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Executive Summary

“FET has to change. It needs to ensure that it can meet the needs of the 
future world and the evolving needs of economy and society. It must simplify 
its structure and learning pathways, facilitate easier access, ensure a more 
consistent learner experience and build a more powerful identity within 
communities and potential learners” 

(SOLAS, 2020).

Through a range of focus groups, targeted research projects and other relevant discussion fora, the ETB FET sector has 
engaged professionally and enthusiastically with the new National FET Strategy 2020-2024, and with the opportunities 
and challenges which it presents. The concept of a new, integrated FET College of the Future is a cornerstone of the 
National Strategy and this paper focuses on that aspect.

The ETB FET sector agrees that the new, integrated FET College will be an over-arching ‘FET College’ entity, 
organised centrally within an ETB, which transacts FET provision and services through an integrated network 
of Campuses, Centres, Hubs, and local FET Resources, supported by a centralised network of support services.

The sector’s approach to the development of the FET College of the Future construct as outlined in this paper builds 
on the significant work that has been undertaken across the sector and in individual ETBs over the past number of 
years, where provision, structures and supports have been developed and have evolved to provide a consistent learner 
experience and meet the needs of learners, communities and stakeholders.
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In order to support and realise this vision of an integrated FET College the following actions have been identified:

1 The ETB sector will adopt the above vision in developing an integrated 
FET College of the Future.

2 ETBs will agree on a suitable naming convention for the new FET College 
recognising that Focus groups indicated that either ‘FET College’ or ‘College 
of FET’, using the FET acronym or the full ‘Further Education and Training’ term, 
should be part of the naming convention for each site in the context 
of an over-arching ‘College’ within an ETB.

3 ETBs will re-imagine their provision being delivered through a variety 
of campuses, centres, hubs, and FET support services as constituent parts 
of an over-arching, integrated FET College.

4 The ETB sector will explore ways in which digital technologies can support 
teaching, learning, assessment and the delivery of support services across 
the constituent sites of an over-arching, integrated FET College.

5 The ETB sector will work with national stakeholders in redesigning its 
organisational structures in terms of the sta�ng, management and support 
requirements of an integrated, over-arching FET College, and map these 
structures to the related functions and roles described in the National 
FET Strategy. 

6 The ETB sector will continue to engage with the proposed Tertiary Education 
model, as an enabler in providing new opportunities for innovative and 
sustainable provision, with clear progression pathways through an integrated 
FET College.

9 The ETB sector will develop a common, centralised framework of support 
services to underpin FET provision in and through the integrated FET College.

10 ETBs will ensure clear, two-way communication channels are available 
to leadership, sta�, learners, and all other stakeholders within the organisation 
so that information and messaging around the nature and purpose of creating 
a new, integrated and over-arching FET College is consistent and inclusive.

7 The ETB sector will engage in detailed discussions with SOLAS and DFHERIS, 
regarding funding for development, operational delivery and capital 
investment, in the context of implementing an integrated FET College model.

8 ETBs will continue to enhance the ‘image’ and ‘branding’ of FET, so that FET 
is seen to be a �rst or equivalent choice for learners of all ages.



Chapter 1: Introduction
Today, the Further Education and Training (FET) sector in Ireland 
is experiencing a period of disruption due to the Covid-19 
Pandemic but is also experiencing a period of change and 
potential opportunity. There are a number of transformational 
developments taking place within and around the sector at 
the moment, which will impact on how the FET sector moves 
forward in the coming years. These developments include the 
establishment of a new government department focused on FET 
and Higher Education (DFHERIS), the launch of the SOLAS FET 
Strategy 2020-2024, and therein the concept of an integrated 
FET College of the Future, a discussion around a Tertiary 
Education system, the development of a new funding model for 
the sector a new Action Plan for Apprenticeship 2021-2025, and 
an anticipated 10-year Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy 
Strategy. It is against this backdrop that this Position Paper has 
been developed.

Following this Introductory Chapter, a Context Chapter will 
describe the current ETB FET provision as reflected in the 
ETBI’s Annual Report 2019 and its Vision for Tertiary Education, 
2020 document. It will then describe the main elements of the 
key documents and Reports which shaped the development of 
the FET sector in Ireland since 2013, as a background to the 
evolution of the integrated FET College of the Future concept. 
These documents include: the SOLAS FET Strategy 2014-2019, 
the High-Level Progress Review of the FET Strategy 2014-2019 
(Prospectus Consultants, 2018), the European Skills Agenda 
(EC, July 2020), and Future FET: Transforming Learning 2020-
2024 (SOLAS, 2020) – also referred to as the National FET 
Strategy 2020-2024. The concept of an integrated FET College 

of the Future will be considered in the context of the three 
Strategic Priorities which SOLAS have set out for the sector, 
underpinned by the four Enabling Themes which will facilitate 
the sector to achieve its ambitions and goals.

Chapter Three will focus on an integrated FET College of the 
Future and will examine the concept of a FET College through 
the lens of three key sources. Firstly, the views which emerged 
from a number of ETBI internal focus groups are presented, 
then the National FET Strategy 2020-24 is discussed within the 
context of an integrated FET College and finally, the ETBI Vision 
for Tertiary Education document is considered. A consensus 
emerged from the discussions and documentary analysis 
about what an integrated FET College of the Future should look 
like and this ETB FET vision is then described, examined and 
considered in the context of the various policy documents, and 
particularly within the context of the FET College concept as 
articulated in the National FET Strategy 2020-2024.

Chapter Four will discuss the emerging FET sector vision of an 
integrated FET College through the lens of the four Enabling 
Themes used in the National FET Strategy, and pathways are 
suggested for moving forward as a sector towards realising the 
ambitions and potential of the integrated FET College concept. 
The key ‘enablers’ through which the FET sector could align 
its organisation, provision and services to the National FET 
Strategy and to the creation of an integrated FET College are 
presented in the ‘ETB FET Vision’ sections within each Enabling 
Theme discussion. 

A final Chapter will present overall conclusions and action points 
for the creation of integrated FET Colleges within the FET sector. 
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Chapter 2: Context
Ireland’s 16 Education and Training Boards (ETBs) were 
established on 1 July 2013. They have statutory responsibility 
for education and training, youth work and a range of other 
functions. ETBs have responsibility for second-level schools, 
community national schools, further education colleges, and 
adult and community education centres and training provision 
in its largess. The ETB sector is now the leading provider of 
education and training in the state and will continue to respond 
in a proactive and dynamic way to the needs of the communities 
that it serves. (from: ETBI Annual Report 2019)

The ETB FET sector comprises a proportionately more diverse 
profile of learners than students in secondary school or 
higher education. It often comprises learners who are young, 
adolescents, middle-aged, or older. Some are employees 
and small to medium sized employers who need to upgrade 
their workforce skills. Many have or are currently experiencing 
unemployment, some for the first time, while a significant 
cohort of learners wish to improve their literacy, numeracy, 
digital and transversal skills. Many FET learners also see FET 
as a preferred route into Higher Education and/or directly 
into employment. There is a strong social inclusion mission 
embedded within the ETB FET sector provision that directly 
supports the implementation of national inclusion strategies 
in relation to persons with a disability, older persons, youth, 
migrants, members of Traveller and Roma communities.  Older 
individuals or early school leavers returning to complete second 
level education are valuable additions to the overall learner 
population as are ex-offenders and recovering addicts who wish 
to restart their lives. Inevitably, a diverse range of constituencies 
are served by the ETB FET sector (from: ETBI Vision for Tertiary 
Education, 2020). 

Further Education and Training Strategy 
2014-2019, SOLAS
SOLAS, the Further Education and Training Authority, developed 
its first National FET Strategy in 2014 which emerged from the 
findings and recommendations contained in the ESRI Report of 
the same year. The Strategy was related to an era of structural 
reform across the public service, specifically in planning, 
prioritising, funding, and providing a diverse range of FET 
programmes and services. The main purpose of the 2014 FET 
Strategy was to give direction to and guide transformation of 
the FET sector between 2014-2019. The 2014 FET Strategy also 
offered a new definition of what FET meant:

‘FET provides education and training and related 
supports to assist individuals to gain a range of 
employment, career, personal and social skills 
and qualifications at Levels 1-6 on the NFQ or 
equivalent, and is aimed at jobseekers, school 
leavers, labour market returners, employees, those 
interested in new career direction, those wishing 
to access ‘second chance’ education, those wishing 
to re-engage in learning and to prepare school-
leavers and others for higher education. FET also 
plays an important role in helping people to lead 
fulfilling lives, supporting some of the hard-to-
reach individuals and groups to achieve their 
potential and reducing the costs to society of 
exclusion’ (p 21).
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High Level Progress Review of the 
FET Strategy 2014-2019 (Prospectus 
Consultants, 2018)
As part of the development process towards creating a 
second SOLAS FET Strategy for 2020-2024, a consultant 
was engaged to evaluate progress in the delivery of the first 
FET Strategy and to signpost the key focus areas for the new 
Strategy. The consultant identified some key achievements of 
the first FET Strategy which successfully established a totally 
new infrastructure around FET provision. These achievements 
included the roll-out of new apprenticeship and traineeship 
models, the development of a Literacy and Numeracy Strategy, 
the development of the strategic dialogue between SOLAS and 
the ETBs (Strategic Performance Agreements), the advancement 
of data management systems including the Programme and 
Learner Support system (PLSS) and the Funding Allocations 
Requests and Reporting system (FARR), and the establishment 
of the National FET Learner Forum.

