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Background to the report 

 

European institutions and national governments are increasingly aware of the need to institute 
non-formal and informal learning validation systems – that is, systems that are able to validate 
the knowledge, skills and competences acquired outside of the formal education system, and 
via non-formal and informal means.  

Non-formal and informal learning validation is a way for individuals to secure formal 
recognition for what they already know and, as numerous studies have shown, is a way to 
foster the social, educational and labour inclusion of marginalised groups. Ethnic minority 
groups such as Roma and Travellers are examples of such groups. They currently suffer 
disproportionate exclusion from the labour market, in part because they lack formal 
qualifications.  

This report analyses the current situation of the non-formal and informal learning validation 
system in Ireland, and presents recommendations from Travellers and civil organizations on 
how it could be more accessible and inclusive.  

European context 

Non-formal and informal learning validation is growing in importance throughout Europe. The 
Copenhagen Declaration of November 2002 initiated the European strategy for enhanced 
cooperation in Vocational Education and Training (VET), usually referred to as the "Copenhagen 
process”, which includes the need for well-established systems to ensure validation of non-
formal and informal learning. 1 

European institutions have highlighted the importance of implementing national validation 
systems for non-formal and informal learning. In the Bruges Communiqué of December 2010 on 
enhanced European Cooperation in Vocational Education and Training for the period 2011-
2020, the European Ministers for Vocational Education and Training, the European Social 
Partners and the European Commission declared that participating countries should start to 
develop, no later than 2015, national procedures for the recognition and validation of non-
formal and informal learning, supported, as appropriate, by national qualifications 
frameworks.2 
 
The inclusion of non-formal and informal learning validation systems in adult learning 
programmes and policies is being promoted across different European bodies. The European 
Council Resolution from November 2011 on a renewed European agenda for adult learning 3 

                                                           
1  http://ec.europa.eu/education/pdf/doc125_en.pdf 
 

2    http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc/vocational/bruges_en.pdf 
3  http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2011:372:0001:0006:EN:PDF  

http://ec.europa.eu/education/pdf/doc125_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc/vocational/bruges_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2011:372:0001:0006:EN:PDF
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defined the implementation of fully functional systems for validating non-formal and informal 
learning as one of its priority areas for the period 2012-14, as well as promoting use of the 
system by adults of all ages and at all qualification levels and by enterprises and other 
organisations.  
 

Over the last decade, European institutions have emphasized the need to have non-formal and 
informal learning validation systems in place to facilitate the social integration of those who do 
not have formal qualifications. In a recommendation from December 2012 on the validation of 
non-formal and informal learning4  the European Council highlighted the role that the 
validation of knowledge, skills and competences acquired through non-formal and informal 
learning can play in enhancing employability and mobility and in increasing motivation for 
lifelong learning, especially among the socio-economically disadvantaged. In this 
recommendation from December 2012 the European Council stated that member states should 
implement arrangements for the validation of non-formal and informal learning no later than 
2018. Accordingly, national policy makers are taking some steps, specifically in regard to 
national qualifications frameworks and educational policy.  
 

In 2008 5 EU member states agreed on a European Qualifications Framework (EQF). The EQF 
provides a common reference framework which assists in comparing the national qualifications 
systems, frameworks and their levels. It serves as a translation device to make qualifications 
more readable and understandable across the different countries and systems in Europe, and 
thus promote lifelong learning, and the mobility of European citizens whether for studying or 
working abroad. The core of the European framework consists of 8 qualifications levels, which 
are described through the learning outcomes (knowledge, skills and abilities)6 
 
Several tools have also been developed at European level to assist countries to implement 
national validation systems for non-formal and informal learning. The European Centre for the 
Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP), the European Union’s reference centre for 
vocational education and training, published the European Guidelines for validating non-formal 
and informal learning in 2009. Inspired by common European principles, the European 
guidelines provide expert advice to policy-makers and practitioners involved in developing and 
implementing validation procedures7. Moreover, since 2004, the European Inventory on the 
validation of non-formal and informal learning has been regularly publishing information on 
validation practices in European countries8  
 

                                                           
4  http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2012:398:0001:0005:EN:PDF 

5    http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2008:111:0001:0007:EN:PDF 
6  http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/eqf_en.htm 

7     http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/publications/5059.aspx 
8   http://www.uk.ecorys.com/europeaninventory/ 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2012:398:0001:0005:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2008:111:0001:0007:EN:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/eqf_en.htm
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/publications/5059.aspx
http://www.uk.ecorys.com/europeaninventory/
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Despite European countries making progress in relation to systems (including legal frameworks) 
for the validation of informal and non-formal learning, there is not so much recorded success in 
terms of these programs reaching vulnerable or at risk groups, including Roma and Traveller 
communities.  

Indeed, one of the most serious challenges facing Europe is putting an end to the systemic 
exclusion of Roma. A European Commission’s Communication9 in 2011 highlighted the 
persistent economic and social marginalisation of what constitutes Europe's largest minority 
and proposed the adoption of National Roma Integration Strategies up to 2020 as a response. 
The European Commission annually assesses the progress made towards implementing the 
various National Roma Integration Strategies and gives support to the EU countries that are 
implicated10 

In relation to Roma and their learning, previous research studies including Workaló, Callí 
Butipén, Include-ed and Drom-In11 all document the ways in which Roma, in spite of valuable 
learning from life and from work, miss formal qualifications. This makes their social, educational 
and labour inclusion very difficult. During the International Roma Women Congress: the other 
women in 2010 (the congress brought three hundred Roma women from fourteen countries 
together), participants highlighted recognition of Roma women’s prior learning as one way to 
break the cycle of exclusion. 

Non-formal and informal learning validation systems have the potential to foster the social, 
education and labour inclusion of marginalised groups across Europe, including ethnic 
minorities such as Roma and Travellers. Widening and promoting access to these validation 
systems must therefore be a priority.  

ROM-ACT Project 

Taking into account the current European context and based on the results and contributions 
from previous research projects, the ROM-ACT project (January 2013 – December 2014) is 
aimed at widening access to non-formal and informal learning validation systems among Roma 
and and Traveller women in Europe. ROM-ACT is a transnational project that brings together 8 
organizations from across Europe. The consortium partners have a long standing knowledge in 

                                                           
9  http://ec.europa.eu/justice/policies/discrimination/docs/com_2011_173_en.pdf  

10 The term “Roma” used at the Council of Europe refers to Roma, Sinti, Kale and related groups in Europe, including Travellers 

and the Eastern groups (Dom and Lom), and covers the wide diversity of the groups concerned, including persons who identify 

themselves as Gypsies.  In this paper (when discussion of the ROM ACT project proper begins) the term Traveller will be used 

because ROM ACT project participants in Ireland are Travellers and Travellers  do not self-identify as Roma. 

11 Workalò: The Creation of New Occupational Patterns for Cultural Communities: The Gypsy Case:  

http://www.neskes.net/workalo/indexan.htm; Callí Butipén: Roma Women and Labour Market: 

http://www.pcb.ub.edu/crea/proyectos/Calli/framepre.htm; INCLUD-ED. Strategies for inclusion and social 

cohesion in Europe from education: http://creaub.info/included; DROM-IN. Roma Immigration in Spain: challenges 

of social inclusion and coexistence. GEDIME (Group of Immigration and Ethnic Minorities Studies) 2009-2011.  
 

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/policies/discrimination/docs/com_2011_173_en.pdf
http://www.neskes.net/workalo/indexan.htm
http://www.pcb.ub.edu/crea/proyectos/Calli/framepre.htm
http://creaub.info/included
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the field of non-formal and informal learning, adult education and Roma and Traveller related 
issues. 

The ROM-ACT project objective is to improve non-formal and informal learning validation 
systems in Europe, bringing them closer to the needs of disadvantaged groups, in particular 
Roma and Traveller women, and improving access to the respective validation systems.  

The innovative character of the ROM-ACT Project resides in its approach and methodology. 
Roma and Traveller women will be directly involved in the development of the project and their 
contributions will be included in the main outputs. All the contributions will be gathered via 
inter and intra generational dialogue among Roma and Traveller women from several ages and 
backgrounds.  

The main outputs of the project include five national reports and one European Report which 
will outline current non-formal and informal learning validation systems in Europe as well as 
recommendations of Roma and Traveller women, representatives of centres for adult 
education and Roma and Traveller organizations on same. In addition, an awareness raising 
campaign will be conducted, which will include, among other things, a DVD documenting Roma 
and Traveller women's experiences of the validation systems, a European guide to support 
organizations in the accompaniment of groups through the validation process, and a project 
website. A lobbying campaign focused on validation policies will also be carried out and a 
network of associations involved in validation accompaniment will be established. Through the 
project, 50 Roma and Traveller women will have their non-formal and informal learning 
validated. With these results, the project will benefit not only Roma and Traveller women but 
all disadvantaged groups. 
 
