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Context:

The issue of prior learning in Ireland is in many ways no different from many of the other
countries engaged in the OBSERVAL Project in that it is being used in many ways and by
many organisations but may not always be referred to as validation. Equally the issue of
informal and non formal education can be confused in many people’ minds. We are however
very lucky in that two excellent pieces of work have recently been completed and as | had
both the pleasure and the privilege of playing a small part in this exercise - | was one of
many individuals and organisations who engaged in the consultative process which was part
of the exercise - | will draw heavily on this work to give the overview. | will then draw on my
own experiences to give some examples of real cases.

Introduction:

At the beginning of the OBSERVAL Project the economic climate across Europe was looking
reasonably strong and in the Irish context while some minor issues were beginning to arise
the economy was looking robust and the future prospects still good. Even in this good
almost vibrant economic climate significant developments had been identified by the Expert
Group on Future Skills Needs *. This report highlighted some predictable issues such as that
in a changing environment moving towards the knowledge based society the need for higher
skills would grow and the need for low skilled employees would decrease. The report none
the less outlined some alarming statistics. It predicted that during the period from 2006 to
2020 Ireland would need 950,000 extra new workers. In the context of the issues of informal
and non-formal learning it noted that Ireland would have to significantly improve the
educational profile of its labour force indicating that no fewer than 500,000 individuals in
the labour force would have to be up skilled by moving them up one level on the National
Qualifications Framework which id reproduced hereunder.

! This report is published by Forfas and is avadatilwww.skillsireland.ie
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While not mentioning APL, RPL or VPL specifically they state that the response from the
educational sector to this upskilling challenge has to be flexible to meet the needs of bother
the learner and the employers. They stress that this will only be achieved through a much
improved linkage and interaction between education, employment and enterprise and the
provision of work based education and training which are scheduled around working hours.

In October 2007 the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland ' published a country
background report as part of an OECD Thematic Report " and can be viewed at
http://www.oecd.org/datacecd/3/57/41679902.pdf and the full Country Note is available at
http://www.nqai.ie/documents/finalcountrynotel.pdf .

The background report is very use from a number of perspectives but in relation to the
OBSERVAL Project | would highlight the following issues. Firstly it establishes a set of
definitions in accordance with best practice internationally so the opportunity for ambiguity
which | referred to previously is immediately discounted. From this it develops to cover a
very broad range of contextual issues such as demographics, internationalisation, ICT and
sociological issues. It then examines the institutional arrangements at governmental and
other levels following which it deals with the technical aspects investigating areas such as
qualifications, credit accumulation and assessment methods and procedures. The final
section of the report examines issues of stakeholder involvement. Importantly from the
perspective of our work it then gives four case studies. | have chosen to reproduce one of
the case studies hereunder in the format which they used as it is not too far from the
template we have used. More importantly however the case study that | have chosen is
within an organisation | also studied and | also reproduce here an individual case study
which | prepared within the same organisation.”

Failte Ireland

The student in this case-study is female.

The student left school at age 14 without sitting a state examination and without gaining any
formal qualification. In January 2006 the student contacted Failte Ireland to investigate what
training courses were available that might be of benefit to her. At that time, Failte Ireland,



through their Professional Development Advisor were in the process of expanding their
existing Accreditation of Prior Learning (APL) programme and the student was invited to
complete a written application form to determine her suitability for the scheme.

As the student was deemed to be eligible to participate in the FETAC Level 6 Certificate in
Professional Cookery due to her extensive experience as a professional cook, she was
registered to join the scheme and a mentor was appointed to guide and help her through
the process. The steps involved in this process are:

e Applicant checks own expertise against the Skills Audit Checklist, which sets out the
Failte Ireland standard that must be met

e Applicant must brush up knowledge where gaps are found to exist

e  Finally, applicant takes a practical skills and oral knowledge test through Failte
Ireland

e If the standard is met, applicant will be awarded a National Certificate

Completing the Skills Audit Checklist is a rigorous requirement involving 630 individual skills
and covering many diverse areas including but not confined to Oven Cooking and Braising,
Roasting and Pot Roasting, Deep-Frying, Baking and Sweet/Dessert Dishes, Development of
Cookery Skills, Basic Kitchen Preparations, Cost and Quality Control, Gastronomy, Nutrition,
Food Safety, General Health and Safety at Work, Kitchen Organisation, Food Service Systems
in the Industry, Catering Technology. The checklist and supporting appendices are available
to each candidate as a document containing a comprehensive 12,582 words.