In their commentary on the first SOLAS FET Strategy, the 
consultants identified some of the original Strategic Actions 
which would need more attention, so that the operation of 
the Strategy could be more impactful. These areas became 
recommendations made by the consultants and included: 
Policy and vision for the FET sector; governance and ownership 
of the strategy; Strategy oversight and implementation; Data 
Infrastructure; learner pathways and supports. 

European Skills Agenda (European 
Commission, July 2020)
As a key part of its Long-Term EU Budget and Recovery Package 
2021-27, the European Union confirmed the introduction 
of a new European Skills Agenda which is underpinned by 
the fundamental European Pillar of Social Rights (2017). 
The Skills Agenda is seen as being central in a ‘green’ and 
‘digital’ European economy within the context of a post-Covid 
19 pandemic world which has had - and will have - a major 
influence on how and where we will work, our current and future 
job opportunities and our future livelihoods and prosperity as 
European citizens. 

Parallels between the European Skills Agenda and the SOLAS 
Future of FET: Transforming Learning 2020-2024 framework 
are obvious. Both documents are underpinned by similar 
objectives and strategies which focus on renewal, change and 
transition towards a Vocational and Education sector which is 
more responsive and adaptable to the ever-changing needs 
of learners, employers, communities and society. Indeed, the 
recent Independent Commission on the College of the Future 
in the UK Report (2021) is also strongly aligned to this vision 
for its Further Education sector within a broader Tertiary 
Education system. The European Agenda document highlights 
the importance of a ‘Pact for Skills’ between stakeholders in the 
sector and calls for a strengthening of ‘skills intelligence’ which 
can access, gather and analyse ‘big data’ skills and employment 
trends across various sectors and locations in real-time. The 
Agenda focuses on the development of entrepreneurial skills, 
transversal skills, and skills for life, while new initiatives such 
as Individual Learning Accounts and the recognition of Micro-
Credentials across the member states are also anticipated.
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The European Commission advice for enacting and 
operationalising these objectives at national and regional levels 
is important for ETBs and mirrors many of the key elements 
contained in the National FET Strategy and within the concept of 
the integrated FET College of the Future: 

‘Member States, together with social partners, education and 
training providers, learners’ representatives, business and 
sectoral organisations and other stakeholders should work 
together towards the following actions (which include):

• providing vocational education and training providers a 
level of autonomy allowing them to react quickly to skills 
challenges, offer fast reskilling programmes and work in close 
partnerships with employers from both public and private 
sectors.

• modularising vocational education and training programmes 
and expanding them to higher levels of qualifications and 
micro-credentials.

• linking vocational education and training to forward-looking 
economic strategies and innovation systems, including by 
promoting Centres of Vocational Excellence. 

• embedding environmental and social sustainability into 
vocational education and training curricula and organisational 
management.

• ensuring better permeability between all sectors of education 
and training.

• increasing the digital readiness of vocational education and 
training institutions.

Future FET: Transforming Learning  
2020-2024 (SOLAS, 2020)
This second FET Strategy was published in 2020 and builds 
on the historic changes which underpinned the creation of 
Education and Training Boards (ETBs) in 2013. The recent 
creation of a Department of Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science (DFHERIS) has consolidated 
the focus on Further Education and Training within the Irish 
Tertiary Education sector, and it is timely that ETBs now reflect 
on how they will organise structures and services in this area 
over the next 5 years. The National FET Strategy is visionary 
in its outlook and outlines the systemic changes which should 
occur in the future:

‘But FET has to change. It needs to ensure that it 
can meet the needs of the future world and the 
evolving needs of economy and society. It must 
simplify its structure and learning pathways, 
facilitate easier access, ensure a more consistent 
learner experience, and build a more powerful 
identity within communities and potential learners. 
It must become louder and prouder, with more and 
more people of all ages becoming aware of the 
opportunities to learn, develop and progress at 
local level’. (p 4)

This second, 2020-24 FET Strategy, aims to simplify the FET 
structure, improve access to it, support its learners consistently, 
and build its provision around a distinct, diverse and integrated 
FET College of the Future. 

A VISION FOR FET
FET will provide pathways for everyone. It will 
empower learners to participate fully in society 
and to become active citizens, and drive vibrant 
and diverse communities. FET will become the 
smart choice for school leavers, employees 
looking to up-skill and learners at all stages of 
their lives, with future FET colleges recognised 
as dynamic, modern and high-quality learning 
environments. FET will prepare people for work 
and successful careers, facilitate progress 
through tertiary education, and equip its 
graduates for a lifetime of continual learning  
and development. In five years FET will have 
grown its profile, with FET colleges serving as 
beacons of learning within communities which 
are widely recognised as a major driver of 
Ireland’s next critical phase of economib and 
social development.

 
Future FET: Transforming Learning 2020-24 (SOLAS, p 36)

The new Strategy is built on three ‘core strategies’ and around 
four ‘enabling themes’ which together map how an ETB could 
operationalise the SOLAS vision for the FET sector into the 
future. The strategic priorities of building skills, creating 
pathways and fostering inclusion are operationalised through 
the enabling themes of ‘Staffing, Capabilities and Structures’, 
‘Learner and Performance-Centred’, ‘Digital Transformation’ 
and ‘Capital Infrastructure’. 
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FET College of the Future
A central element of the new National FET Strategy is the 
development of the ‘FET College of the Future’:

‘Key to successful development in relation to skills, 
pathways, and inclusion will be the evolution 
of FET facilities and provision into a distinct 
integrated college of FET that can serve as a beacon 
of community-based learning excellence which 
can start to change the hearts and minds of Irish 
society with regard to school leaving and lifelong 
education options’ (p 38). 

The FET College of the Future concept will be considered in 
detail in Chapter 3.

The Three Core Pillars of the FET Strategy 
2020-2024
1. Strategic Priority One: Building Skills
 The new FET Strategy argues that the current array of 

vocationally focused programmes within FET should be 
replaced by a new Level 5 and Level 6 offering which 
would be delivered by integrated Colleges of FET. This 
new proposition would have ‘a core brand, be focused on 
discipline/career and NFQ level, linked to regional skills 
needs and a clear employment or progression outcome’.

2. Strategic Priority Two: Fostering Inclusion
 ETBs and FET providers have traditionally seen active 

inclusion and community development as central to the work 
which they do. The FET sector has strived to ensure that 
supports are available to allow any individual, regardless 
of background or formal education level, an opportunity to 
learn and develop in the context of a strong and inclusive 
ethos. The Strategy wants to make the learning experience 
more harmonised and consistent for all learners by de-
coupling learner support services from specific FET 
provision and making learner services cross-FET in nature. 
SOLAS suggests that ETBs should adopt a universal design 
for learning (UDL) approach in shaping its future provision 
and should use technology to personalise the learning 
experience and address each learner’s unique support 
needs where possible.

 SOLAS also plans for a more consistent approach to 
community education across ETBs, so that communities 
benefit in the same way from financial and other supports, 
regardless of where they are based. Digital technologies are 
seen as being crucial to rural, and oft-times marginalised 
learner groups. 

 SOLAS is planning to develop a new literacy, numeracy, and 
digital literacy strategy over the next 10 years, which can 
evolve from what tended to be a standalone service to one 
which will be fully integrated within the wider FET provision 
and which will link learners to pathways within FET in order 
to further develop their skills.