Ensuring the project’s quality is the ROM-ACT consortium's priority. At external level, the 
quality of the project will be ensured through the constitution of National Advisory Councils in 
five countries: Greece, Romania, Ireland, Czech Republic and Spain. Each council will be formed 
by representatives from the adult education sector, representatives from the Roma and 
Traveller community, and representatives from the public administration. They will provide 
advice and guidance on the project and it's main outputs. At the same time, a Quality 
Evaluation Group formed of members of the Centre of Research in Theories and Practices that 
Overcome Inequalities (CREA) from the University of Barcelona will be constituted. They will 
assess the consortium in all the phases of the project and will review drafts of all project 
outputs in light of prior academic research in this area.  
 
In sum, through the ROM-ACT project consortium partners aim to strengthen non-formal and 
informal learning validation systems in Europe and to strengthen access to said systems for 
Roma and Traveller women with a view to fostering their educational, social, and labour 
inclusion. 
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Overview of content and methodology for national reports 

 
The national reports are, as previously mentioned, one of the ROM-ACT project's main outputs. 
The national reports have been developed in order to define the state of the current situation 
of informal and non formal learning validation systems in each participating country and to 
make recommendations on how to make them more accessible. Concretely, five of the 
consortium partners have developed national reports analysing the situation of informal and 
non formal learning validation systems in their country: Spain, Greece, Romania, Ireland and 
Czech Republic.  
 
The national reports were forged on the basis of critical communicative methodology. This 
methodology advocates inter-subjective dialogue and an egalitarian relationship between the 
research team and those being researched. The main elements of the methodology are: 
egalitarian dialogue (in which different contributions are considered according to the validity of 
argument and not according to the position of the person who makes it); transformation 
(breaking with the conservative discourse about the impossibility to avoid social reproduction); 
meaning creation (emerging when people see that their participation can produce changes and 
transformations and an improvement in their lives); equal epistemological level (Roma and 
Traveller women working side by side with the researchers, contributing and enriching the 
theoretical rationality with practical approach).12 
 

The research work was divided into two phases. The first phase entailed the partner gathering 
and analysing data on the current situation of non-formal and informal learning validation in 
their own country. The second phase entailed each partner holding 'communicative discussion 
groups'  with Roma and Traveller women and with representatives from relevant organizations, 
based in part on the information collected in the first phase. 
 
In the discussion groups participants shared perspectives on the validation system under review 
and made recommendations as to how the validation system could be closer to their skills and 
abilities. They also analysed existing barriers and challenges in relation to  access and made 
suggestions on the same. Discussion also focused on what role participants feel different 
stakeholders should have in the learning validation process. At a later date (in some cases via a 
follow up discussion group) participants validated outcomes drafted up by the research team.   
 
Although there was a framework of questions for the discussion groups, the methodology 
encouraged open and free flowing discussion and a space in which people would feel 
comfortable. The discussion groups were composed of a relatively small number of people, 
from six to ten, guided by a moderator. Across the five countries, the data from the discussion 
groups was analysed according to exclusionary factors identified (barriers) and inclusionary 
factors (possibilities).  

                                                           
12  Gómez, J., Latorre A., Sánchez M., Flecha R. (2006): Metodología Comunicativa Crítica. Barcelona: El Roure 

Editorial. 
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Finally, these five national reports have provided the basis for a European report, which 
presents key elements of inclusion and exclusion in relation to the non-formal and informal 
learning validation systems as well as the recommendations of stakeholders (Roma and 
Traveller women in particular) to improve them.  

Ireland report 

The report provides an overview of the prevailing legislative and policy framework for 
recognition of prior learning in Ireland and presents some perspectives and recommendations 
from Traveller women and from community development workers working in Traveller 
organisations. The report examines Ireland's 'informal and non-formal learning validation 
system'. However, aside from the main headings, Recognition of Prior Learning is the term used 
throughout the report because this is the term more commonly used in Ireland.  
 

For this report legislative frameworks in Ireland and key policy papers were examined, as well as 
reviews and evaluations of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) practice and submissions that 
have been made by civic groups in relation to further education and training in Ireland over the 
past number of years. Contact was made with NALA (National Adult Literacy Agency) and 
AONTAS (National Adult Learning Organisation) and one to one interviews were held with 
people working at policy level in the further education and training system. In relation to the 
CDGs, an attempt was made to organise two, but only one materialised (with Traveller women). 
The Traveller women who participated in the CDG were in the 35-50 year old age bracket. Some 
left school at a young age but all have engaged in education programs as adults and currently 
work for their communities.  There are a number of key Traveller organisations (civic 
organisations) working with Travellers outside of Dublin but it proved too difficult to get 
members of these organisations assembled in Dublin for a 'Traveller groups' CDG. As an 
alternative, the project worker travelled out to some of these groups, thereby ensuring contact 
with informed and experienced community workers on the ground and the capturing of a ‘non-
Dublin’ perspective. The interviewees were a mix of Traveller women and non-Traveller women. 
All the interviewees held key positions within their organisations in education and training 
and/or management. The interview data was analysed in the same way as the CDG data 
(according to exclusionary and inclusionary factors). The draft report was circulated to all CDG 
participants as well as the one to one interviewees thus providing them with an opportunity to 
feed back/further add to the perspectives and recommendations that were drawn up.  
 
This report is divided into two parts. The first part of the report describes the current legal and 
policy framework for Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) in Ireland and the changes that are 
currently underway within the further education system. This first part also presents and 
discusses some examples of RPL practice in Ireland and key observations that have been 
advanced by the OECD (in its reports on the Irish system), CEDEFOP and government 
commissioned expert panels on same. The second part of the report is comprised of 
perspectives and recommendations gathered from Traveller women and Traveller groups on 
RPL.  
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The informal and non-formal learning validation system in Ireland 

 

National legal and institutional framework 

 
Ireland's White Paper on Adult Education (2000) was a landmark document for the sector. The 
outcome of many months of consultation, the Paper laid out the government's policies and 
priorities for the future development of adult education and highlighted the role and value of 
community based education in fostering education progression, employment, social inclusion 
and citizenship. The Paper also acknowledged learning as 'life-wide' (something that takes place 
across a multiplicity of sites) and proposed a national framework of accreditation that would be 
capable of recognising multiple intelligences.  
 

The idea of learning as life-wide is radical because it puts real value on the learning we acquire 
through every day life (learning we acquire from our parents, from the jobs we do, from rearing 
a family). Although it was referred to in The White Paper the idea of life-wide learning has never 
been properly debated or laid down in policy in Ireland. A related idea has grown some legs 
though and that is Recognition of Prior Learning, or RPL. Though not as radical as the idea of 
life-wide learning, RPL is the policy and procedure in Ireland whereby prior learning is formally 
validated by the further education system. The following section will explore how RPL has been 
understood and applied within the Irish context. The national legal and institutional framework 
for RPL will be presented as well as a brief overview of how RPL has been implemented in the 
country by different education providers.   
 
Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) was made law in 1999. The 1999 Education and Training Act 
gave individual citizens the right, in law, to have prior learning validated by the further and 
higher education system. What this means is that if you have acquired prior learning (formally or 
informally) you can present it to the formal education system and have it formally validated.  
 

In 2004, the then National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI)13 set up an advisory group 
to develop a set of national principles for RPL in Ireland. The group drew on national and 
international practice including the common European principles on the recognition of non-
formal and informal learning which were adopted during the Irish Presidency of the EU in 2004. 
Some of the key points in the NQAI document, which was adopted in 2005, included: 
 

 RPL ensures that we give value to all learning, no matter how that learning is achieved

 RPL is part of an inclusive approach to learning by education and training providers and 
awarding bodies 

                                                           
13 NQAI was merged with the Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC) and the Higher Education 

and Training Awards Council (HETAC) in late 2012 to form Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI). QQI also 

incorporates the functions of the Irish Universities Quality Board (IUQB). The 10 level NQF still stands but a new 

'Common Award System' is coming on stream, overseen by QQI 
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In 2005, NQAI launched the brand new National Qualifications Framework (NFQ), which 
provided a 10 level qualifications spectrum for all FETAC (Further Education and Training Awards 
Council), HETAC (Higher Education and Training Awards Council) and university accredited 
courses in the country: 
 
FETAC oversaw awards from levels 1 to 6: 
Levels 1 and 2: These are levels for those who are returning to the education system or may be 
engaging with learning for the first time. Courses at this level are about basic skills and 
confidence building. 
Level 3: Some examples of courses at this level included basic computers, communications, and 
office procedures. This level is likened to the Junior Certificate (end of junior cycle 
examination).  
Levels 4: Level 4 courses develop and expand on skills gained at level 3, and are preparation for 
undertaking the Leaving Certificate (end of senior cycle examination) or level 5 (equivalent).  
This level is a requirement for entry to many forms of employment. 
Level 5:  A level 5 award is the equivalent of the Leaving Certificate and is a 
preparation and link into Third Level study, and entry into a wide range of 
occupations. Courses at this level include childcare, office work, health care.  
Level 6: Courses at this level are provided by Further Education Centres and linked to 
Institutes of Technology and Universities. After two years study at this level 
learners are awarded a Higher Certificate.  
 
HETAC and IUQB oversaw awards from levels 6 to 10: 
Level 6: Higher Certificate (HETAC Colleges and Institutes of Technology only) 
Level 7: Bachelors 
Level 8: Honors Degree/Higher Diploma 
Level 9: Masters Degree 
Level 10: Doctoral Degree  
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Each level is based on nationally agreed standards of knowledge, skill and competence i.e. what 
an individual is expected to know, understand and be able to do following completion of a 
process of learning. The framework includes learning from the very early stages. What was 
significant about the framework at the time was that NQAI said that all such learning could be 
achieved in schools or colleges, at work or in the home or community.  
 

