 120 providers around the country.  
3
 Available from www.aontas.com/pubsandlinks/publications/community-education-more-than-just-a-course-

2010 
4
 Available from www.aontas.com/pubsandlinks/publications/sowing-the-seeds-of-social-change-2011 
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Both research projects identified a range of benefits, including personal, community and civic 
outcomes.  
 
Since the announcement of the establishment of SOLAS and the consultation day in March 2012, 
AONTAS has endeavoured to keep its members informed of developments through its membership 
meeting, e bulletins, Explore magazine articles and social media communications. We are particularly 
keen that stakeholders across the sector whether they are providers, staff involved in the direct 
delivery of services or learners identify with the new authority and participate in the development of 
the new integrated, quality service. This is an enormous challenge as the success of the integrated 
approach is contingent upon the commitment and work of personnel across the further education, 
training and social protection spectrum. A major fear expressed by people from the adult and 
community education part of that spectrum is that their track record of expertise and experience in 
delivering flexible and learner centred options for learners will be overwhelmed by the labour 
market agenda and that the new service will really be just a reconfigured version of FÁS. It therefore 
of the utmost importance we get the system right. 
 
AONTAS recognises the different functions of the contents of legislation and what will be included in 
a further education and training strategy and plans to contribute to the development of both.   We 
would like to immediately focus on the heads of bill as they currently stand. 
Four aspects of the legislation are of interest to AONTAS, these are:- 

 the definition of further education and training, 

 the functions of SOLAS, 

 the preparation of the FET (Further Education and Training) strategy  

 the composition of the Board.  

 
1. Definition of Further Education and Training 

The draft legislation (Part 1, Section 2) defines what is meant by further education i.e. 
“Further education” includes further education provided for the purpose of obtaining an award 
within the meaning of the Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education and Training) Act 2012 at 
a level that is not higher than level 6 specified in the National Framework of Qualifications….. 
AONTAS is of the view that the definition proposed by the draft bill is extremely narrow and does 
not reflect the complexity and scope of further education and training in a lifelong learning context 
nor does it specify the provision of opportunities for those not on the Live Register to access FET 
courses( although this was included on the original explanatory notes published before the draft 
Heads of Bill.   
While AONTAS supports the right of all adults to accreditation for their learning we are also critically 
aware of the varying pace at which people may attain accreditation. For example learners with poor 
educational levels may also suffer from very low self esteem leading them to believe that education 
is not for them and need time to build up their self confidence and to discover their innate abilities. 
At the outset the pressure to ‘do an exam’ or finish a specific course may be offputting for them. 
Non- accredited options in the form of short programmes such as personal development and basic 
skills may be necessary as a lead in to accredited options. Also older learners who have left the 
workforce or whose key priority is maintaining mental health and social networks need provision 
which does not necessarily require accreditation. 
 
FET in the context of Lifelong Learning 
If we look at further education and training in the context of lifelong learning then the critical, social, 
cultural and civic functions must also have parity of esteem with the labour market agenda. Cutting 
back or excluding such learning options ignores the social inclusion agenda and the vital role of 
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learning in sustaining communities and democratic life. The White Paper on Adult Education, 
Learning for Life defined adult education as:- 
 
Systematic learning undertaken by adults who return to learning having concluded initial education 
and training. As such it includes aspects of further and third level education, continuing education 
and training, community education and other systematic deliberate learning by adults, both formal 
and informal.5  
 
At the time of its preparation the White Paper stated that it did not aim to provide a blueprint for 
the training sector as that work was being advanced through the National Employment Action Plan 
and the work of the Taskforce on Lifelong Learning6. The Taskforce endorsed the European 
Commission definition of Lifelong Learning as:-  
 
All learning activity undertaken throughout life, with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and 
competences within  a personal ,civic, social and/or employment related perspective. 
 
While the report of the Taskforce was criticised at the time for taking a narrow perspective, 
nonetheless it managed to describe its vision of lifelong learning as follows:- 
 
The State and citizens working in partnership should achieve: The skills, motivation, supports/tools, 
resources and time to engage in learning on a lifelong basis and thus enrich lives and develop a more 
prosperous, more inclusive society. 
 
Both the work and thinking undertaken to produce the  White paper and the Report of the Taskforce  
on Lifelong Learning should inform the future FET  service not just as an integrated one but also one 
which is multi-faceted and responsive to the real needs of learners as well as the economy. 
AONTAS proposes that the definition of further education and training should reflect the broader 
social purpose of learning by amending it as follows:  
 
Further education and training is seen as a key element of lifelong learning of equal importance to 
first second and third level education. As such it should include further education and training 
provided for the purpose of obtaining an award within the meaning of the Qualifications and Quality 
Assurance( Education and Training Act) 2012 at  levels not higher than Level 67 specified in the 
National Framework of Qualification. It also includes other systematic and deliberate learning , both 
formal and non-formal undertaken by adults in a wide variety of settings and contexts, in particular 
community education. 
 

2. Functions of SOLAS 

With regard to the functions of SOLAS AONTAS is concerned by the narrowness of their scope and 
what is effectively left out.   While employers have been identified as a key stakeholder within the 
legislation there must also be consultation with providers of FET as well as adult learners 
themselves.  The Action Plan for SOLAS8 published by the Department for Education and Skills 

                                                           
5
 Government White Paper ‘Learning for Life’ (2000) :available from www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-

Reports/fe_aduled_wp.pdf  (Page 12) 
6
 The Taskforce on Lifelong Learning was established by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment 

in collaboration with the Department of Education and Science.  The Taskforce report was published in 
October 2002.  Available online from : www.djei.ie/publications/labour/2002/lifelonglearning.pdf 
7
 With the caveat that we are also aware that some community education providers provide both access 

programmes/and/or outreach programmes at higher levels of the NFQ 
8
 http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/An-Action-Plan-for-SOLAS.pdf  

http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/fe_aduled_wp.pdf
http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/fe_aduled_wp.pdf
http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/An-Action-Plan-for-SOLAS.pdf
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identifies a Learner Charter as a mechanism for consulting with adult learners and this should be 
reflected within the legislation.  AONTAS believes that the development of the Learners’ Charter 
should be a key element of the Further Education and Training Strategy, given its capacity to consult 
with and reflect the diversity of learner experience within FET.  
 