3. Strategic Priority Three: Creating Pathways
 It is envisaged that the number of FET provision types 

offered in the sector will be reduced substantially over 
the coming years, and that a concentration of courses, 
supported by digital-technologies and delivered by the 
integrated FET College of the Future will be accessed, at 
least in part, through learning hubs and community-based 
learning centres across a region:

 ‘FET must therefore position itself at the forefront 
of a new culture of lifelong learning. It must 
promote and facilitate engagement throughout 
careers and lifetimes by adopting more modular, 
flexible, technology-driven and year-round 
approaches which facilitate sustained learning 
pathways where credits and qualifications can be 
built up over time’ (p54).

Enabling Themes for the FET Strategy
The Framework’s three strategic priorities of Skills, Inclusion and 
Pathways are underpinned by the four enabling themes which 
focus on how ETBs will interpret and fulfil the SOLAS vision for 
the FET sector. Chapter 4 will use these ‘Enabling Themes’ as a 
structure for defining a sectoral position on the FET College of 
the Future concept. For ETBs, the operationalisation of the FET 
Strategy, will present challenges as well as opportunities, as the 
FET sector re-imagines the ways Further Education and Training 
is structured, organised, administered, staffed, designed, and 
delivered. Some aspects of the changes envisaged by SOLAS 
will be outside the decision-making scope of any individual ETB, 
as they will be based on SOLAS, DFHERIS, and indeed wider 
Government policies and decisions. However, it is important to 
identify the domains within the Strategy where ETBs do have 
decision-making options and responsibilities to enable the 
SOLAS vision and strategy to be concretised and actualised 
for their learners, staff, and stakeholders. The concept  
of an integrated FET College of the Future will be central to  
this development. 
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Chapter 3: FET College  
of the Future
The purpose of this position paper is to define the sectoral 
position on the FET College of the Future. This Chapter examines 
the concept of an integrated FET College of the Future through 
the lens of three key sources. Firstly, the views which emerged 
from the ETBI internal focus groups are presented, then the 
National FET Strategy 2020-2024 is discussed within the context 
of an integrated FET College and finally, the ETBI Vision for 
Tertiary Education, 2020 document is considered.
 

Internal ETBI Focus Groups and the 
concept of a FET College
Several internally facilitated focus groups have considered the 
National FET Strategy and the concept of an integrated FET 
College of the Future. These groups included Chief Executives, 
Directors of FET, Adult Education Officers, Training Centre 
Managers and Further Education/PLC College Principals. 
Members of the DFET forum project steering group had four 
meetings which also explored these themes. A broad consensus 
around a sectoral vision of an integrated FET College has 
emerged from these focus group and steering group meetings 
which sees the new, integrated FET College as being ‘an over-
arching ‘FET College’ entity, organised centrally within an 
ETB, which transacts FET provision and services through 
an integrated network of Campuses, Centres, Hubs and 
local FET Resources, supported by centralised network of 
support services’. The ‘College’ will encompass both full-time 
and part-time provision across an ETB’s learning communities 
and levels and its ‘brand’ will be recognisable as a leader in 
community-based education. 

Clear learning pathways through and across the FET College 
structure would guide learners throughout their learning 
journeys, while the co-development and co-delivery of some 
Level 5 and Level 6 courses with the Higher Education sector, 
as part of a continuum of delivery, would provide direct entry to 
Higher Education levels 7 and 8 degree programmes. The FET 
College could have a central, ‘flagship’ location (or indeed a few 
central locations of scale within a large ETB), but that central 
location would only be one ‘campus’ within the over-arching FET 
College structure. Other satellite locations (campuses, hubs or 
centres) would be constituent campuses of the FET College and 
would deliver FET provision and support at various levels across 
the FET College structure. It is envisaged that digital teaching 
and learning strategies will be important within this model, so 
potential learners can access their learning in a variety of flexible 
face-to-face, blended, and online formats. The importance of 
digital learner portfolios and digital learner passports for all 
learners was also highlighted by the focus groups. All groups 
agreed that the over-arching integrated FET College concept 

should be understood as one which implies integration, 
inclusion, and parity of esteem for all FET learners within the 
system and across learning at all NFQ levels 1-6. The Centre 
of Excellence concept was also proposed by several groups, 
where a particular FET College campus could specialise in a 
particular skill area/specialism. One might imagine grouping 
learning/training opportunities in a similar specialism within  
pre-2016 apprenticeships, pre-apprenticeships, traineeships, 
Levels 5 and 6 PLC, VTOS, BTEI and evening courses and 
locating them within a Centre of Excellence which could focus 
on that specialism (see EC’s Centre for Vocational Excellence 
concept in Chapter 2). This could also allow resources, 
expertise, and experience to be concentrated across a range 
of offerings within the FET College of an ETB, which could 
also be accessible to employers and businesses within the 
region. The various focus groups also agreed that several 
common principles should form the basis of a framework  
for the development of an integrated FET College. These 
principles include:

• local adaptation/local learning – ‘learn local’.

• flexible and accessible learning opportunities for learners, 
both part-time and full-time.

• consistent learner support, especially in the areas of literacy, 
numeracy, and digital literacy.

• consistency of branding with a clear identity for the FET sector 
which underpins a culture of integration, inclusion, and parity 
of esteem for all learners.

• the fundamental nature of both community education and 
education opportunities in the community.

• harness the potential of extending innovative and powerful 
projects across the ETB sector.

• equal access to resources and supports throughout an 
integrated FET College structure within an ETB.

• pathways across and through the integrated FET College 
structure should be clear for learners.

• an avoidance of course duplication. 

• continuation of existing transformation agenda from the 
previous National FET Strategy

• structured links with industry and employers.

Most focus groups felt that either the term College of FET or the 
term FET College should be integrated as a standard part of a 
naming convention for centres of learning at all levels within an 
ETB - whether it is located in a Campus, a Hub, a Centre, or a 
local FET Resource.  
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The FET College of the Future concept  
as described in the National FET Strategy 
2020-2024
The National FET Strategy sees the new, integrated FET College 
of the Future as a core part of the future organisation of FET 
provision in Ireland. Throughout the document, reference is 
made to a new, integrated FET College of the Future which 
allows us to build up a picture of what this concept could 
actually look like in reality. The suggestion is that the new, 
integrated FET College of the Future will encompass a diverse, 
vibrant college setting of scale where a range of different FET 
options will be available. It is anticipated that these colleges of 
scale would serve an immediate region. These colleges of scale 
will also be linked to local FET centres or colleges, located at a 
more ‘local’ level across a region. Finally, a local FET resource 
would be available to serve as a ‘beacon for learning and 
skills development within a community’. So, an integrated FET 
College of the Future could operate at three levels- a college 
setting of scale, a local FET centre or college and as a local 
FET resource. These three learning settings would be linked 
through clearly identifiable pathways within FET and HE. Digital 
technologies would ensure learner access to learning across 
a region, while targeted learner supports and guidance would 
be available to all. This description would support the view 
of a new, integrated FET College as being an over-arching 

‘FET College’ entity, organised centrally within an ETB, which 
transacts FET provision and services through an integrated 
network of Campuses, Centres, Hubs, and local FET Resources, 
supported by centralised network of support services.

The Strategy suggests that FET provision within the FET 
College of the Future is to be built around a distinct, diverse 
and vibrant community-base. The phrase ‘community-based’ 
suggests that this College is serving a variety of communities 
– from local to regional and covers a wide-range of learning 
opportunities through Levels 1 to 6. There is a sense in the 
Strategy that current FET facilities and provision will evolve into 
a distinct integrated College of FET. This may suggest that the 
‘College’ could encompass existing FET facilities and networks, 
and could operate at different levels of scale, serving various 
learning ‘communities’ throughout a region (p 38).

This integrated college structure can be understood in terms of 
a single governance structure within the ‘College’ which would 
deliver FET provision throughout various campuses (Colleges 
of Further Education and Training Centres) or Hubs (Centres 
or local FET Resources) within a region or an ETB, thus having 
‘staffing, governance and management structures appropriate 
to an education and training institution of scale’. The idea of 
Access Pathways within the FET College structure would also 
be supported through this over-arching College concept, where 
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learners are aware of clear and structured learning and training 
pathways within and between all FET provision available within 
their ETB, and the subsequent linked pathways into Higher 
Education. The Strategy mentions one potential challenge to 
the new, integrated FET College of the Future concept, and 
this is around the new staffing arrangements for the new FET 
College. In order that the FET College could fulfil its potential 
as a provider of flexible and consolidated learning provision, 
particularly in the delivery of a new Level 5 and Level 6 offering: 

 ‘It is important to agree an appropriate future 
staffing framework, which breaks down the 
barriers between different FET settings and 
programmes and facilitates more flexible 
deployment of staff to meet evolving needs…  
It will require constructive discussions around 
the long-term staffing approach between SOLAS, 
the Department of Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science, ETBs, unions, 
and other key stakeholders’ (p 56).

