University Sector Framework Implementation Network

Note of Meeting of 12 December 2007

In Attendance: John Scattergood (Chair); Alexandra Anderson, TCD; Desmond Beirne (Deputy), All Hallows College; Eleanor Fouhy, UCC; Fintan Foy, RCSI; Brian Glennon, UCD; Cecily Grant, NCAD; Deborah Kelleher, RIAM (Deputy); Kym McCourt, UCD (Deputy); Andrew McGrady, Mater Dei Institute of Education; Noirin Moynihan, NUI; John O’Brien, UL;  Sheila Purcell, DCU (Deputy); Mary Ryan, NUIG; Denis Twomey, St. Pat’s College of Education; Eugene Wall, Mary Immaculate College; Anthony White, Milltown Institute of Theology and Philosophy; Lewis Purser, Irish Universities Association (Joint Secretary); Trish O’Brien, National Qualifications Authority of Ireland, Deirdre Stritch National Qualifications Authority of Ireland, (Joint Secretary). 

Apologies:  Declan Courell, St. Angela’s College of Education; Andrea Durnin, NUI; Stuart Garvie, Marino Institute of Education; Jean Hughes, DCU; Iain MacLabhrain, NUIG; Phyl McMorrow, DCU; Sarah Moore, UL; Elizabeth Noonan, UCD; John O’Connor, RIAM; Hilary Roche, Froebel College of Education; Ciaran Simms, TCD; Ronan Toibin, All Hallows College.
1.
Inaugural Meeting Opening by Chair

At the outset of the meeting the Chair welcomed members to the network. He outlined the role of the Chair and that of the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland and the Irish Universities Association as joint secretariat to the network. The purpose of the network was outlined as bringing together practitioners and establishing how experience in the use of the Framework can be shared; in this way it is hoped that it will play a central and supportive role in the full implementation of the Framework. The Chair also indicated that if matters arise during a meeting that could be more usefully dealt with outside of the network they will, nevertheless, be captured and referred to the appropriate party.
2.
Matters arising not on the Agenda

No matters were recorded.

3.
The National Framework of Qualifications and the Universities / Associated Colleges

To open the meeting a presentation was made to members on the National Framework of Qualifications and how it relates the universities and the associated colleges. The presentation covered:

· The development of the Framework;
· The current situation regarding the recognition of university awards through the Framework; and
· The various features of the Framework and its link to European developments.
A brief outline of some of the technical elements of the Framework, such as award- types, credit and learning outcomes was also provided, as was a more detailed overview of the enabling features of the Framework, such as supporting progression routes and lifelong learning and promoting the recognition of qualifications in Ireland and abroad. With regard to this final point, Qualifications Recognition Ireland (the Irish ENIC – NARIC and National Reference Point), which is a function of the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland was highlighted. 
4.
Proposed Role and Operating Principles for the university sector Framework Implementation Network
A short presentation was made outlining some possible roles and operating principles for the network. The presentation was followed by group discussion in which members were asked to address questions on the role of the network, including how often it should meet and how internal and external communication can best be facilitated. Following group discussion, the following operational principles were proposed:
The university sector Framework Implementation Network will: 

· Provide a forum for discussion and sharing of experiences relating to Framework implementation and related issues amongst Irish universities and associated colleges;

· Endeavour, where appropriate, to develop common national principles and approaches to practice in relation to Framework implementation and related issues; and 

· Provide a forum for the dissemination of good practice in relation to Framework implementation and related issues amongst higher education practitioners and policy makers. 

It was proposed that three network meetings per year will take place and that additional meetings of sub groups or working groups will be convened. It was noted that the network meetings should take place over a half day. There was support for the development of a website for the network as an information resource and as a tool to inform projects. 