RPL and the NFQ are very closely linked. How RPL works is that if a candidate feels they have 
relevant prior learning in a particular field and at a particular level (e.g. Childcare, level 5) they 
can bring evidence of that prior learning to a course provider. According to current policy, 
candidates can present evidence of prior learning to gain entry, exemption, credit or a full 
award.  
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Procedures and Guidelines for RPL (FETAC)14 

 
To help course providers facilitate RPL candidates, the Council of FETAC agreed to a Policy on 
Recognition of Prior Learning in April 2005 and issued guidelines on same in 2009.15 In that 
same year 750 providers agreed their Quality Assurance and Procedures with FETAC. In theory 
Recognition of Prior Learning was a key component and requirement of the Quality Assurance 
system to be implemented. According to the guidelines, providers were to indicate in Section B4 
of the Quality Assurance Application their policy, procedures, and methods of internal 
monitoring with regard to RPL for entry to programs, exemptions from programs for credits and 
full awards. Providers who wish to provide the option of eligibility for full award based on prior 
learning have to submit a separate quality assurance document (specifically a sub strand of 
quality assurance B10). FETAC guidelines state that providers 'will require personnel to assist the 
facilitation of prior learning. This includes mentors, assessors, authenticators' but doesn’t not 
say how these providers could be resourced (FETAC 2009).  

NB. HETAC, as the qualifications awarding body for third level education and training institutions 
outside the university sector, has been less directive than FETAC in relation to RPL. HETAC did 
issue 'Recognition Policy,  Criteria and Process for a Direct Application to HETAC for named 
award' in 2005 because candidates, by law, have the right to go directly to HETAC to see if they 
can receive a named award on the basis of prior learning.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
14 With the dissolution of FETAC and the set up of QQI, policies and procedures such as these are under review at 

this time. This report discusses what has prevailed up to now, since there is no information on what will take 

shape in the future 

15 Between 2001 and 2009, FETAC made over 250,000 awards through various processes to a range of learners in 

diverse fields of learning (FETAC, 2009). Indeed, education providers have run FETAC accredited courses all year 

round, during the day, in the evenings and at weekends and on a full time as well as part time basis. Up until 

2012, state funded further education and training (FETAC accredited) was provided via industrial training bodies 

such as FÁS (Irish National Training and Employment Authority), BIM (Irish Sea Fisheries Board), TEAGASC (Irish 

Agriculture and Food Development Authority) but also through a second channel made up of 33 VECs (Vocational 

Education Committees) who provided FETAC accredited courses in colleges and learning centres in their 

respective localities. Another key provider of FETAC accredited courses has been the community and voluntary 

sector 
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The following table provides a summary of prevailing FETAC guidelines and procedures for RPL, 
along with observations (Pavee Point): 
 
RPL for ENTRY to a course (at any level) 

Procedure  Guidelines Observations (PP) 

Candidate may seek entry to a 
program where he/she does not 
meet standard entry criteria. In 
this case the candidate will 
demonstrate to the provider that 
he/she has the capacity to 
successfully participate in the 
program. The provider can grant 
access as per Providers Policy and 
Procedures for B4 Access, 
Transfer and Progression, 
Subsection B4.4. Recognition of 
Prior Learning  

The facilitation of the RPL for entry to 
programs is the responsibility of the 
program provider to which the 
candidate applies. Specifically the 
provider must: 

Advise the candidate of the steps 
involved; specify information on 
entry requirements for participation; 
include RPL references in all 
promotional material; establish an 
application procedure (i.e. something 
that is easy to follow and will allow 
the candidate to demonstrate 
applicable prior learning without too 
much difficulty). It should capture 
personal information, previous 
employments, leisure and voluntary 
activities, education and training 
undertaken, references, reasons for 
applying for the program. It should 
provide space for candidate to 
highlight relevant prior learning in 
relation to entry criteria. Criteria 
could be minimum 5 years life 
experience,  or clear demonstration 
of capacity to succeed 

Need for fair and transparent 
assessment  procedure and 
mechanism for appeal 

RPL for purposes of entry appears to be 
quite flexible. The entry criteria for a 
particular program is determined by the 
program provider and the decision to 
allow someone to enter a program 
based on prior learning rests with the 
provider. There is no external 
assessment involved and FETAC does 
not get involved.   

It is likely that many FETAC and HETAC 
providers are facilitating entry of 
candidates into programs based on 
prior learning. It may not be advertised 
as RPL, or it may not articulated as a 
formal RPL process but the learner is 
gaining entry to programs in non-
standard way. In any case, many of the 
FETAC courses don't have restrictive 
entry requirements anyway (up to level 
4 at least).  

 

 

RPL for EXEMPTIONS from attendance or participation on a course (at any level) 

Guidelines Procedures Observations 

Can include exemptions from 

attendance or participation in 

parts of the program 

requirements. Candidate required 

to provide valid and reliable 

evidence of prior learning to the 

Provider needs to establish criteria 

for exemptions from any element of 

the program and these need to be 

available in program literature 

Granting exemptions on the basis of 

Guidelines for exemption based on 

prior certified learning is clear but 

guidelines for exemption on 

grounds of uncertified learning (i.e. 

informal learning) are not detailed. 

The one guideline there is (that the 
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provider to demonstrate 

attainment of the exempted 

element of the program  

candidates having completed FETAC 

minor awards that contribute to 

major award, or having completed 

equivalent awards that can be cross 

checked is fairly easy 

Evidence for uncertified learning 

must demonstrate how, when and 

where the learning took place and 

must meet the assessment 

standards of 'authenticity, currency, 

validity and reliability'. 

  

 

candidate must demonstrate how, 

when and where learning took 

place) presents a challenge to those 

who wish to advance evidence of 

prior informal learning (because 

while informal learning is situated, 

it is  not linear and occurs over 

time) 

Exemptions are only ever partial i.e 

the system will recognise a 

candidate's prior learning but 

recognition, in respect of a formal 

qualification, is  only ever likely to 

be partial. The candidate will 

therefore be required to attend 

classes and complete assessments 

in order to achieve a full award. 

This could constitute a barrier for 

some Travellers who wouldn't have 

strong literacy ('equipped to 

participate' statements from FETAC 

suggest that up to level 4 

candidates only need basic literacy 

but in reality course providers 

assume a higher level of literacy at 

level 4 when designing classes and 

assessments)
16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
16 'Learners entering programs leading to awards at level 4 will usually be comfortable reading, drafting, 

preparing and understanding personally relevant information, including quantitative information. For example, 

this might include text and other information relating to investigating a holiday/personal interest or hobby, or 

to work/community related concerns or procedures' (FETAC: Information for Learners. Guidelines for 

Providers) 
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RPL for CREDIT towards a course (at any level) 

Guidelines Procedures   

This is to apply to the new credit 
framework for awards Common 
Awards System) 17 

  

 
RPL for FULL AWARD (at any level) 
 

Guidelines Procedures Observations 

Very difficult to achieve. For this 

the candidate makes an initial 

application directly to FETAC (not 

to a provider) to confirm eligibility. 

If eligible he/she will be referred to 

an approved provider and will be 

required to submit a portfolio of 

evidence to submit for assessment 

in accordance with the providers 

and award requirements. The 

provider will offer this service to 

the candidate in line with own 

costs and service rendered to 

candidate. The process will require 

a mentor to support and advise 

the learner  

There is an initial application to 

FETAC direct to assess eligibility. 

This involves a 'quick scan' of the 

candidate's CV, and also a 

motivation letter outlining 

employability, mobility, personal 

development etc... 

For a major award at higher level 

(4+), FETAC recommends a 

minimum of 6-8 years direct work 

experience. For a minor award, or a 

special purpose and supplemental 

award the learner should have 2-3 

years of directly relevant prior 

learning experiences (which must be 

related directly to targeted award). 

Process involves reviewing 

candidate's knowledge, 

competences and skills against each 

of the award's learning outcomes 

and amassing relevant evidence 

against each 

Some of the examples of direct 
evidence: 
Photographs or videos of work; 
practical on the job assessment; 
interview; simulation of a work 

This is very difficult to achieve at 

the higher levels (levels 4+) 

The kinds of evidence listed here 

under application for full award 

could apply to RPL for ENTRY, 

EXEMPTION or CREDIT 

                                                           
17  In 2011 FETAC began rolling out a new awards system called the Common Awards System (expected to 

continue to 2014 by which time all FETAC accredited programs from levels 3-6 will have to design programs as per 

CAS stipulations). Some of the features of the Common Awards System are relevant for RPL in practice, notably: A 

credit system, a focus on outcomes of learning and different types of award 
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activity; letters from previous 
employers; performance 
management reports; copies of 
certificates records of in-house 
trainings  
 

 Some of the examples of indirect 
evidence are: 
Newspaper articles about the 
candidate; information about places 
where the candidate has lived or 
worked 

 

A note on the linkage between RPL and the NFQ 

The fact that RPL in Ireland is linked to the NFQ is significant because it means that, in Ireland, 
the understanding and application of RPL is limited to people using prior learning to gain formal 
accreditation in specific fields. On the one hand this is highly advantageous to any candidate 
who succeeds in having their prior learning accredited because there will never be any question 
that they do not meet the required standards of a particular level. On the other hand, because 
RPL is linked to the NFQ (and because standards must be maintained), the candidate is required 
to work very hard (produce a lot of evidence) to get their prior learning recognised. The onus is 
on the candidate to transform their informal or non formal learning into declarative /de 
contextualised /procedural knowledge that is applicable to course specific outcomes -a process 
that would be especially challenging for candidates with little prior experience of the further 
education system and/or who have had little formal schooling. There is always a chance of 
someone failing in this, even in situations where their personal experience far outstrips the 
knowledge, skills and competence encoded in the qualifications.   
 