Ultimately, these issues require speedy resolution at a national 
level. This is critical for the development and achievement of the 
FET College model.

Vision for Tertiary Education (December 
2020, ETBI) and the concept of an 
integrated FET College
In the context of a Tertiary Education system concept, the 
ETB FET sector sees many advantages with more extensive 
collaboration and strong system linkages between the FET and 
HE sectors:

 ‘In more normal times, notwithstanding the  
HE funding crisis and public health emergency, the 
rebalancing of education and training outputs, on 
its own merits, represents a significant and positive 
development for the FET sector, its learners and for 
the tertiary education project’ (p 16).

The ETB FET sector’s position is that it should build on the 
systems and good practices that already exist, or are in the 
process of being developed, between FET and HE which 
already give bridging pathways to FET learners as they 
continue their learning journey (for example, the Higher 
Education Links Scheme). This perspective is underpinned 
by the view that ‘ETBs have a strong ethos of accommodating 
new initiatives into their existing portfolios of provision’ (p 18). 
The ETB FET sector suggests that the National Post Leaving 
Certificate Programme (PLC) is an obvious place to ‘be 
considered for quick wins in terms of joint activities by policy 
makers, funders and other ETB constituencies…as existing 
links and pathways to HE are well established within it’ (p 22). 

The current co-delivery model of traditional apprenticeships 
is cited as an example of how both sectors can work together 
to provide positive learning and training experiences and 
outcomes for learners. The sector further suggests that similar 
FET/HE options could be opened for all (non-PLC also) ETB  
L5 and L6 NFQ award holders in training centres and other 
types of facilities irrespective of where their journey starts within 
the ETB:

‘In summary, there is a requirement for a unified 
rather than a uniform system of transitions, covering 
all ETB FET L5 and L6 award holders while retaining 
what is already there and building on it’ (p 28).

This cross-FET perspective on the FET College of the Future 
concept, fits well with the concept described above of a new, 
integrated FET College as being an over-arching ‘FET 
College’ entity, organised centrally within an ETB, which 
transacts FET provision and services through an integrated 
network of Campuses, Centres, Hubs and local FET 
Resources, supported by centralised network of support 
services. This holistic view of pathways and progression  
would support a vision of the FET College of the Future concept 
in terms of a broad and overarching structure, encompassing all 
education, training, and learner support services within an ETB. 
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Chapter 4: Enablers for the 
creation of an integrated  
FET College
The National FET Strategy 2020-2024 organises its three 
strategic priorities around four enabling themes which discuss 
the ‘enablers’ and the ‘challenges’ which the implementation of 
the National FET Strategy could encounter. This section of the 
Paper is organised in a similar way to provide a structure which 
can reflect the views from the focus groups and the ETBI’s Vision 
for Tertiary Education in these areas. The FET sector will be 
required to implement and operationalise the vision contained 
in the Strategy document. 

ENABLING THEME 1:  
Staffing, Capabilities and Structures 

Staffing and Organisational Design
In this area, the National FET Strategy states:

‘While some progress has been made on the 
organisational design of FET within ETBs…there 
remain numerous legacy design matters that need 
to be resolved. (p56).

SOLAS suggests that there should be a continued focus 
on developing a future staffing framework, professional 
development for staff, a quality assurance focus and the 
development of a cross-FET funding model which reflect the 
outcomes and performances of ETBs.

A FET sector perspective on the staffing framework issue was 
consistent across all focus groups, and indeed reflects the 
points made by SOLAS in the National FET Strategy. There 
was agreement that, in order to have delivery approaches that 

best meet learner and course needs, flexibility in the design 
and implementation and staffing of those courses would be 
essential. There was agreement among the focus groups that 
the Organisational Design framework within FET will need to 
be reviewed, so that key roles are redefined within a new FET 
Organisational framework. All agreed that adaptability will be a 
key dynamic in such a redesign. 

Actioning the ETB FET Vision:

• In order to fulfil the potential of the FET system and to deliver 
on the future goals of the Further Education and Training 
sector, a more flexible deployment of staff across the service 
is required. All parties agree that constructive discussions 
around the long-term staffing approach between SOLAS, 
DFHERIS, ETBs, unions and other key stakeholders will be 
necessary. 

Professional Development for Staff
The National FET Strategy 2020-2024 is committed to further 
enabling the expertise and commitment of FET practitioners, 
through a strategic focus on professional development. 
Management and leadership, digital transformation, quality 
assurance and programme development are also seen as being 
critical areas which require some capacity building across FET. 
SOLAS believes that professional development support should 
also target these areas (p 56). The focus groups suggested that 
an extensive, ongoing Professional Development programme 
for staff should be developed to support the planned changes, 
particularly in the areas of pedagogy, assessment, organisational 
planning, programme adaptation and evaluation as required at 
local, regional, and national levels. 

Actioning the ETB FET Vision:    

• Professional development and training for staff should remain 
a priority across the FET sector. 
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Curriculum Development and Quality 
Assurance Structures
The National FET Strategy recognises that the quality assurance 
structures across FET are fundamental to developing curricula, 
teaching and learning, assessment, maintaining standards and 
enhancing quality and must continue to be prioritised, with 
associated investment in resources. SOLAS believes that there 
should also be scope for cross-ETB approaches to curriculum 
development and quality assurance to facilitate timely delivery 
of new skills responses, achieve economies of scale, and 
consolidate programme design efforts (p 56). The focus groups 
suggested that the development of a system-wide approach to 
the recognition of prior learning (RPL), so as to acknowledge, 
record and recognise prior learning experiences should 
become an integral part of the assessment process.

Actioning the ETB FET Vision:

• The FET sector will create and develop a more structured 
collaboration around curriculum development, which will also 
facilitate the development of new Level 5 and Level 6 course 
offerings to be delivered across ETBs, through their network 
of integrated FET Colleges. 

• The FET sector will develop a system-wide approach to the 
recognition of prior learning (RPL) for all FET learners.

ENABLING THEME 2:  
Learner and Performance Centred
The National FET Strategy argues that a learner-centred and 
performance-centred FET system should focus on maximising 
the impact of Strategic Performance Agreements with ETBs to 
deliver on national strategic priorities, on improving the system 
of learner feedback and engagement and on developing better 
data metrics, which would capture the ‘distance travelled’ by a 
learner, which includes ways to capture and value the range of 
‘soft’ or transversal skills which a learner has acquired. However, 
it seems clear that a Learner and Performance Centred FET 
College of the Future needs to be underpinned by its close and 
intertwined links with developments in parallel areas such as 
Inclusion, Pathways and Learner Support within the FET setting 
and beyond. ‘Learner voice’ is identified as a key area for 
development, as well as a renewed focus on the development 
and ‘capture’ of transversal skills development among learners.

Consistent, locally delivered  
Learner Support
The FET sector is committed to the idea that consistent and 
integrated support is offered to all learners in all FET settings. 
The focus groups point out that shared support services such as 
guidance, quality assurance, literacy and numeracy supports, 
Technology Enhanced Learning (TEL) supports, professional 
development and engagement with Employers and Enterprise, 
should be provided systematically to all learners including 
school leavers, lifelong learners, employees, returners, and local 
community participants. These supports should be organised 
centrally and delivered locally. They agree that a central goal 
will be to promote a learner-centred ethos across FET provision 
and from within the integrated FET College structure. 

A recent ETBI Learner Supports Report (2021) also agreed that 
learner supports should be available consistently across all FET 
programmes and services, regardless of programme location or 
funding parameters and should be focused on the needs of FET 
learners. Many of these perspectives could be viewed within 
the context of an integrated FET College expressed as an over-
arching entity, which could be comprised of various specialist 
campuses, and which would be supported by centralised 
network of support services.

Actioning the ETB FET Vision:

• The FET sector will develop metrics which can capture and 
value the range of ‘soft’ and ‘transversal’ skills which FET 
learners have acquired throughout their learning journeys. 

• Learner Supports will be organised centrally within an ETB 
and delivered locally and consistently to the place where it will 
have maximum impact on a learner and on their needs.

• A financial support system across the FET sector should be 
streamlined and simplified for learners. This will require input 
and agreement at a national Departmental level.