The student was one of 22 candidates who successfully completed the Failte Ireland
accreditation process in September 2006 and as a result of gaining this qualification she is
determined to progress further educationally. She is full of praise for the VPL process citing
her increased confidence and the enjoyment of learning as two unexpected positive
outcomes of the process. The student was also very impressed with the level of help and
support that she received from the course co-ordinator.

Failte Ireland, the National Tourism Development Authority, is mandated to guide and
promote tourism as a leading indigenous component of the Irish economy. That mandate
includes the provision of training for personnel in the hospitality sector. The concept of APL
has existed in Failte Ireland since the early 1990s but has acquired a new lease of life under
the stewardship of a Professional Development Advisor with the organisation. The Fdilte
Ireland APL scheme allows individuals with substantial work experience to acquire formal
qualifications directly related to that work experience at FETAC level 5 (craft) in
Accommodation skills, Bar skills, Restaurant skills and level 6 (advanced) accreditation in
Accommodation Supervisor, Bar Supervisor, Restaurant Supervisor and Professional
Cookery.

The process of applying for and possibly gaining accreditation at craft level (FETAC level 5) in
Accommodation skills, Bar skills, Restaurant skills and level 6 (advanced) accreditation in
Professional Cookery is as detailed previously in the case of the student. The process for the
advanced accreditation in Accommodation Supervisor, Bar Supervisor and Restaurant
Supervisor is as follows:



e Application sent to Failte Ireland

e If eligible, applicant will be registered to join the scheme and a mentor will be
appointed to guide and help

e Applicant prepares a Portfolio of Evidence based on the Failte Ireland syllabus, which
sets out the standards that must be met

e Applicant submits a Portfolio of Evidence

e Applicant attends an interview with the Failte Ireland APL Committee

e If the standard is met, applicant will be awarded a National Certificate

For the advanced award — FETAC level 6 — the criteria are the same as those that apply to the
craft award as well as supervisory experience in the relevant area and could include:

e Typical work carried out in the job

e Job description and company organisation chart

e Product photographs, work samples

* Newspaper cuttings relating to work or achievements

* References from employers, supervisors or managers

e Copies of certificates or other awards (all courses followed could be relevant)

* Qverseas experience

e Details of special achievements or awards during employment or in training

* Membership of organisations and societies

* Endorsements from company magazines or customers

e Syllabus or written evidence of coursework from colleges that may have been
attended.

The Portfolio of Evidence is assessed against the learning objectives of the advanced level
course syllabus. The applicant is then invited to present the case in person to the
Accreditation of Prior Learning Committee of Fdilte Ireland. This interview forms an
important part of the assessment.

The most recent initiative was run in conjunction with a Further Education Training and
Awards Council (FETAC) pilot project and resulted in 22 individuals participating in the
scheme during 2006. As a result of this participation, 19 candidates were approved for
awards at National Certificate Level in August 2006 and a further three being awarded
National Advanced Level Certificates in November 2006.

Failte Ireland is conscious of the need for a greater dissemination of the availability of this
alternative method of gaining a formal qualification for those with appropriate work
experience and emphasises that continued success depends on a greater level of awareness
and understanding of the process by prospective candidates.



Case study 1 - Failte Ireland (National Tourism Development Authority)

1. Description

Centre name and product/service area

Purpose/objective of RPL

2. RPL Processes and procedures

Elements of prior learning to be included

Steps in the procedure to be followed by the
applicant

How was the applicant informed/contacted?

Tools/instruments/methods are used for
identification and valuation of competences?

How is informal learning measured and
valuated?

National agency with responsibility for tourism
development and education and training for the
hospitality sector in Ireland.

RPL offered to persons in the industry with skills
in professional cookery and bar management.
The RPL process is part of a strategy of Failte
Ireland to achieve recognition for skilled
personnel in the hospitality sector. Most of the
participants acquired their skills informally at
work in a lifelong learning capacity and had no
formal education and training in the sector.