The second implication of RPL being so tied to the NFQ is that it has led to a narrow 
understanding of what RPL actually is. In Ireland the emphasis is on RPL as a 'summative' 
process as opposed to a 'formative' process.18 In other words, the focus in Ireland is on an RPL 
candidate 'summing up' their prior learning and using it to gain access, exemption, credit or a 
full award in a specific area, as opposed to being a process whereby adults reflect on their 
learning and use the new insights gained for personal development purposes, to progress 
professionally or to pursue further study. This emphasis on RPL as a summative process reflects 
a broader tendency within the Irish system to view education as a vehicle to get people into jobs 
that are coming on stream, as opposed to viewing education as a way to foster social inclusion, 
empowerment, active citizenship etc... The TEACH report which looked at adult education in 
relation to the Traveller community in 2010, critiqued the difference between European papers 
                                                           
18 In other countries (e.g. Scotland) RPL is not only about 'summing up' prior learning in order to gain a formal 

qualification but is also understood as a process whereby a candidate unearths the experience and knowledge they 

have gained through life and uses it to develop personally, progress professionally or to pursue further studies. This 

process may lead to some recognition of the value of the knowledge, skills and competences that the candidate 

possesses but is not necessarily geared towards formal accreditation in a specific field. 
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on lifelong learning (including the European Commission Report on Adult Education) and Irish 
articulations of the same. Whilst the European reports stressed high quality education and 
training to enable all individuals to acquire skills relevant to the labour market as well as skills 
for social inclusion and active citizenship, training of economically viable individuals seemed to 
be the thrust of both practice and assessment (of achievement) in the Irish context. 
 
Sector restructuring 
A number of changes have been underway within the further education system since 2012. 
Some of these changes are captured in the table below: 
 

Who Broad mandate RPL mandate 

Department of Education and 
Skills (formerly Department of 
Education and Science, 1997-
2010) 

Determines overall policy on 
further education and training. 
Provides major funding 

Remit for RPL lies with SOLAS 
(Further Education and Training 
Authority) which is  under the aegis 
of the Department  

QQI (Quality and Qualifications 
Ireland) (amalgamation of the 
following bodies that had 
awarding [FETAC, HETAC and 
Irish Universities Quality Board 
{IUQB}] and quality assurance 
functions [NQAI]) 

Established in 2012. Oversees 
maintenance, development and 
implementation of the national 
framework of qualifications; the 
validation and awarding of 
qualifications; and the monitoring 
and review of providers of further 
education and training (which 
includes provider progress on 
implementing access, transfer and 
progression policies including RPL). 
Additional responsibility for 
external quality review of the 
universities 

Under development (a green paper 
circulated for consultation purposes 
in late 2013) but strictly speaking 
and overall QQI will monitor 
provider progress on implementing 
access, transfer and progression 
policies including RPL and support 
them in that 
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SOLAS – Further Education and 
Training Authority (formerly 
FAS Training Division and VEC 
respectively) 
 
SOLAS was formally established 
in October 2013. Since that 
time the body has been 
developing a 5 years Further 
Education and Training Strategy 

SOLAS was established to integrate 
the Further Education and Training 
sector in Ireland and give strategic 
direction to that sector. It is the 
Further Education and Training 
Authority with responsibility for 
co-ordinating and funding the wide 
range of training and further 
education programmes in Ireland 
 
Setting the agenda for FET in the 
country (to provide FET that is 
relevant to learner needs as well as 
national skills needs) 
 
Extra dimensions (coming from the 
FAS side) are to work with 
Department of Social Protection to 
promote placement of persons in 
receipt of social welfare into FET 
programs and also to provide 
training to providers of FET. 
Arrangements are underway to 
transfer funding for FET to SOLAS.  
 
Providing strategic oversight and 
funding to the ETBs 
 
To monitor delivery and provide 
funding to ETBs based on good 
data and positive outcomes 

SOLAS will: 
 
Facilitate access, transfer and 
progression of learners via RPL 
within the national framework of 
qualifications.  
 
Provide guidelines to FET providers 
and ensure minimum standards are 
attained 
 
Monitor RPL processes within ETBs 
and promote co-ordination of 
approaches, documentation of best 
practice 
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ETBs (formerly VECs) – 
Education and Training Boards 
 
 

Publicly funded education and 
training service providers 
 
ETBs lead, deliver and administer 
education and training 
programmes at local and 
community level across the 
country. 
 
Responsible for managing the 
training contracted to private, 
public and not for profit providers 
in their respective catchment areas 
 
ETBs are extensively involved in 
the provision of education and 
training programmes to respond 
directly within local communities, 
to enhance the educational 
development, employability and 
future career prospects of the 
wide range of learners of all ages. 
 
ETBs remain active in local 
committees through the direct 
provision of training and education 
programmes delivered in training 
centres, colleges and other training 
and educational settings.  

As providers of QQI accredited 
training, ETBs would be expected to: 
Develop and offer RPL processes to 
learners 
 
Develop statements of 
arrangements for RPL in respect of 
programs leading to awards in the 
NFQ 
 
Implement QQI policies on access, 
transfer and progression 

Other FETAC providers (a 
person or body who provides 
training programs that lead to 
FETAC awards that are quality 
assured by QQI) 
 
 

There is a whole range of other 
providers ranging from private, 
non profit to community based. 
They are guided by different 
pedagogies, source funding from 
different places and have diverse 
reasons for providing the training 
and education in the first place 

FETAC providers would be expected 
to: 
 
Develop and offer RPL processes to 
learners 
 
Develop statements of 
arrangements for RPL in respect of 
programs leading to awards in the 
NFQ 
 
Implement QQI policies on access, 
transfer and progression 

 

RPL in practice 

It is important to acknowledge that before there were laws and policies on RPL in Ireland, 
community based education projects across Ireland were practising RPL, but in a non formalised 
way. 'Recognition of prior learning' (working on the basis of people’s experience) is after all the 
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hall mark of any good adult education practice. Current day examples include Pavee Point's own 
primary health care training program (which, from its inception in the early 1990s, has built on 
existing knowledge within Traveller community to promote health and well being) and the 
Galway Traveller Movement's 'Empowering Traveller Women Entrepreneurs Project' which is 
designed to assist Traveller women to develop and/or expand enterprises for themselves.  
 

It is difficult to trace the non formalised 'RPL' practice that was underway prior to 2000, since 
the projects were fairly small and records are dispersed but capacity building under New 
Opportunities for Women (NOW) and similar EU funded initiatives around the late 1990s built 
on the prior learning of the women involved. In those years the community education 
movement flourished in a range of other disadvantaged contexts as well. Through the work of 
area based partnerships in particular, community education focused on issues of exclusion 
affecting marginalised groups. The economic and social landscape in Ireland has profoundly 
changed since that time however.  Since 2008 community based education projects have been 
struggling to keep their heads above water. They have had to work very hard, in the prevailing 
climate of public sector cuts and across the board 'restructuring', to safeguard recognition and 
funding for their work. Over the years these community based organisations have worked with 
people on the margins of society and so they understand learning as something broader than 
simply progression through the education system or accreditation of skills for the labour market. 
 

Case studies of RPL in practice 
 

There has been very little documentation of RPL practice over the last 8 years. This is mainly 
because not much RPL work has been carried out (beyond using RPL to facilitate entry) and also 
because the little work that has been done has been pilot in nature, and localised. The following 
examples of practice have been retrieved from OECD reports (which traced RPL practice in 
Ireland between 2007 and 2010), public documents (e.g. FETAC pilot evaluation) or else they 
were uncovered during the course of this research. No other relevant examples were uncovered 
during the course of this research. 
 