• The FET sector will develop and implement a coordinated 
approach to employer engagement which supports learners 
by ensuring that enterprise needs are understood and met 
in an efficient and effective manner. This approach suggests 
that, within an ETB’s organisational structure, a single point of 
contact will be created for this purpose.
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Inclusion
The FET sector recognises that there are many cohorts with 
diverse needs, such as people with disabilities, new migrants, 
Travellers, the long-term unemployed, ex-offenders and women 
returners amongst others, who all require focused types of 
support to address their particular circumstances and needs.  
The focus groups believe that a collaborative, sectoral vision on 
inclusion can now be developed, providing an integrated system 
of education and training relevant to the range of participants 
in the sector. In this regard, it is suggested that current best 
practice in community education and related sectors will be 
assessed and become the norm across the sector. 

Actioning the ETB FET Vision:

• The FET sector will develop a collaborative sectoral approach 
for Inclusion which is informed by current best practice 
examples in community education and related sectors.

• The sector will continue to integrate Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL) strategies in course design, delivery, and 
assessment at all levels within the FET sector.

Literacy, Numeracy and Digital  
Literacy Support
The National FET Strategy insists that the FET system must 
continue its efforts to address the needs of the significant 
base of adults with low literacy and numeracy levels in Ireland, 
through a support service which is fully integrated with wider 
FET provision and which links learners to pathways within FET to 
further develop their skills.  Also, the Strategy says that FET must 
help address the digital divide and provide learners with ‘soft’, 
transversal and core ICT skills. The focus groups added that 
these supports for literacy, numeracy and digital literacy should 
be embedded across all courses at all levels. 

Actioning the ETB FET Vision:

• The sector will ensure that appropriate and effective supports 
for literacy, numeracy and digital literacy are embedded 
within all courses and across all levels within the FET sector.

Guidance
The National FET Strategy says that the ETBs play a pivotal role 
in facilitating lifelong learning pathways by providing guidance 
on education, training, employment and careers to all within 
their regions. 

Actioning the ETB FET Vision:

• The FET sector will continue to develop a more integrated 
approach to guidance services across all ETBs, where  
a range of guidance services will be delivered locally within 
the over-arching structure of an integrated FET College of  
the Future. 

• The FET sector will explore whether some elements of a wide-
ranging guidance service could be delivered to ETBs and 
integrated FET Colleges through a shared-service model at  
a regional or national sector level.
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ENABLING THEME 3:  
Digital Transformation 
The National Framework looks at Digital Transformation from 
three perspectives. Firstly, from a teaching and learning 
perspective (TEL), then from a learner perspective (learner 
accounts), and finally from a system-wide data perspective. In 
the Strategy, SOLAS has noted the opportunities that exist from 
the enhancement of FET data-gathering systems and the linking 
of this data to external databases to track outcomes. SOLAS 
suggests that the next key step is to ensure the decisions made 
within the FET system are based on a strong evidence base 
and are data driven. This digital focus has implications for the 
design, scope and organisation of an integrated FET College 
of the Future which will undoubtedly have a digital learning hub 
function within its ETB and within its region. 

The focus groups agreed that there is currently a unique 
opportunity to develop a system-wide, integrated platform(s) to 
support data development and retrieval for both providers and 
learners. The ‘new’ system could support tracking, through a 
digital passport for all learners as they progress through their 
learning and training pathways. This would give learners a 
coherent view on how their informal and formal learning could 
be scaffolded, through clearly identified pathways. The groups 
also felt that online learning would be a significant feature of 
enhanced FET provision so the design and quality of learning 
materials, assessment strategies, and access to accreditation on 
a system-wide basis would be key requirements. Opportunities 
for the flexible delivery of learning, which would allow full and 
part-time learners to engage in the same blended or online 
programme should be explored. This innovation could support 
initial skill and knowledge acquisition, as well as leading to 
professional/career development and enhancement.

Actioning the ETB FET Vision:

• The FET sector will focus on the continued development and 
upgrading of integrated digital platforms and digital solutions 
which can capture and present relevant data to stakeholders, 
which would then inform decisions around learning, support 
and progression, both for the learner and for the system.

• The FET sector will focus on the creation and delivery 
of flexible and appropriate online and blended learning 
opportunities for learners, which could be accessed  
at a variety of levels within an integrated FET College  
of the Future.

ENABLING THEME 4:  
Capital Infrastructure (and Funding) 
The National FET Strategy has set out the potential within FET as 
it continues along a pathway of integration, reducing provision 
silos and structures, and developing much clearer learning 
pathways into, within and from FET sector. However, it is noted 
that capital infrastructure availability is both a barrier and an 
enabler to fully realising this ambition. The FET capital stock 
across ETBs is of variable quality and is characterised by small 
scale dispersed facilities, despite some effort to consolidate 
provision in particular locations within integrated FET centres. 
SOLAS suggests that the first important step would be to 
fully understand the nature, purpose, quality and investment 
requirements across all capital infrastructure. Funding for 
Capital Infrastructure is one part of the overall financial 
investment which must be made in the FET sector. Investment 
in non-infrastructural funding is crucial in enabling the sector 
to operate efficiently while delivering innovative and valuable 
learning and training experiences to FET learners around the 
country. Currently, discussions are taking place between the 
FET sector and SOLAS regarding a new funding model for the 
sector, elements of which are being piloted in a number of ETBs. 

The focus groups recognised that an audit of education and 
training facilities and infrastructure was needed to ensure that 
future development is valid, appropriate, and accessible to the 
widest cohort of FET learners. The consolidation process should 
be strategic and clearly devised in the context of current and 
future needs, and also be flexible and adaptative to the training 
and learning environment at different levels, while catering for 
and encompassing new skills and innovations into the future. 
It was felt that a distinct, integrated FET College of the Future 
could provide a real opportunity to address imbalances of 
funding within the sector, with a more strategic perspective 
used to target real needs in buildings, staffing and technology. 
The focus groups felt that national and local sustainable 
development goals should be aligned with funding allocation 
and dedicated budgeting and should be features of the FET 
College of the Future. It was also felt that capital investment in 
the sector is required to create and develop high quality and 
professional learning spaces for all learners and staff, which 
would improve the image of the FET sector and its facilities, 
including an integrated FET College of the Future, as an exciting 
and attractive alternative to other Higher Education or Training 
options. 

Actioning the ETB FET Vision:

• The FET sector, SOLAS and DFHERIS should establish a 
sustainable level of overall funding for the sector which will 
allow learners and staff at all levels experience learning in 
a high-quality, well-equipped, innovative, and supportive 
learning environment. This expectation is fully aligned with the 
concept of an integrated FET College of the Future.

• The FET sector will work with SOLAS, DFHERIS and other 
relevant stakeholders to establish a sustainable level of 
investment in capital infrastructure and projects across  
the sector.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and 
Implementation
In 2011, Michael Fullan, the internationally renowned expert on 
managing change in Education systems, said that:

‘The key to system-wide success is to place 
educators and students at the centre. This means 
aligning the goals of reform and the intrinsic 
motivation of participants. So, policies that foster 
strong intrinsic motivation across the whole 
system are required, as are strategies that develop 
increased capability. Both strong motivation and 
enhanced skills on a large scale are required’.

(Choosing the Wrong Drivers for Whole System Reform, 
Summary of Seminar Series Paper No. 204, May 2011 © 2011 
Centre for Strategic Education)

For the past 25 years, Fullan has been championing the need 
for capacity building, group quality development and systemic 
change strategies when education systems embark on a change 
agenda. In his recent work, he has also introduced the concepts 
of wellbeing, social intelligence and equality investments to the 
model, as well as ‘systemness’, which he defines as ‘the sense 
that people have at all levels of the system that they are indeed 
the system. This means they have a responsibility to interact with, 
learn from, contribute to and be a living member of the system 
as it evolves’ (CSE Leading Education Series; 01-2021R).

There is no doubt that the ambition for change within the FET 
sector which the National FET Strategy anticipates will present 
some challenges, but equally opportunities to the sector. The 
FET sector has evolved significantly since the creation of ETBs in 
2013. It is expected that this evolution will continue within a new 
FET landscape where developments such as the new National 
FET Strategy 2020-2024 and the concept of an integrated FET 
College of the Future, the creation of the Department of Further 
and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 
(DFHERIS), the discussion around a Tertiary Education system, 
a new funding model for the sector a new Action Plan for 
Apprenticeship 2021-2025, and an anticipated 10-year Literacy, 
Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy will change how the 
FET sector is organised and how it enables and delivers a high-
quality, sustainable provision and experience for its learners.

