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Introduction

FÁS welcomes the opportunity to respond to the NQAI’s discussion document ‘Review of Fees to be charged by the Further Education and Training Awards Council and the Higher Education and Training Awards Council’. 

This submission outlines the current practice and offers a view on possible principles, which might inform the debate.  

Question 1 - Functions of Awards Councils

Do you agree with the description of the functions of the Awards Councils described in this chapter? Are there other functions, which the Authority should consider? Do you agree with the analysis of these functions as set out in this Chapter? How should this analysis be developed further?

1.1. Determining Standards

As stated in the Review of Fees document, the development of standards for awards is a core function of the Councils.  FÁS agrees that the Councils could not consider the development of standards as a chargeable service.  The Councils will require considerable inputs from stakeholders, including providers, in the determination of occupational standards.  

1.2. Making Awards

FÁS agrees that establishing policies and criteria for making awards are services to all stakeholders and are core functions of the Council.  Therefore, it would not be appropriate to charge stakeholders for these services.   FÁS would hope that the Authority would not recommend a charge for Council awards, as to do so would amount to a wasteful “recycling” of state funds and involve unnecessary administration.  Instead, Council services for learners should be covered by grant to that Council.  The provider is responsible for; inter alia, development of a test specification, assessment design, marking assessments, etc and the attendant financial commitments.

Validation and Quality Assurance

FÁS agrees that the development of validation policies and criteria is a core function of the Councils and therefore could not be considered as chargeable services.  

FÁS is presently incurring considerable costs in both aligning and further developing its quality assurance and pre-validation systems, in compliance with the emerging requirements.  It is FÁS’ view that the Councils should avoid an over-reliance on procedures that involve frequent external auditing on behalf of the Councils, incurring perhaps a high level of fees payable to third party assessors/organisations.  This would create a substantial quality assurance sub-sector, which would attract costs that may not be sustainable across the education and training sector.

Ensuring that providers implement Access, Transfer and Progression procedures is part of the validation process and should not be regarded as a separate service.

1.3. Assessment of Learners

In 2002, FETAC processed over 23,000 awards for FÁS learners.  Given the legislative requirement for some programmes, e.g. Construction Skills Certification Scheme (CSCS), the number of awards for FÁS learners will increase substantially over the next few years.   The provision of appropriate assessment processes for these awards is costly.  In addition, considerable costs are also incurred during the design phase, ongoing review and redesign of assessments. While FÁS agrees that Councils have a function in ensuring that assessment procedures are fair and consistent, this is integral to the quality assurance process.  It should not be seen as a separate chargeable service.

Promotion of Awards

As stated in the NQAI document, marketing is a vital service that benefits all stakeholders.  However, it  a core function of the Councils and should not be a separate chargeable service.  As with other core functions, it would be best covered by a grant to the relevant Council. 

Question 2 - Issues Arising

Do you agree with the range of issues identified in this chapter? Are there other issues, which the Authority should consider? Do you agree with the discussion on the issues set out in this Chapter? How should this discussion be developed further?

1.4. Diversity of Providers, Diversity of Learners, Diverse Funding Arrangements

Learners, who are unemployed before course start, and who receive a FÁS training allowance, are not charged for FETAC Specific Skills, Introductory Vocational Skills and National Skills Certificates.  Where these learners opt for additional certificates, e.g. City & Guilds, a charge of €15 per certificate is payable by the learner.    

As stated in the Review of Fees document, one of the objects of the Qualifications Act is to ‘have regard to the traditions of training and education providers’
.   There is a long tradition with regard to apprenticeship training arrangements.  The cost of apprenticeship training in Ireland has traditionally been based on a sharing of the cost of training between the employer, the apprentice and the state.   At the end of the apprenticeship, the benefits accrue to all.  In the Irish apprenticeship system, the employer bears costs through a combination of the training levy and the loss of productivity during training.  The apprentice contributes by accepting lower earnings while in training, and the State provides the training and education infrastructure.   Off-the-job training/education  costs are subsumed within this three-part contract.  .  A fee is not charged for FETAC National Craft Certificates.  Proposals to change these long standing arrangements would necessitate renegotiation with stakeholders.  

1.5. Objectives of the State and the Councils 

FÁS agrees that the application of fees for Council services should be consistent with, and supportive of other state policies on human resource development.  The introduction of fees should not be a disincentive for training providers or learners or provide an unnecessary burden of resource transfers.  

The FÁS Statement of Strategy has identified the need ‘To mobilise labour supply from all available sources and to stem the flow into long-term unemployment through the provision of a range of programmes and services for unemployed people, with a particular focus on marginalised groups, that are driven by labour market demands and individual customer needs.’
  

In this context, it is very important to FÁS that access to qualifications should remain free.   FÁS, in partnership with others, continues to develop lifelong learning initiatives and hence concurs with the view that the introduction of fees by Councils should not stifle innovation and the increasing need for certification of the workforce. 

2. Question 3 - Consideration of Way Forward

Do you agree with the possible principles set out, in relation to the approach should be taken by the Authority in recommending a balance for the funding of the Councils between fees on the one hand and grant on the other? Should these be further developed or are there other principles, which the Authority should consider? What is your view on the options set out? Do you agree with the analysis of the options? What steps do you think that the Authority should take now?
2.1. Principles

FÁS deems the following as important principles to be applied when considering the question of Councils’ fees:

· FÁS provides access to vocational training opportunities to a wide range of learners, including those from lower socio-economic groups.  It is FÁS’ experience that even a marginal increase in the associated costs, such as fees for awards, can have a disproportionate impact on take-up of such opportunities by these learners.  Many may withdraw from learning opportunities, the very course of action that NQAI and indeed FÁS, seeks to avoid.

· The introduction of fees by Councils should not stifle innovation by providers and should not create barriers to learning, certification and qualifications


· Services provided by providers to the Councils, e.g. assisting in the determination of national standards, the provision of assessment development / design, supervision and marking of examinations, development of quality assurance measures, etc. are costly and for which providers do not charge the Councils  


· Any arrangements that might be introduced for establishing fees should be equitable, simple and readily understood by the range of stakeholders and should include a moratorium while the new awards bodies and arrangements are fully implemented


· Any charging of fees for Council’s services to state providers, who provide services to unemployed learners should be avoided; to do so would result in  a wasteful “recycling” of state funds, with associated duplication of administration costs


· The establishment of the NQAI and the Councils should not lead to charges being imposed on learners where no such charges currently exist


· Traditionally off-the-job training  costs are subsumed within a three-part contract involving the apprentice, the employer and the state.    Any departure from these arrangements would first require appropriate consultation and agreement from the parties concerned 
2.2. Four Options Proposed

Arguments may exist in favour of some of the options presented.  However, in developing its approach to the selection of an option, FÁS would hope that the NQAI would have full regard to the principles outlined in section 3.1 above.  These principles and the consultative process currently underway may very well generate further options. 
� Diversity of Providers, Page 18.


� FÁS Statement of Strategy 2003-2005