Prior learning of applicants considered to
include: Lifelong learning including knowledge,
skills, ambitions, attitude, generic & specific
competences, know-how, performance,
experience within the hospitality sector

Initial contact made with Failte Ireland and
FETAC by individuals seeking recognition of skills
Group briefing on the process by RPL
Coordinator and FETAC Comprehensive skills
analysis of each individual with a subject matter
expert and detailed learning outcomes for the
award involved. Initial assessment of the skills
analysis of the individual Formal assessment of
practical and theoretical skills of the individual
and/or a portfolio with interview to determine
competence Results of assessment processed in
the standard process used for assessment of
learning by Failte Ireland. This includes results
approval and awarding of FETAC certificates

By post, email, telephone and by attendance at
the centre for the skills analysis and
assessments. Individual is responsible for
participation in the process. Individual paid a fee
of €85 to register and participate.

RPL/APL Briefing notes and presentation;
RPL/APL brochure; Individual application forms;
Skills analysis statements of learning outcomes —
workbook and notes and assessment records for
individuals tests

Informal learning is assessed by practical and
theory assessments based on the learning
outcomes for the awards.



Which criteria are used to accept candidates for
RPL?

What kinds of advice/feedback may be made by
assessors or

mentors, guiders, peers, examiners, etc?

What are the subsequent steps in the validation
process?

3. Quality Assurance

What overall quality assurance arrangements
are in place?

4.
Outcomes

What were the overall outcomes:
- for the organisation in charge

- for the target group

5. Issues identified in RPL process

Strengths RPL encourages inclusiveness and
provides better more focussed support to
students (learners). RPL provides access to
awards for individual who would otherwise not
achieve recognition and national certification

In 2006, 22 candidates participated — all
completed the process.

- Thus far all applicants have been successful
- All affirmation of the applicant’ s ability,
competences and

experience at the assessment phase have been
shown to have a strong positive effect on the
applicant. One candidate has indicated that she
wishes to continue her education to a higher
level.

Where the applicant is deemed suitable he or
she is called for the briefing and undertaken the
skills audit. If the applicant is deemed unsuitable
he or she is referred to another programme of
education and training.

The centre is a FETAC Quality Assured provider
with policies, procedures in place for all aspects
of its education and training service provision to
learners.

This process is in place for around 10 years.
Faille Ireland values this service to individual in
the industry and continues to offer the service
presently. There are some indicators at the
organisation may use other providers to
undertake the APL process on their behalf but
this has not happened to date. The RPL/APL
process has a direct impact on the individuals
who participate in respect of formal recognition
of their skills, knowledge and competence which
has a positive impact on their employment
prospects.

Opportunities RPL/APL is of particular value in a
sector where there is much informal and non
formal learning and mobility of workers within
the sector. This is the case for the hospitality
sector.



Weaknesses RPL is resource intensive and Threats Structural changes in Fdilte Ireland and

skilled personnel such as mentors and assessors  review of strategic objectives may lead to a

are critical to its successful implementation. reorganisation of provision. Existing capacity
may need to be redeveloped, i.e., staff may
need training in RPL processes.

| will conclude with two quotations. The first is from the country background report which |
referred to previously:

This report suggests that there is a need to examine more closely the role that RPL
can play in achieving broad policy goals, in particular that of increasing access to
education and training, and to identify areas or target groups in which RPL can be
most effective and how to support this. The interaction between RPL and policies
encouraging non-formal and informal learning, on the one hand, and policies for
formal learning, on the other also needs to be taken into account. It is considered
that there needs to be discussion of the options and future implementation
arrangements amongst all key stakeholders (including government departments,
agencies, funding bodies and providers). The Qualifications Authority intends to
advance with such discussions in advance of the visit of the international review
panel later in 2007.

Murphy
The second quote is from is from the OECD thematic report:

International experience shows that mainstreaming RPL into education and training
activities takes time. It requires a structural, long-term and labour intensive
approach and appropriate levels of funding. Tenacity on the part of the government,
providers, employers organisations and labour unions is crucial. Demand and
participation will not immediately take off in large volumes. It is to be expected, that
larger businesses, sectors with high rates of innovation and sectors who are short on
qualified workers, will be the first to adopt flexible forms of learning and engage in
RPL on a substantial scale. Small businesses and businesses with a slow pace of
innovation will be harder to reach. Obtaining substantial results may take 5 to 10
years.

OECD
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