Internal sectoral focus groups have reflected on the challenges 
which the FET sector is now facing. The groups expect that 
challenges and opportunities will be presented in many areas 
such as capital funding, coherent branding, the creation of 
an integrated information, recruitment and guidance support 
service, the institutionalisation of current programmes and 
practice, staffing and organisational structures, the digital 
transformation of pedagogy (andragogy), the protection of 
smaller, community-based FET services, access to provision 
and support, and in creating a sustainable ‘culture change’ 
within the sector. Many of these challenges have been 

considered and addressed in the ‘Actioning the ETB FET 
Vision’ sections in the previous chapter. It seems clear that 
change within the FET sector is not optional – change, driven 
by government policy and funding, is going to happen within 
an educational landscape where isolation and inaction will not 
be options for any stakeholder within the sector. However, it 
would seem that within the current context, the FET sector could 
take on a leadership role by embracing the opportunities which 
change could bring to the sector through operationalising, 
enacting and consolidating the ambitions and vision for the 
sector contained in the National FET Strategy 2020-2024. The 
FET sector has already adapted and realised many of the goals 
set out in the first SOLAS FET Strategy 2014-2019; it has been 
creative and innovative at all levels and will continue to be. 
ETBI’s Vision for Tertiary Education re-emphasises the deep 
sectoral understanding which ETBs have, and is ambitious and 
pragmatic about how a Tertiary Education model could become 
an integral part of a vibrant, learner-focused FET sector. 
Each ETB has its own unique characteristics where structure, 
facilities, provision, and services vary according to their size, 
as well as their socio-geographic context and unique, pre-2013 
history. One focus group put it like this:

‘When honouring and retaining the ethos and best 
practice of current centres and sites within a revised 
provision… it is most important to ensure that 
integration, consolidation and re-framing identity 
is successful … re-imagining identity is emotional 
as well as rational’. This seems to be exactly what 
Fullan means when he speaks of ‘systemness’.

The FET sector has reflected on how the ambitions and goals  
of the National FET Strategy might be enacted through the 
concept of an integrated FET College of the Future which  
is understood to be:

‘an over-arching ‘FET College’ entity, organised 
centrally within an ETB, which transacts FET 
provision and services through an integrated 
network of Campuses, Centres, Hubs, and local FET 
Resources, supported by centralised network of 
support services’.

The sector’s approach to the development of the FET College 
of the Future construct as outlined in this paper builds on the 
significant work that has been undertaken across the sector 
and in individual ETBs over the past number of years, where 
provision, structures and supports have been developed and 
have evolved to provide a consistent learner experience and 
meet the needs of learners, communities, and stakeholders.
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1 The ETB sector will adopt the above vision in developing an integrated 
FET College of the Future.

2 ETBs will agree on a suitable naming convention for the new FET College 
recognising that Focus groups indicated that either ‘FET College’ or ‘College 
of FET’, using the FET acronym or the full ‘Further Education and Training’ term, 
should be part of the naming convention for each site in the context 
of an over-arching ‘College’ within an ETB.

3 ETBs will re-imagine their provision being delivered through a variety 
of campuses, centres, hubs, and FET support services as constituent parts 
of an over-arching, integrated FET College.

4 The ETB sector will explore ways in which digital technologies can support 
teaching, learning, assessment and the delivery of support services across 
the constituent sites of an over-arching, integrated FET College.

5 The ETB sector will work with national stakeholders in redesigning its 
organisational structures in terms of the sta�ng, management and support 
requirements of an integrated, over-arching FET College, and map these 
structures to the related functions and roles described in the National 
FET Strategy. 

6 The ETB sector will continue to engage with the proposed Tertiary Education 
model, as an enabler in providing new opportunities for innovative and 
sustainable provision, with clear progression pathways through an integrated 
FET College.

9 The ETB sector will develop a common, centralised framework of support 
services to underpin FET provision in and through the integrated FET College.

10 ETBs will ensure clear, two-way communication channels are available 
to leadership, sta�, learners, and all other stakeholders within the organisation 
so that information and messaging around the nature and purpose of creating 
a new, integrated and over-arching FET College is consistent and inclusive.

7 The ETB sector will engage in detailed discussions with SOLAS and DFHERIS, 
regarding funding for development, operational delivery and capital 
investment, in the context of implementing an integrated FET College model.

8 ETBs will continue to enhance the ‘image’ and ‘branding’ of FET, so that FET 
is seen to be a �rst or equivalent choice for learners of all ages.

In order to support and realise this vision of an integrated FET College the following actions are presented:



Literature Review Reference Paper:  
FET College of the Future

Introduction
The Irish FET landscape did not evolve in a planned and ordered 
way, rather it “developed from many and varying influences” 
(Greaney , 1998), and is the result of “the policy direction of a 
number of government departments” (O’Sullivan, 2018). As over 
two hundred thousand people avail of FET opportunities annually 
(SOLAS 2014), O’Kelly et al (2017) confirmed that FET “supports 
communities and individuals who wish to change and improve 
their lives through education and training”.  Saint Vincent De Paul 
(2014) agreed that the ambitions of FET learners were to “get a 
good, well paid job both to lift their family out of poverty and 
to set an example for their children”. SOLAS (2017) supported 
this view and stated the FET learner’s engagement “was based 
on hopes and expectations that it would lead to employment 
or better paid, more secure employment”. In considering the 
FET College of the Future the needs of the diverse FET learner 
population must be met and supported in the acquisition of the 
knowledge and skills that underpins their active engagement 
in society and the knowledge-based economy (OECD, 2000; 
Riley, 2004).

In November 2020, the members of the Director of Further 
Education and Training Forum committed to developing a 
research paper to inform ETB perspectives on the proposition 
of the FET College of the Future, as outlined in the Further 
Education and Training (FET) Strategy 2020 – 2024 “Future 
FET: Transforming Learning”. The research paper outlines the 
key priorities that must be considered within any proposed 
framework of the FET College of the Future and acknowledges 
the challenges that have to be addressed in order to progress 
the development of the FET College of the Future. 

This reference document outlines key research and 
benchmarking literature as part of the research conducted in 
support of the continuation to engage the proposed Tertiary 
Education model, with a view to enable a sustainable, unified 
provision through clear, integrated objectives. This means that a 
common framework, exemplified and supported by literature in 
this document, is proposed as a means of enabling the creation 
of a collective FET College that complements the FET Strategy 
(2014; 2020, SOLAS) plans for a new direction and definition  
of FET. 
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Models and approaches of 
FET College concepts
Research case studies indicate that useful lessons have 
been learnt from European contexts surrounding issues such 
as the youth unemployment debate and related policies in 
countries like Belgium (Lanning & Rudiger, 2012). In northern 
EU countries where youth unemployment is considerably lower 
than in the UK or Ireland, Lanning and Rudiger (2012) posit that 
the enabling of transition plans from education to employment 
rely strongly on joint policy development among stakeholders 
and departments, as exemplified in countries with successful 
‘learn- earn’ transitions. Although Lanning and Rudiger refer 
to lessons learned from the collaboration and joint policy 
development among stakeholders (e.g., between education 
providers and employers), the concept of unified systems of 
quality and strategic planning applies, in that it gives credence 
to the principles set out in the College of the Future approach 
and demonstrates positive results reflected in successful 
Youthreach models such as that of Belgium. 

The FET sector offers Ireland the potential to emerge from what 
Sweeney (2013) referred to as ‘a third level society’, establishing 
itself as a fundamental provider of education opportunities 
and transforming the job market and lifelong learning for 
communities nationwide. FET is demonstrating increasing 
agility and determination in developing the ‘world class’ system 
projected by the FET Strategies (2014; 2019), while shaping 
the true value of the sector next to HE, as ETBs transform 
themselves into entities ‘now commensurate with those for higher 
education’ (Walsh, 2018. Cited in NAPD, 2018).  Other empirical 
models of tertiary and FE/ FET worldwide also demonstrate the 
importance of integrated tertiary education in delivering and 
increasing pathways to continuing education and employment 
for communities. Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, and New 
Zealand offer similar examples of such approaches.

UNITED KINGDOM  

Northern Ireland
The Northern Ireland Independent Commission on the College 
of The Future supports a model that responds to the growing 
need to link Northern Ireland’s FE sector to wider UK employer 
engagement, by addressing employer skills requirements 
(The Independent Commission on the College of the Future, 
NI College of the Future (2021)). The report positions FET 
colleges as the vehicles to regionally balance the economy, 
support businesses to adapt to a green and digital economy 
and provide better skills opportunities for the unemployed. The 
report also acknowledges that to deliver on a higher ambition for 
skills, recognition of the unique role of FET Colleges sustainable 
investment is required. 

The recommended model supports a dual structure, combining 
skills for the advancement of the workforce and engagement 
activity for communities. The approach applies an accountability 
and review mechanism that creates a unifying framework that 
seeks to minimise duplicated and fragmented forms of services 
and review structures. 