FETAC RPL pilot 
In 2005 FETAC undertook a pilot project with a small number of providers to begin 
implementation of RPL and to identify the implementation issues for FETAC and providers. The 
pilot was formally launched in December 2005 with 9 providers and operated for 1 year. 
Participating providers undertook to offer RPL as an element of their activities, with support and 
guidance from FETAC. Identifying good practice as well as implementation issues were some of 
the project's main objectives. Participating providers represented a broad, diverse range of 
sectors and providers (public/private, small/large, rural/urban). Of the providers that engaged 
with learners and RPL for the purposes of attaining awards, two were from the community and 
voluntary sector. One was a childcare centre in Kilrush, Co. Clare. In the case of this centre, 6 
learners achieved 4 minor awards based on recognition of prior learning and then topped these 
awards up with further taught modules to achieve full awards in childcare at level 5. All of the 
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learners were employed in child care at that time. In total, 50 learners achieved major and 
minor awards through the pilot in bar management, childcare, community development, 
construction, health and safety, security, supervisory skills and professional cookery. Key to note 
is that all the learners who achieved awards were employed at the time, there was a lot of 
support because it was a pilot and the providers were resourced by FETAC and the EU (funds 
and guidance). In the evaluation report (FETAC 2007) it was also noted that as all the 
participants were employees, the employer's support, encouragement and facilitation of 
participation was critical to success of the projects. For learners, attaining formal qualifications 
to meet employment requirements was a key motivating factor, they all felt that attaining a 
qualification was very important. 
 
NALA and writeon.ie 
NALA the national civic organisation promoting adult literacy has developed a cost effective 
distance learning tool to help people improve their reading, writing and numbers skills online 
and it is RPL based. Users can study at their own pace and in their own time and use the service 
to improve their skills or get a national qualification. The content is pitched at FETAC level 2, 3 
and 4 (NB: it can accredit learning at levels 2 and 3 but not level 4)19. It is RPL based because the 
first step is a skills assessment (i.e. looking at what the user already knows). The second step is a 
prescribed individual learning plan. At the end of the learning phase (and it may be that no 
'learning' is required) users are presented with an option to have their skills assessed and 
request a national qualification. This is the first time that FETAC accreditation has been offered 
via the web in Ireland. 
 
AONTAS and VITA 

AONTAS or the National Adult Learning Organisation is a membership based organisation 
focusing on adult and community education. It is currently involved in the project together with 
9 other partner organisations from different countries across Europe 
(http://www.aontas.com/international/vita.html). The VITA project is part of a series of 
projects on the Validation of informal learning outcomes within the European Life Long 
Learning Programme. 

The impetus behind the project is the idea that professional lives are increasingly determined 
by the need for continuous learning to adapt to rapidly changing demands and concepts. Social, 
personal and organisational competences are becoming competitive factors in the job market 
and as such aspired competences both for employment and societal reasons. These rather 
cross-cutting competences are often learnt in informal contexts, be it in extracurricular 
activities connected with school education, societal learning (active citizenship) or 
organisational learning in higher education beyond formalised curricula. The competences then 
are being developed in a sphere that overlaps all educational sectors: schools, higher 
education, VET and adult education. VITA is exploring how formal validation approaches based 

                                                           
19 Since its inception, 2,573 learners have achieved 12, 045 minor awards and 1,216 major awards at level 2 and 

2,434 minor awards and 172 major awards at level 3 through this online program (writeon.ie) 

http://www.aontas.com/international/vita.html


 

22 
 

on NFQ could be linked with evidence of what it terms ‘social and personal competence 
development’. 

Third level Institutions (e.g. HETAC certified Colleges, Institutes of Technology, Universities) 
The third level sector has been quite proactive in using RPL to facilitate learner access. 
Approaches vary across the sector however as third level institutions operate quite 
autonomously. Galway Mayo Institute of Technology (GMIT) has developed and approved a 
code of practice for RPL and in 2010, staff from each school were trained in RPL to assist with its 
implementation. GMIT has also developed a module called 'making experience count' to steer 
applicants through the development of a portfolio to demonstrate experiential learning. Dublin 
Institute of Technology (DIT) has piloted a course for assessors (an indication that RPL 
assessment is emerging as a discipline, at least at the higher education level). National 
University of Ireland Galway (NUIG) and DIT have RPL guides for students and both have 
dedicated RPL officers. RPL at this level however does seem to be focused on facilitating entry 
(access to courses) and this does get muddied with other 'non standard' entry procedures, 
special access programs and so on. There is also the issue of coherence. For example Trinity 
College Dublin (TCD) runs a special purpose award in addiction studies for which it requires prior 
learning.  It is designed to provide a coherent experience, the logic of which is reliant on all 
elements being undertaken by the learner. RPL at third level then is either required (as in the 
case of the TCD award) or muddied with other 'non standard' entry procedures (FIN 2011). 
 

Observations on the system in practice 

 
While the above examples are commendable, RPL activity in the FETAC levels 1-5 bracket has 
been localised and pilot in nature over the past number of years. It has also been driven by 
workplace needs (up-skilling, professionalization, new regulatory requirements, continuing 
professional development) and ad hoc funding opportunities (mainly from the EU). As well as 
this, RPL as a means to foster inclusion of hard to reach groups has not been emphasised. A look 
over the literature on RPL policy and practice points to these and other points. The following 
points are drawn from OECD and CEDEFOP reports from over the years and findings of 
government commissioned expert groups: 
 

Information on RPL is not widely available to learners (particularly the case with FETAC 
course material). A number of universities and colleges (namely UL, UCG, GMIT, DIT, and 
UCD) have guidelines on RPL but very few FETAC centres openly promote RPL as an 
option for learners. Reviews of RPL in Ireland attribute this mainly to the centres lacking 
the resources to support RPL processes. It can sometimes also be due to the fact that 
providers are aware that learners might not be familiar with the term 'RPL' and so are 
more likely to introduce and explain it as an option verbally.  QUALIFAX.ie does provide 
information on FETAC providers that facilitate access via RPL but only for access.  

There is no data available on the level of demand for RPL, on who is using it, where 
and for what. There is no data base registering the number of learners who apply for 
access, credit, exemptions of full awards on the basis of prior learning.
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Neither FETAC nor HETAC systematically monitor RPL practices or processes. Up to now, 
providers have not been required to report specifically to FETAC or HETAC on RPL 
activities. There are a few examples of evaluations of RPL practice that have been carried 
out but these evaluations were conducted because they were part of one-off funded 
projects that required an end of project evaluation or the RPL practice has been 
captured as part of ongoing tracking (e.g. OECD reports 2007-2010). 

Although there are no statistics, a fair number of learners are gaining access to higher 
level courses on the grounds of prior learning. Sometimes this is done formally (i.e. 
evidence submission) but sometimes it entails discussion and negotiation between the 
prospective student and the learning centre. This has for a long time been the practice 
of the HE institutions who take an active interest in promoting mature students who 
bring life experience with them. 

In reality, exemptions or credits or full awards are hard to get because they are pegged 
to the formal qualification system. The learner requires a lot of mentoring and the 
course provider needs to be able to support the learner in that process and generally it 
doesn't have the resources. 

There has been a lot of focus on developing policy for RPL but (aside from funds for 
pilots) there has been no dedicated funding to operationalise it across the sector. In 
2008, the OECD team that reviewed RPL in Ireland recommended that key strategic 
policy decisions needed to be taken to set out the role of RPL in relation to national 
socio-economic objectives in relation to education and training policy. It raised the 
question of whether RPL should be a discrete activity or be mainstreamed (and the 
implications that would follow for resourcing). There still hasn't been movement on this 
question. Looking at the current economic situation RPL is likely to remain incremental 
and iterative for the next while which is of concern, particularly as there few other 
options for mainstreaming equality. 

In the recent climate there is a stress on RPL in the context of up-skilling and re-
skilling.  This is more for people in employment or recently out of a job and not for the 
long term unemployed or hard to reach. In Ireland RPL has seldom been talked about as 
a pathway into education for 'non traditional learners'.  

There is no central RPL information base (a 'one stop shop') for learners, employers, 
and education and training providers and there is no centre of excellence or base of 
specially qualified mentors or assessors (the latter point is of high importance, if RPL 
candidates are to have a chance of getting their prior learning recognised).  These are 
the kinds of initiatives that have spurred RPL practice in other countries (such as Norway 
and the Netherlands).

Without resourcing RPL, an imbalance occurs. Because no dedicated funds have been 
allocated to RPL, the onus remains on the learner to prove their prior learning to the 
system, and not on the further education system to respond to multiple intelligences 
and learning requirements. 

It requires a lot of work and reflection required to understand and interpret learning 
outcomes and relate them to prior learning. The language and jargon of FETAC learning 
outcomes can be difficult. It is a challenge to identify informal/non formal learning and 
transform it into something that is comparable to these learning outcomes.  Sometimes 
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the work required can exceed the effort it would require to participate in a module or 
program as a full time learner. There is a risk that the process dis-empowers rather than 
empowers and not because of lack of trying. It is easy to imagine a situation (particularly 
in the absence of RPL supports) whereby a candidate will decide that it would simply be 
easier to do the course than apply for exemptions/credits on the basis of RPL.

For now the indications are that RPL in Ireland has evolved as a summative process 
geared towards accreditation in a specific area and so it has evolved into something 
quite narrow.  The focus of policy and practice has been on getting people qualifications 
in specific areas instead of formative processes that lead to self-recognition of 
knowledge, skills and competences.

Practice has been so limited that it is difficult to estimate how much it would roughly 
cost to support a candidate via RPL. Up to now, RPL practice has run on either because 
providers had some seed money to experiment with something or because the numbers 
demanding RPL have been small and they have been able to absorb the costs into core 
costs. 