We are therefore proposing the following changes:  
 
Section 7 (b) to consult with the Minister for Social Protection, the Minister for Jobs, Enterprise and 
Innovation , employers, FET providers and learners for the purpose etc…. 
 
Section 7(c) to advance moneys to further education and training bodies and other bodies including 
community education providers etc 
 
Section 7(d) to provide or arrange for, the provision of FET including skills for employment and to 
support the co-ordination of such FET by persons and independent providers including community 
education providers. 
 
Section 7(e) to assess whether or not training bodies and other bodies engaged in the provision of 
further education and training including community education providers etc. 
 
Section 7(g) to support and promote co-operation between further education and training bodies, 
including community education providers. 
 
Section 7(f) While this section outlines provision for people on job seekers benefit or allowance, 
there is no mention of provision for those outside of the Live Register.  In the General Scheme of a 
Further Education and Training (SOLAS) Bill, published online in December 2012, one of the 
proposed functions is ‘to provide opportunities for those not on the Live Register to access further 
education and training courses.’9 This function is not included within the draft legislation, and needs 
to be clarified.   
 
AONTAS proposes that provision for those outside of the live register could be included under 
Section 7 (h) as follows:  
Section 7 (h) to develop and facilitate the development of new and existing further education and 
training programmes designed to respond to the broad range of needs of learners whether they are 
on the Live Register or not, including social, cultural and civic development as well as vocational 
skills. 
 
Section 7(h)2 to establish systems designed to monitor the quality and outcomes  of the education 
and training concerned including qualitative outcomes where appropriate, for the purpose of 
ensuring that those programmes serve their purpose.( This should be a stand alone section) 
Given the narrowness of the current functions, AONTAS believes that these should be expanded to 
include the following functions 

 To promote an appreciation of the value of Further Education and Training 

 To promote the attainment of equality of opportunity in Further Education and Training 

 
 
 
 

                                                           
9
 Available online from www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/General-Scheme-of-a-Further-

Education-and-Training-Authority-SOLAS-Bill-2012.pdf (See Functions, Page 8.) 

http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/General-Scheme-of-a-Further-Education-and-Training-Authority-SOLAS-Bill-2012.pdf
http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/General-Scheme-of-a-Further-Education-and-Training-Authority-SOLAS-Bill-2012.pdf
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3. Preparation of the Further Education and Training Strategy (Section 9) 

Section 9 outlines how SOLAS will consult and prepare the FET strategy which will inform and shape 
the services.  AONTAS believes strongly that in preparing the strategy there needs to greater 
consultation with both providers and adult learners.  The need for the new service to be learner-
centred is a theme which emerged strongly in the consultation phase and this needs to be reflected 
in the legislation.  The strategy should therefore incorporate a Learners’ Charter, as proposed in the 
original SOLAS Action Plan.  The development of the Learners’ Charter provides the opportunity for 
the service to actively consult with a diversity of learner voices in a meaningful way.   
An tSeirbhis shall, in the course of preparing a strategy under this section, consult with  Further 
Education and Training providers including community education providers…….employers, adult 
learners or any other person it considers appropriate. An tSeribhis shall in consultation with learners, 
develop a Learner Charter to be adopted by all FET providers.  
 

4. Composition of the Board 

AONTAS believes that there is a need for an adult learner’s perspective to be represented at Board 
level.  However, it would be highly challenging for one individual learner to communicate the 
diversity of learner experience10 involved within FET.  In August 2012 AONTAS published a paper on 
how to engage adult learners in the context of new governance structures in the FET sector11.  Since 
then, AONTAS assisted the Department of Education and Skills to identify an adult learner to take up 
a position on the new QQI Board.  AONTAS is also providing ongoing support to this Board member, 
so that she can bring a diversity of interests to the QQI Board.  
 
Other perspectives and interests within the FET sector are likewise important and could also be 
served well through representation at Board level.  For example, there is a need for a strong 
perspective on the Board which can communicate the wider social purpose of education and the 
value of community education. AONTAS through its establishment and support of its Community 
Education Network comprising 130 members for the past seven years has a high level of expertise in 
this regard.  Our national research on the wider outcomes of community education has enhanced 
that expertise. This is especially important to the identity of SOLAS from the outset.  
 
NGOs operating in the FET sector such as AONTAS and NALA can bring these combinations of 
experience to the Board of SOLAS.  Both AONTAS and NALA are membership organisations which, 
because of their engagement with learners and a broad range of providers (statutory and non-
statutory) can communicate the experiences and concerns of a wide range of interests. An NGO seat 
on the board would provide a valuable addition to the interests proposed within the draft legislation 
and the future development of an integrated FET service as a whole.   
 

                                                           
10

 Including basic education/literacy, community education, BTEI, VTOS, FÁS Training etc.  
11

 ‘Building meaningful representation for Adult Learners’ (August 2012)- Available from 
www.aontas.com/download/pdf/building_meaningful_representation_for_adult_learners.pdf  

http://www.aontas.com/download/pdf/building_meaningful_representation_for_adult_learners.pdf