The projected benefits of this model are expected to generate 
flexibility and coherence in the utilisation of resources (including 
funds) and budgets. This projection is consistent with priorities 
outlined in the Department for the Economy Economic Recovery 
Action Plan: Rebuilding a Stronger Economy report (2021), 
in which crucial structural plans for a higher skills base are 
stated to lead to the restructuring of the current provision, with 
further upskilling and opportunities for jobs required more than 
ever due to the COVID pandemic. The NI Economic Recovery 
Action Plan views the collaboration and collective efforts of 
industry bodies and education departments as a driver that 
will enable economic recovery, a shared priority in Irish FET. 
FET is positioned as offering the flexible, practical training that 
leads directly to jobs with FET colleges firmly tapped into local 
business needs. In Europe, the UK, Ireland and the Czech 
Republic have the highest incidence of graduates employed 
in non-graduate jobs. Gavin Williamson, Secretary of State for 
Education of the United Kingdom has pledged the delivery 
of a White Paper that will set out plans to build a world-class, 
German-style further education system in Britain, and level up 
skills and opportunities.

Skills demand

Unifying
accountability

approach

Skills building

Community
building
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Figure 1 Northern Ireland dual approach- FET College of the Future



Scotland
Scottish College of the Future: The Scottish College of The Future 
model follows a similar approach to Northern Ireland in proposing 
nationwide specialist hubs to enable access to education 
opportunities and address skills shortages in regional locations. 
In doing so, the Scottish approach recommends a coherent 
mechanism to support local communities and economies 
to avoid the unnecessary fragmentation and duplication of 
funding services and responsibilities. Bureaucratically, also, 
this suggests a working solution for any potential delays in 
the area of policy development and strategic implementation 
(The Independent Commission on the College of the Future, 
Scotland, 2020). 

The UK-wide final report from the Independent Commission on 
the College of the Future supports these recommendations, with 
views of enabling an FE systematic approach in which: 

• Clarity of roles in strategic oversight is critical, and across 
the four nations there is important work to take forward in 
simplifying and streamlining the regulatory landscape. The 
goal in each nation should be to have one post-16 education 
and skills funder and regulator, with clear oversight across 
the integrated tertiary system. 

(The Independent Commission on the College of the Future, 
2020).

The FET College concept applies to several key Irish policy 
initiatives, one of which relates to employment and upskilling. 
Concerning the issue of increasing employability skills, this 
has long been an issue in the UK, for instance, requiring more 
coordinated engagement in education sectors and with other 
stakeholders (UKCES, 2011).

The priorities and requirements of Irish FET are very similar to 
those of the UK FE system, particularly concerning initiatives 
to provide accessible education and training to communities 
nationwide against an increasingly globalised economic plain. 
The pandemic and contingency measures that have taken 
shape since 2020 demonstrate the potential for a unified 
sector. Aligned with this thinking are the Department of Further 
Education and Training, Research, Innovation and Science 
Statement of Strategy (DFHERIS, 2021) recommendations for 
bringing together the unique operational processes for each 
ETB under the joint umbrella of an integrated wider FET entity. 
The Statement of Strategy report also reiterates FET’s position in 
the wider education sector as a key strategic goal set out in the 
FET Strategy (SOLAS, 2014; 2019). It calls for collaboration and 
flexibility between all stakeholders and is: 

• reflected in the work of all the agencies who report to 
DFHERIS, Higher Education Authority, the Further Education 
and Training Authority SOLAS, Quality and Qualifications 
Ireland and Science Foundation Ireland 

(DFHERIS, 2021: 338). 

The report brings into focus a key successful example of the 
‘EU funded Universities of the Future, the UK Independent 
Commission on the College of the Future and MIT’s Taskforce 
for the Future of Work’ (page 338), all of which are said to be key 
contributors to creating increased education pathways aligned 
with respective government strategies.

EUROPE  
The term FET is used in Ireland, however, internationally, the 
term most commonly used is vocational education and training 
(VET). O’Leary and Rami (2017) concluded “the term FET is 
used in Ireland to encompass Further Education, Vocational 
Education and Vocational Education and Training ”. Vocational 
Education and Training is a broad concept, usually considered 
as preparing learners for jobs with a basis in manual or practical 
activities, traditionally non-academic and entirely related to a 
specific trade, occupation or vocation.

King (1993) claimed “there are not only major contrasts across 
countries and regions, reflecting different historical and cultural 
traditions, but within countries over time, it is possible to identify 
many more dramatic shifts in the clienteles of FET than of other 
curriculum areas”. Cedefop (2004) claimed VET was integral to 
the achievement of the Lisbon and Barcelona goals for Europe 
to become a strong knowledge society.l
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Coherent funding
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Regional access
and capabilities

Figure 2 Scotland access plan

Education & Training Boards Ireland / Boird Oideachais & Oiliúna Éireann / FET College of the Future 2021 20



Integrated 
Pathways

Strong model
of FET

Equaliser 
of  access and 

learning

Dual
approach

Homogeneous

g mo
f FET

Figure 3 Finnish model  
of inclusive, coherent  

FET system

Education & Training Boards Ireland / Boird Oideachais & Oiliúna Éireann / FET College of the Future 2021 21

Finland

The Finnish VET model is one of the most coherent and attractive 
options for learners of different backgrounds. The system allows 
a high level of flexibility, entailing options to complete entire 
programmes, parts of programmes or substitute and combine 
parts of VET qualifications. This system enables the equalisation 
of learning opportunities for both young and adult learners. 

The system equally operates within a coherent structure 
combining the efforts of VET and HE providers, namely, the 
Ministry of Education and Culture and the National Forum 
for Skills. This structure can be deemed necessary for the 
continuation of future skills response mechanisms (Finland 
Ministry of Culture, 2019). An example of a mostly integrated, 
coherent approach lies in the foresight activities conducted 
by stakeholders representing VET, the employment sector,  
HE providers, and other entities, to produce oversight 
estimates. These include data and qualitative perspectives from 
stakeholders representing both education and the employment 
market. This process makes for a more unified, coherent 
approach by which responsibilities can be deployed to  
the relevant stakeholders. Results are then ‘compiled into 
forecasts, coordinated by the Finnish National Agency for 
Education’ (p. 2).

As one of the leading providers of vocational education and 
training worldwide, Finland has the lowest illiteracy rate in the 
world. 

• Rather than measuring a country’s ability to read, the 
World’s Most Literate Nations says it ranks nations on their 
“literate behaviours and their supporting resources” 

(Flood, 2016:12, online). 

Attitudes toward VET in Finland differ in the sense that VET is 
regarded in the same esteem as HE, particularly in its role in 
enabling a range of academic pathways. The Finnish system 
has managed to elevate VET standards and has increasingly 
attracted a large number of diverse learners, with almost half 
of the learner population opting for VET programmes or a 
combination of VET and HE learning pathways (Raddy, 2016: 

online; Virolainen & Stenstrom, 2014). This achievement may 
be attributed to the robust, well-coordinated Finnish system that 
can act as a model of best practice and excellence for future 
FET models. 

Finnish VET has evolved through the past few decades by 
responding to global and economic fast-changing trends. Since 
the 1970s, the Finnish government has recognised the potential 
for linking education to lifelong learning and employment. There 
is a substantial body of literature pointing to numerous efforts to 
intergrade work-based training into the education system. This 
major reform is evidenced in agreements between employers 
and vocational education providers, especially regarding 
responsibility sharing and roles of all stakeholders, including 
learners (Tynjälä, Virtanen, & Valkonen, 2005, cited in Virolainen 
& Stenström, 2014: 15). The coordination and collaboration 
between education and employment stakeholders also led to 
new assessment approaches and practices, many of which 
combine academic knowledge with work skills development 
and practical coursework (Räkköläinen, 2011). Additionally, 
the Finnish system today operates under a unified set of laws 
governing VET. This means that all learners, whether young 
or adults, are catered for under the same, basic structure. 
The latter was further enhanced in recent years through the 
subsuming of colleges/centres under larger structures or the 
merging of smaller VET providers. The structure of this unified 
approach is further illustrated in the way financial operations 
and administration are organised:

• The Ministry of Education and Culture grants licenses to 
provide vocational education and training. The license 
determines the educational task of the education provider 
and ensures that education providers meet the preconditions 
for providing high-quality qualifications and education. The 
license covers VET provided to both young people and adults. 
The license entitles the organisation to provide education 
required for completing vocational qualifications, to organise 
competence demonstrations and to grant qualifications  

(Ministry of Education and Culture, n.d., online).