It doesn't seem as though there is such a need for additional RPL infrastructure at the 
level of higher education. RPL at this level is for entry or for advanced entry purposes 
(few would want to by-pass the actual learning opportunity) and it does seem to be 
rolling out at the level of the academic dept/or unit and with the support of dedicated 
RPL officers.  

 

 In a recent presentation QQI acknowledged that RPL implementation nationally was uneven and 
that there was a case for an explicit national policy (Weafer, June 2013). QQI also emphasised 
RPL as a pathway to personal development and fulfilment as well as credits and qualifications. 
In the presentation QQI differentiated between informal prior learning and non-formal prior 
learning (the latter being something that may have been certified) and underlined the 
importance of having a system that was able to accommodate both. QQI issued a Green Paper 
on RPL earlier this year and invited submissions from civil society. In their submission, AONTAS 
highlighted the importance of a standalone national strategy for RPL and for a focus on RPL in 
relation to lower ends of the framework and in relation to the accreditation of 'softer' learning 
outcomes. AONTAS also recommended that RPL be made more user friendly (AONTAS 2013). 
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Perspectives and recommendations from some Traveller women and 

Traveller organisations on the informal and non-formal learning 

validation system in Ireland 

 
The next section discusses perspectives and recommendations on RPL and further education 
and training more broadly that were gathered from Traveller women (via discussion group) and 
community development workers (via in depth interview). The discussion and interviews 
explored the knowledge and skills of Traveller women that might be applicable to an RPL 
process, barriers facing Traveller women in relation the further and higher education and factors 
that could enable the system to become more accessible and more inclusive.   
 

Discussion group (with Traveller women) 
 

On knowledge and skills applicable to RPL 

Discussion group participants were familiar with FETAC courses and with the NFQ award system 
but were not aware that there were provisions in place for the recognition of prior learning.  
 
'Bits and pieces' 
The main advantage they saw to such a system was that it would provide a way for them to 
consolidate and progress on the basis of 'bits and pieces' and work experience they have from 
community work over the years. Between them the participants had level 5 and level 6 
certificates in sociology, business, childcare and lower level certificates in arts and crafts. They 
were enthusiastic about the idea that you could get exemptions from/credits towards courses 
based on prior learning as this would accelerate the 'learning' process and save them having to 
waste time sitting in on modules that they already know much about. 
 
There was a worry that they may not be able to retrieve evidence of the courses that they have 
done in the past but they did feel that the process of collating all the records would be useful. 
Here a participant alluded to the possible value of the process itself: 
  
'When you hear of somebody doing a bachelors you kind of say jeez that's way out of my head, 
that's great isn't it amazing but looking at what you're saying ... with all the stuff we've done 
over the years combined we'd be well able to go up to FETAC and say I want to apply for a 
course. If we walk up to them without any support or anything like that they'll say no you can't 
access that ... I think I'm at number 5 but if I combine stuff I might be able to jump to 7. I would 
need assistance but I'm well capable of doing it' 
 
Informal learning 
'Bits and pieces'/prior certified learning was not the only kind of learning that the participants 
identified. Participants also identified knowledge and skills that would have been acquired 
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informally. For example one participant talked about rearing a family as applicable informal 
experience, although there was a debate in the group about whether FETAC would recognise 
this kind of prior learning:  
 
Participant 2: 'Could I just say something - when I done the FETAC level 6 childcare I had to do 
the whole 8 or 10 modules ...I had enough prior learning to get me right down to number 6 
(FETAC level 6) so that I'd only have to do one module - do you know what I’m saying to you and 
I wasn't aware of it....I had three children me own, had 2 at the time, so surely to god I knew 
how to wash, change feed them so and do the early childhood thing within the home like and I 
knew about safety so I could of got away with the fire and safety one. What I'm saying is rather 
than having to do 8 modules or 10 modules and sit down and have assignments and hand them 
back in, 1 module would a done me and I'd a got the same qualification'  
 
Participant 1: 'See I just don't think you can go on life experience in a sense you have to have 
some evidence ... and I know by havin’ children you've loads of evidence - sure you can bring 
them into the office and say look I've had these and I've reared them (laughs).. but I think you 
need to still have that something to say that you've actually done ... whether it's health and 
safety, a cert or something. To me, to get something recognised on this (RPL) is going to take 
some work...' 
 
On barriers to further education and training 

NB* RPL in Ireland is tied to the formal accreditation system. It is very difficult (hardly possible) 
for a candidate to receive a major award based on prior learning alone. If a candidate does get 
prior learning recognised via RPL it is more likely that she will gain access, credits or exemptions 
towards a major award course. This means that the candidate may still have to engage with the 
formal system to achieve meaningful accreditation (they will still have to attend classes, submit 
coursework etc...). The barriers that Traveller women encounter as learners within the further 
education system are therefore very applicable, even when talking about RPL.  
 
Discrimination 
Discrimination was a major factor cited by participants. Discrimination is something that the 
Traveller women explained they feared (it might hold them back from pursuing a course).  
'Travellers know from the very beginning that they're discriminated against and that they're 
different – from the day they're born, and start walking and start talking. So if I go into a college 
well I have it in my brain that you're different from who I am, completely different background. 
Am I going to be accepted in here? How am I going to get on here? When they find out that I'm 
a Traveller and maybe hiding who I am in that and everything.'  
 
Another participant who studied childcare over a number of years said that she had been the 
only Traveller in the class but had managed okay and was always upfront about who she was 
and where she came from. For a module in communications she prepared a presentation on the 
Traveller community and presented it to her classmates. 'I'd have the confidence to get on with 
it, but there'd be others that wouldn't have the confidence.' Other participants concurred. One 
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participant said that she wouldn't say she was a Traveller to her classmates but if they'd ask, 
she'd say yeah. Another said 'Do you know what I'd do, I'd come in and I'd say 'are ye all 
countrywomen?20'(laughs). Being the only Traveller in a learning environment is not so easy for 
others though and the participants acknowledged that. A participant shared the experience of a 
person she knows who has just started on a new course and who is struggling with being the 
only Traveller in the class: 
 
'There is a Traveller woman now after starting in college and I was just talking to her yesterday. 
She's only starting and it’s part time. She is in this class where there's other settled women21 and 
there is this black women and she said that the black woman is like herself - she is sitting back. 
She is herself feeling left out even though she's sitting at this table with this group of women in 
this college trying to get this higher level FETAC. And she's looking at this black woman and she's 
thinking she can be seen visually. So she says that now the women are talking about culchie 
accents22 and I'm wondering are they guessing and they're asking her questions like how many 
children she has and are you married ... but she didn't say still that she' s a Traveller so she's 
wondering are they coming about it another way.' 
 
The discussion group participants concurred that many factors in a given learning environment 
make a difference. One participant cited the socio-economic profile of the other learners. 'If you 
get your course in an area where there has been disadvantage it is much easier.' She explained 
how she had felt comfortable with learners in one particular course she had done because they 
were also a group of people that were put into a box by others because of where they lived. By 
contrast, in another centre where she did a course, and although she couldn't explain exactly 
why, she didn't feel so comfortable. 'It's the other learners that make the difference. They'd 
never say but you'd always know. Names is another identifier... they kind of knew. Little bits.' 
Also the teacher or tutor makes a difference. The participants talked about how teachers have 
had such a role in shaping the education experience of their children in school and they applied 
the same logic to the further education environment i.e. how the teacher responds to 
comments in class, whether the teacher understands Traveller culture etc...  
 

Faced with all of these challenges in the mainstream learning environments, one participant 
identified RPL as possibly being a way for Travellers to bypass the mainstream learning 
environment. 'If Traveller women knew that they could add it all up – it's achievable rather than 
having to sit in courses and listen to all the negative stuff that you have to put up with just to get 
the course done.'  
 
 
 

                                                           
20 'Country woman' is a Traveller term for a woman who is not a Traveller 

21 'Settled women' is a term for women who are not Travellers 

22  ‘Culchie accent’ is a term for accent from the country (rural areas) 
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Lack of confidence 
Another personal experience (not shared in the discussion group but via an in depth interview) 
shed further light on the ways in which a mainstream learning environment can be challenging 
for Traveller women, even those with years of experience behind them. The interviewee talked 
about a training she did a couple of years ago where she was the only Traveller among a group 
of 30 settled people. By that stage she had over 10 years of experience as a community 
development worker including 5 years experience as a project manager. In the end she didn't 
finish the training because of family commitments but she thinks back on it as something that 
was difficult for her, in spite of all her experience. She explained that the trainer would mark out 
people in the class and ask them to speak up which she found stressful. All the others in the 
class (whom she assumed had college degrees) would line up to answer questions and she 
would find herself sitting back. Sometime later (well after the end of the course) she bumped 
into one of the girls who had been in the class with her. Her dad was a solicitor, and her mum 
was too but she too had been unable to complete the training.  It was a revelation for this 
interviewee. She had struggled as a Traveller in a mainstream learning environment and for 
reasons to do with being a Traveller but it hadn't occurred to her that others might struggle for 
other reasons, or that there might be a problem with the trainer. 
 