There was consensus that the communication of information generated within the context of the network to the wider academic and administrative communities within member institutions and to external stakeholders in Irish higher education and training is of vital importance. It was considered, however, that each member could decide on how best to do this with regard to their own institution and that the normal channels, such as conferences and publications will be pursued when sharing information with external stakeholders. 
5.
Outcomes of Preparatory Meetings 
A presentation was made outlining the outcomes of the preparatory meetings held with members in advance of the inaugural meeting of the network. Two main areas were covered in those meetings: levels of knowledge about, and degree of implementation of, the Framework; and, potential projects for the network in order to support the implementation and use of the Framework. The key feedback presented is summarised below:
(i) Feedback from Preparatory Meetings: Levels of knowledge and degree of implementation of Framework
Levels of knowledge of the Framework expressed by members during the preparatory meetings were mixed. It was considered by members that those designing and / or redesigning programmes were reasonably well informed, whilst administrative staff had more specific and perhaps more limited knowledge. Some confusion had also been expressed during these meetings regarding what is currently included in the Framework; the variety of award-types that can be used; and the link between national and European developments. 
The degree to which the Framework has been implemented also varies. It appears that the majority of institutions are in a transitional phase, with most at the point of revising existing programmes, whilst new programmes have been designed in terms of learning outcomes, modularisation and credit. Generally, there is more concern about the application of credit and modularisation in postgraduate provision than undergraduate provision (i.e., there is a clearer sense of how these apply to undergraduate provision). Learning outcomes have largely been developed at module level and less so at a programme level. The design of appropriate assessment methods was described by members as an important area for development.  There is also a perception amongst members that individuals need to ‘go through the process’ to see its value.
Various guidelines and templates (academic and administrative) have been developed  to design programmes, write learning outcomes, assign credit etc. Some institutions have developed institutional plans to tackle the process.

 (ii)
Projects suggested to support implementation and use of the Framework 

During the course of the pre-meetings, members considered that the network could provide a forum where technical information associated with the Framework could be clarified and where opportunities could be provided for the sharing of experience and practice. In this way, it was felt that the network could bring about a shared understanding of national and European framework related developments; promote consistency of practice, leading to increased comparability of awards; and, increase awareness of the Framework within institutions.

During the preparatory meetings members suggested the following project areas:
· A review of the level of consistency of programme titles across institutions;  

· An examination of the issues associated with the proliferation of doctoral programmes (e.g., range of associated assessment, implications for use of credit etc.);

· The development of guidelines on how to develop a modular system that meets learner and programme needs;

· The development of discipline specific learning outcomes;

· A review of the current variations in duration of the honours bachelor degree award-type;

· The application of ECTS to research programmes;

· A review of the grading systems used in higher education institutions and their relationship with ECTS;

· The current use of the Diploma Supplement and the consistency of information provided; and

· The design of materials to support the development of programmes in line with the Framework (administrative and academic ‘operating guidelines’ on credit, modules, learning outcomes etc. - a ‘took kit’ or handbook).

(iii)
Outcomes of Group Discussion

Group discussion was then held in which the network was asked to determine whether or not the project ideas identified were of broad interest to members.  If so, members were asked to select priority project areas for the network to address, or to suggest alternative network projects.

Following group discussion, it was noted that all of the project areas identified were worthy of consideration and that a number of the possible project areas were linked. There was a suggestion that some of the project areas could be conjoined to form subsets of larger projects. Overall, the following priority areas for the network were suggested by members:

· The development of learning outcomes at the discipline level (it was considered that external expertise could be harnessed to contribute to this topic)
· The clear articulation of the link between programme and module learning outcomes when designing programmes;
· A review of the current assessment and grading of learning outcomes across the universities and the associated colleges;
· An exploration of the link between quality assurance and learning outcomes;

· A review of the current use of programme titles and their consistency or otherwise in the universities and associated colleges;
· An evaluation of the process underpinning the inclusion of smaller awards, certificates and diplomas, in the National Framework of Qualifications;
No final agreements have been made on projects. This will be done at the January meeting once all members have had the opportunity to consider the initial outcomes of the discussion.
(iv)
The Operation of Working Groups
In terms of how working groups on a given topic might operate, the following was proposed: 
· A limited number of working groups will be formed on priority areas of broad relevance; 
· Project objectives will be articulated at the outset; 
· External expertise may be sought where advantageous; and
· Each project will be developed over a 12 month period, with an interim report at the second meeting of 2008 and a final report at end of year.
6. Dates and Locations of 2008 Meetings 

It was agreed that the next meeting of the Framework Implementation Network will take place in January. It was suggested that afternoons suit most members best. The time, duration and location of this meeting are to be confirmed with all members by Friday 21 December.  [Following post-meeting consultation with members, it has been agreed that the next meeting will take place from 11am to 4pm on Monday 21 January, at a location that is to be confirmed.]
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