Germany
Like Finland, Germany operates a Dual System of skills 
formation through the apprenticeship system. Although German 
VET is one of the examples of world class education and training 
for the apprenticeship system, there is mounting pressure 
to accommodate the growing body of VET enrolments in an 
increasingly diverse and globalised German economy. The 
German tertiary education system is varied and provides a wide 
range of options to learners, as seen in its ‘dual university’ model 
(or ‘Duale Hochschule’ model) (Deissinger, 2015; Haasler, 
2020).

The German VET system is based on highly standardised 
and stratified educational and occupational routes and formal 
qualifications ensure a tight coupling between skill formation and 
occupational labour markets. German vocational pathways have 
demonstrated exemplary results in supplying the employment 
market (Haasler, 2020) and have coped well through economic 
crises in recent years. This is largely attributed to German 
reputable apprenticeship programmes which facilitate 
the smooth transition from learning to professional career 
development. However, changing labour market demands, as 
well as demographic shifts, the skill formation landscape in 
Germany is undergoing adjustments, challenging the dominant 
role of the dual system in various ways and engendering several 
restructuring processes.

The Netherlands
The Dutch system comprises seventy VET colleges serving a 
multi-disciplinary system, including specialised VET colleges. 
The sector serves a higher number of learners in comparison 
with HE, due to the nature of the unified qualifications framework 
under which work-based and school-based programmes 
operate. 

The system shows an integrated approach rooted in economic 
and educational reform as a dual approach. The MBO Raad 
(Dutch Association of VET colleges) is highly market-driven 
and inclusive while operating within a network, which entails 
a coordinated system of dialogue and cooperation between 
trade industries and vocational education (Raad, 2012). In 
representing all its members, the MBO’s role shows its central 
significance in providing a flexible, yet collective mechanism 
to support stakeholders. It is responsible for negotiating terms 
of labour agreements under an overarching framework. It also 
advocates sectoral priorities and needs at EU levels, as an active 
member of ‘the European Providers of Vocational Education and 
Training (EUproVET) and the European Federation of Education 
Employers (EFEE)’ (Raad, 2012:3).

As the FET sector in Ireland continues to expand, the 
Netherlands model can also be a useful source for discussions 
around a more integrated system. For instance, ROC (a vast 
network of trade and industry providers), adult literacy, basic 
level education, second chance AOC (agricultural providers in 
the Green Sector) and single branch or sector providers in the 
Netherlands, all operate under the umbrella of a vast entity; a 
system that functions under a unifying VET qualifications and 
accreditation system which applies to the entire sector. 

The success of the increase in VET learner participation can 
be interpreted through the vast reforms that took place in the 
nineties, culminating in a high rate of VET learner intake. The 
need for integrating different structures within VET resulted in 
a more manageable entity, such as the reduction of differing 
qualification structures into a single NFQ system and the 
amalgamation of the many vocational centres, ‘around 400’ 
(Onstenk, 2004: 17) at the time into larger, but fewer, unified 
networks of VET providers.
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system Figure 4 Netherlands integrated VET Model
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Figure 4 Netherlands integrated VET Model

NEW ZEALAND  
Literature on educational reform in Ireland shows an evidence-
based approach to initiatives to make FET a stronger pillar of the 
Irish education system (Scott & Gini, 2010). As the fourth pillar 
in this system, FET appears to be heading toward an integrated 
post-secondary network (FET Strategy, 2014). This trajectory is 
seen in New Zealand, particularly in relation to tertiary education 
funding, as a country with above average education participation 
rates in both tertiary and higher education and the ‘highest rate 
(68%) of participation in formal and/or non-formal education 
in the OECD’ (Scott & Norgrove, 2017:4). For example, the 
tertiary funding system functions within a combination model 
involving central government funding and tuition fees. While this 
is not a new trait of VET or tertiary/vocational education in most 
OECD countries, New Zealand’s example is a useful model 
because it allocates funds and resources to each organisation 
in the education system but maintains wider choices of further 
education as a central model. This gives learners the opportunity 
to join any organisation or provider as long as they meet entry 
criteria. 

The further education sector in New Zealand differs from that of 
Ireland and the UK in terms of the scope of course providers. 
Tertiary programmes are offered by TEIs (Tertiary Education 
Institutions) which include universities, Institutes of Technology, 
Maori education institutions (Wananga), industry specific centres 
and colleges, and polytechnics. These providers cater for 
programmes leading to anything between informal qualifications 
to degree programmes and postgraduate qualifications. 
Through the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA), the 
tertiary system operates within a unified qualifications system, 
which is regulated and quality assured under the responsibility 
of the NZQA (Edwards, 2003). 

Research in tertiary education in New Zealand also suggests that 
education and employment are continuously converging and 
overlapping across FE/FET and HE institutions (Vaughan, 2012). 
The system suggests a strong, growing relationship between 
learning and work-related skills and knowledge building, which 
is shown in the fact that tertiary provisions in New Zealand are 
regarded as essential enablers of work-based or work-related 
education and career development. 

This model reflects an amalgamation approach between further 
and third level education, an arrangement that further signals 
the current global move toward more cooperation between 
education actors and entities. It suggests that knowledge 
and economic building is shifting toward adaptations to 
changing circumstances toward national and global economic 
development. 

A common theme emerges when reviewing literature on the 
‘future of FET’ and tertiary education across Europe and OECD 
countries (Orr et al., 2020). There appears to be a strong 
demand for long-term skills building to respond to economic 
changes, as predicted in a study conducted by Engler (2009). 
Industry training needs are equally continuing to feature in New 
Zealand’s policy literature, requiring education decision makers 
to adapt to a predominantly neoliberal approach not dissimilar 
to the U.S. FET context in certain aspects (see Orr et al., 2020).

Figure 5 New Zealand FET System
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UNITED STATES  
The Future of Education and Skills Education-2030 report 
discusses possible responses to current and projected global 
challenges linked to rapidly evolving societies around the world 
(Howells, 2018). The need to respond to social change is linked 
to environmental, natural conditions affecting the availability 
of natural resources, the demand for increased scientific and 
technological knowledge and economic crises. The report 
recognises global influences that steer economic and social 
development as elements hugely affecting further education. 

The postsecondary education system in the U.S. leads to a 
range of qualifications (post high school diplomas, tertiary, 
vocational diplomas and certificates and academic degrees). 
The future of postsecondary education is said to require future 
reforms to meet global standards and labour requirements 
(World Bank, n.d., online).  The postsecondary sector in the U.S. 
is believed to be heading toward a more inclusive, sustainable 
system as part of future considerations for a more skilled learner 
population (Howells, 2018).  A more efficient system of alignment 
between postsecondary institutions and employment actors was 
identified to be a crucial area for reform to enable cooperation 
and the joint management of local educational programmes and 
high-demand industry sectors (U.S. Department of Education, 
2012).

The U.S. is currently working toward making education 
accessible and inclusive to all U.S. residents. Historically, 
this has been pointed out as a prevailing concern for civil 
engagement and democratic educational reform which were 
said to be ‘... provided only for a minority of students, lessening 
higher education’s potential civic impact’ (Musil, 2012L 6; 
see also Ehlers, 2020). Many scholars have argued that a 
large number of tertiary institutions did not prepare learners 
for civic engagement and participation in global reforms and 
developments.

Conclusion
FET in an international context, takes place in a variety 
of locations, offers a rich variety of provision, and much 
debate centres on its role and the various outcomes it 
generates for the learner and the economy.  The importance 
placed upon FET or further education worldwide shows 
different approaches across the countries covered in this 
review, in the way in which sectors are managed and 
local policies are disseminated. The nature and scope of 
stakeholders differs across these countries, but the shared 
themes and trends point to a combination of two principles 
rooted in equality and inclusion on the one hand, while 
simultaneously reflecting neoliberal principles. There are 
interesting contrasts between the countries, but similarities 
are seen in the role of FET in economic growth and the 
response to national and international economic trends.

The constantly evolving FET landscape and global social 
and economic developments today could mean that a 
paradigm altering shift in Irish FET is truly underway. Having 
undergone major structural and governance reforms 
since the Education and Training Board Act, 2013, the 
opportunity to learn from approaches which are underway, 
or currently being explored in tertiary models worldwide 
is timely. Lessons can be learned from the transitions 
made in other states. Some of these approaches have 
created coherent, consistent, and integrated approaches 
to learning opportunities and can be adopted for a more 
inclusive, accessible future FET in Ireland.

Figure 6 Common trends and priorities in FET
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