Poor job prospects 
A key point raised and discussed in the group was the issue of poor job prospects for Travellers. 
The numbers of Travellers employed in the formal labour market has always been very low (for a 
many different reasons) but the current economic environment is compounding this problem. 
These days a FETAC certificate or even a degree is worth very little (and that counts for 
members of the settled population as well). The formal accreditation does little to increase 
one's chances of finding employment. One participant observed that she had seen a drop in the 
level of interest in FETAC courses among Travellers in her community over the past number of 
years, on account of this: 
 
'I think there's a lot less of them going for it. I don't think there's so many of them going for it 
anymore because I think the way the economy is as well. I don't think people are interested in 
doing courses because they don't seem to get anything out of it. A few years ago when we first 
started the courses and stuff first like, yeah you were kind of gearing towards getting work and 
stuff out of it but I just think in general now for the majority of people I don't hear many people, 
as a matter of fact I hear nobody at all' 
 
On promoting Traveller women’s access and inclusion  

In terms of factors that could make the system more accessible and inclusive participants 
mentioned the following: 
 

 Imperative of childcare support (Traveller run services)

 Flexible contact hours

 Supplementary welfare payments as incentive  

 Tailored support during the learning process. 'People need an awful lot of support' 
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 Develop and/or bolster access to courses that are relevant to Travellers e.g. one 
participant observed that younger girls are interested in the beauty courses (make up 
courses, nail courses) because they know that they will get use out of the course, it 
doesn't take time to complete and it is achievable. Otherwise said participants many 
Travellers are opting for courses in youth work, community work and childcare 

 
The participants concurred that there was a potential for RPL to play a role in promoting access 
and inclusion of Traveller women, particularly women aged 35 years and up. Suggested targets 
included: 
 

1. Traveller women with FETAC level 4 + who have bits and pieces of courses done as well 
as work experience and who would have an interest in completing higher level courses 
(RPL to gain access) 

2. Women whose prior learning is informal in nature and based on plenty of life and work 
experience. RPL could help them achieve accreditation that they ordinarily would not 
have felt capable of (RPL to gain accreditation) 

 
Participants recognised that any RPL process would require huge support from Pavee Point but 
also motivation of the women, and a real recognition by FETAC (on equal footing with others, 
not just tokenistic) would be crucial: 
 
'It has to come from the participants that you pick whoever they may be or identify... they have 
to be motivated ...but there's going to have to be huge support behind them... from Pavee Point 
as a national organisation and then you don't want FETAC just saying 'ah sure we'll just give it 
them' as being tokenistic. No, you want them accredited on what they have learned as a lifelong 
learning experience. You don't want FETAC just saying - look I know they probably couldn't 
anyways - but ah sure look we'll accredit them, Pavee Point's on our back ... but definitely the 
participants you identify are going to have to be motivated and be saying this is what I want.'  

 

Interviews (with community development workers working in Traveller 

organisations) 

 
On knowledge and skills applicable to RPL 

Those interviewed were not familiar with the formal application of RPL in relation to the further 
education system in Ireland but were very aware of Traveller women's informal and non formal 
knowledge and skills and its value. One community worker affirmed that recognising prior 
learning was the starting point of all good adult education.  
 
Community based informal learning 
The knowledge and skills emphasised by the community workers was mainly the informal or 
tacit kind i.e. knowledge and skills generated through Traveller women's life and work 
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experience. Two community workers cited the skills of the older generation of Traveller women. 
'The hardship taught them a lot'. They signalled mental arithmetic and navigation skills as 
examples - skills that are not so valued these days. One community worker spoke of how struck 
she is by the capabilities of the younger generation of women who drop into her centre even 
though most never got far in school are not engaged in work outside of the home. She 
explained that she set up a women's group the year previously. The women come in for a few 
hours, and there are carers on hand to take their children. The community worker uses the 
space to pass them information, to get them out of the house and talking in company with 
others. At the beginning they would sit and say nothing but after some trust building she got 
them talking and now they are confident and revealing themselves to be capable and dynamic 
women. There is no outlet (within the centre) for them to progress though and they always tell 
her that while they are comfortable in the group they wouldn't be comfortable on their own out 
of the group.   
 
Primary health care work 
A key source of learning cited by all those interviewed was the knowledge and skills built up by 
Traveller women who have participated in community development projects over the years. 
These community development projects have been initiated by civic organisations (many of 
them Traveller led) who work with and for Travellers. One of the main areas within community 
development has been primary health care. Traveller led primary health care programs have 
been a major vehicle for community development. Many primary health care workers are 
women. Through their everyday work in the communities and through ongoing professional and 
personal development (in house or certified, depending) a significant number of women in the 
35 years + bracket have built up knowledge and skills. One community worker with a long 
history in primary health care projects and Traveller training raised the following points in 
relation to this knowledge and these skills: 
 

1. The knowledge and skills set of a primary health care worker presents the system with a 
challenge because primary health care work hinges on workers ability to relate to 
people, build trust, follow intuition and those things are difficult to measure. Moreover, 
knowledge about how to do primary health care work in Traveller communities is tacit. 
'Doing the job well' is something that is understood and recognised by communities but 
is not something that is easy to measure.  

2. Many Traveller primary health care workers in the 35 years + age bracket did not stay in 
school past primary level. This does not affect their ability to do their job but it means 
that standard forms of assessment (that involve reading and writing) are not always 
accessible or appropriate. 'If you ask these women to write journal entries or to write an 
essay on a topic they will find it difficult, what they will do won't reflect what they know. 
If you ask them to stand up for 10 minutes and talk about what they do and how they do 
it well then you will have a picture of their abilities'. (The latter observation reflects 
Traveller oral [as opposed to writing] tradition). 

 
Community development work and child care 
All those interviewed pointed to ways in which the further education system has a narrow view 
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on how and where learning occurs for people (and not just for Travellers). From the Traveller 
perspective, many Travellers of a certain age for example (35 years + bracket) would have left 
school at a young age. This doesn't mean that they stopped learning, it just means that they 
acquired their learning in other places and in more indirect and organic ways. Their learning 
may have been in the home, or through work or they may have decided to go back to formal 
education as an adult (which is a very different experience compared to when you are young). 
This kind of learning is more difficult for the system to recognise and measure because it has 
been acquired in a roundabout way and because each person's learning pathway is different to 
the next.  
 

One interviewee relayed her own personal 'learning journey' and it reflects this point very well. 
She left school at the end of primary barely knowing how to read or write. She was sent to a 
Traveller Training Centre23 when she was 13 by her mother but hated it. A few years later she 
started participating in a 'vocational training' project for Traveller women in her area where they 
learned very basic literacy and cooking. After marrying and having her children, she managed to 
get onto a community worker training course and succeeded in getting a work placement after 
that. She worked her way up to assistant level position and was eventually appointed co-
ordinator. She never went 'back to school' to do her Junior Cert but over the years she has done 
bits and pieces to improve her writing and her computer skills and she has undergone continual 
training and personal development as part of her job. It hasn't all been easy. She felt secure in 
the early years because she had a manager who looked over her and supported her but when 
she was asked to be an assistant she was scared and thought she wouldn't be able to do it. She 
managed though – she 'learned on the new job', by doing. When she was appointed Co-
ordinator she was scared again. She chose an assistant (a settled girl) and was scared again that 
the girl would be brilliant and know how to do everything. The girl never managed to get into 
the job though and after she left the interviewee, as Co-ordinator, asked a Traveller girl to take 
up the vacant position. She was very good at her job from knowing the community, knowing 
where she was going. For Traveller women then, particularly those who get involved in 
community work, the learning journey is ongoing and is tied to work, life and to their identity as 
a Traveller.  The system quickly recognises and values learning acquired through school and 
through completion of formal courses, but it is less able to recognise and value learning 

                                                           
23 Senior Traveller Training Centres operated in Ireland from 1974 up to 2011 when they were earmarked for 

closure by the Government. A number of Traveller centres, including Pavee Point, supported the move to close the 

centres since it was in line with Traveller Education Strategy (TES) to integrate Travellers into the mainstream 

education system. Crucially however these groups advocated for the savings from the STTCs to be ring-fenced and 

invested in supports for Traveller integration. The Department of Education and Skills invested €26,506,216 in STTCs 

in 2008 and although this slowly reduced over time it invested €9,538,038 in 2011. In 2012 this figure went down 

to €0 (Pavee Point 2013). While extra places were made available on  Back to Education Initiatives (3,000) and Post 

Leaving Cert courses (1,000) to counteract the effects of the closures (MABS 2012) there was an additional €19.2 

million euro cut from Training and Apprenticeship Schemes at the same time and no stand alone provision 

/investment in supports for Traveller integration into mainstream further education (with exception – as far as 

Pavee Point can see - of pilots run by the Equality Authority’s Equality Mainstreaming Unit in conjunction with a 

number of VECs).  
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acquired in the kinds of ways described by this interviewee.  
 
A concrete example of this was provided by one interviewee. Her example was in relation to 
recent reforms in the child care sector. While she recognised the value of the reforms she 
expressed a concern that consultation had been minimal and that aspects of the reforms risked 
excluding Traveller women from working in the sector. From October 2013, it seems that all 
child care workers will be required to have a FETAC level 5 qualification in childcare to ensure 
that minimum standards of care in child care centres are maintained24. The interviewee (whose 
organisation runs a crèche for pre-school children) is concerned that the requirement will 
exclude Traveller women who are very experienced in the sector but who have low levels of 
literacy (i.e. the women, in spite of their experience and knowledge, won't be able to meet the 
demands of a level 5 course as currently designed and delivered). The education authority has 
explained to the organisation that there is infrastructure (e.g. NALA) in place at community level 
to support the women with literacy. From the perspective of the interviewee however this 
presents a difficulty. In her experience adult learning is different to child learning and improving 
literacy is not necessarily something that many of the women would be able to do. Even with 
the literacy support in place, it could take a person a number of years to achieve the minimum 
literacy requirement for the level 5. Ultimately the interviewee feels that the policy risks 
excluding Traveller women in the 35 years + bracket who have considerable work experience in 
the field of child care. 
 

On barriers to further education and training 

Limitations (courses and delivery) 
In terms of the system itself, one interviewee pointed out that the courses offered to learners 
never seem to change. As long as she has been in her locality the local college has offered one 
of two courses - business or childcare. In today's economic climate she explained, certificates in 
these areas do not lead to employment and, in any case, they never did lead to employment for 
Travellers. She also said the structure was often inflexible, a point that was raised by other 
interviewees. 'Why does it have to be class from 9am-4pm especially when you could probably 
learn the same in 7 hours as you would in 2.' Her main point was that many courses aren't 
designed with adults in mind. Adults have particular kinds of responsibilities (children and the 
home for women) but they also are at a different time in their life and can't necessarily sit in a 
classroom for 7 hours anymore. The issue of the need for welfare supplements was also raised 
by the interviewees especially if the course is full time. One interviewee raised the point about 
the new CE scheme25 for childcare. According to the information she has, as part of the new 

                                                           
24 This new requirement is part of a package of reforms introduced by government in response to a TV 

documentary that exposed very poor standards of care in a number of crèches in the country earlier in 2013 

25 CE Scheme stands for Community Employment Scheme. It is designed to help people who are long-term 

unemployed and other disadvantaged people to get back to work by offering part-time and temporary 

placements in jobs based within local communities. Technically, participants can take up other part-time work 

during their placement. After the placement, participants are encouraged to seek permanent part-time and 

full-time jobs elsewhere based on the experience and new skills they have gained while in a Community 
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system a CE worker on a child care scheme will be required to do FETAC as part of their CE – 4 
modules in year 1, 4 modules in year 2 and then experience in year 3. The interviewee wonders 
what this will mean. If the learner is required to do work in years 1 and 2 as well study then the 
commitment is almost full time and yet CE workers only receive a part time wage. One 
interviewee did make the point that these limitations (around program content structure) are 
really at FETAC level only. HETAC is more flexible and not to be compared.  
 
Gender and community dynamics 
Interviewees raised the issue of community and gender dynamics within the Traveller 
community. The pattern of early marriage continues and there is pressure on women from an 
early stage in their life to stay home to care for children and the wider family. Provision of 
appropriate child care support is therefore crucial for women if they are going to go and study 
further. One interviewee went a little deeper into the issue of childcare by speaking about her 
own challenges. When she first started working outside of the home her last born child was still 
an infant. Every morning she would hand him over to her husband and say, 'He is mine but he's 
also yours'. It was a struggle every day to get her husband to stay with the child. 'I would ask 
him 'Are you ashamed of me that I'm working' but he wouldn't really answer'. She persevered 
for the next 4 years until the child started school and only then did her husband go quiet about 
her working. She made the point that she was lucky that her husband supported her working 
and spoke about women who had wanted to interview for jobs and so on but hadn't come 
forward in the end because they knew that their husbands would not support it. 
 
Negative experiences of formal school 
One interviewee spoke about how negative experiences of formal school shape Traveller 
women’s feelings towards learning and education. Because of their own experiences of school 
as a child or because of the struggles that their child might be having in school, many Travellers 
are aware that the education system does not understand or value their community and this is a 
deterrent. They can also be left with the idea that learning is all about writing and essays even 
when that may not be the case. For this particular interviewee low literacy was a barrier that 
could be over-come (assign work out etc...); what she did signal out what was the importance of 
providing support to the learner through the process, being available on a daily basis to mentor, 
encourage, console, motivate. ‘We have a network of 16 reps and I can think of 2 or 3 that might 
be suitable (for the next stage of the ROM ACT project) but I am not sure if I would want to put 
them forward, I'd be scared.’  
 
Traveller inclusion 
A number of interviewees pointed out that setting out as an individual to learn among a group 
of settled learners is a big challenge for many Travellers and yet there are no provisions made to 
support Travellers to learn and study in these settings. ‘Traveller women are used to doing 
things in their own group, they work better in their own group.... they don't do so well out of 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Employment scheme. The Community Employment programme is administered by the Department of Social 

Protection   



 

34 
 

that comfort zone’. Another interviewee made the point that many Traveller kids go to schools 
where their ways are not respected, not understood. There is no reason for them to assume 
that further education settings are any different and just because learners are adults doesn't 
mean that they can handle situations more easily. In actual fact in some cases adults are less 
robust and vulnerable to setbacks.  
 

On promoting Traveller women’s access and inclusion 

The recommendations suggested by the interviewees were as follows: 
 

 Helpful to look at how RPL has been applied in other countries in Europe to see if 
 lessons could be learned, particularly in relation to the system being able accommodate 
 less tangible outcomes of learning

 More flexible learning options e.g. – online learning that can be done from spaces where 
 Travellers feel 'safe', comfortable and/or supported

 Flexible contact hours and duration periods that would not make it difficult for learners 
to fulfil obligations at home

 Courses that are mainstream but also ones that are also relevant/appealing to the 
Traveller community

 One to one mentors to help learners deal with every day challenges and anxieties, and 
overcome their fears

 Need for cultural awareness and sensitivity on the part of the education provider e.g. 
Traveller women with children at home need particular kinds of support if they are going 
to consider engaging in further education. There is a need to understand that family is a 
top priority in Traveller culture so whether it is a funeral or somebody is sick, family 
obligations need to be understood 

Conclusions 
 

The idea behind this small piece of research was to spark off a conversation about Recognition 
of Prior Learning in Ireland and the extent to which it can promote the inclusion and lifelong 
learning of Traveller women. The main issues that emerged through the research fall along two 
strands. The first strand is in relation to the general context for RPL in Ireland, the second strand 
is in relation to Traveller women and RPL. 
 

RPL policy and practice in Ireland 

1. With the exception of ad hoc funding for piloting, no funding has been made available 
for the operationalisation of RPL in Ireland since it was laid down in policy in 2005. This 
lack of funding (and an adjoining strategy for the operationalisation of RPL) means that 
providers and learners have very little experience of how RPL works in practice. While 
providers are prepared and committed to RPL on paper, many are not sufficiently 



 

35 
 

resourced or experienced to support RPL among learners in practice. 
 

2. In Ireland there is a strong emphasis on summative RPL, to the exclusion of formative 
RPL. Moreover there are no guidelines available on how mentors/providers might assess 
informal (as opposed to formal or non-formal) learning.  

 
3. Up to now, neither the further education authorities nor providers have championed 
RPL as a mechanism to mainstream non traditional learners or hard to reach learners, or 
as a mechanism to enable recognition of the knowledge and skills forged by minority 
communities (e.g. Travellers) so it remains to be seen how effective a mainstreaming 
mechanism RPL can be for Travellers, and Traveller women in particular. Mainstreaming 
equality within the further education and training sector is on the government's agenda 
but, to date, has not been comprehensively resourced. It is a particularly pertinent issue 
for Traveller learners given the closure of the Senior Traveller Training Centres in 2012. 

 
4. The further education and training sector is in flux at the moment. There are the new 
bodies of SOLAS and QQI, FAS is now under the ETBs and providers are under pressure to 
adjust to the new Common Awards System. Overall there is an air of uncertainty as to 
how these changes, and the new integrated further education and training system in 
general will serve adult learners and their lifelong learning.   

 
RPL and Traveller women 

1. There is a lot of prior learning within the Traveller community that is of value and 
that could be recognised. Those who contributed to this report referred to many 
different kinds of prior learning. One key source of prior learning identified was the 
community work that Traveller women have been involved in over the past 20 years. 
Through community development work (primary health care, child care and 
community and youth work) Traveller women have built up considerable knowledge 
and skills. 

 

2. The prior learning that these women have acquired through community work 
presents the further education system with a challenge. The kind of learning they 
have has been informally acquired (it is understood but it is difficult to put into 
words) and their learning journeys have been indirect (not focused on the 
conventional school to college, or school to work trajectory but instead comprised of 
'bits and pieces' through time).  

 
3. A number of Traveller women in the 35 year + bracket (i.e. prime prior learning 

candidates) are capable, knowledgeable and strong communicators but they are not 
confident with reading or writing. Low literacy should not really be a barrier in the 
context of RPL (where the focus is on competencies acquired via informal and non-
formal means) but the reality in Ireland is that it is, because the RPL system provides 
partial recognition for prior learning against specific awards which otherwise have 
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literacy requirements. Aside from multiple barriers facing Traveller women in 
mainstream learning environments (enumerated by those who participated in this 
research), there is very little provision for learners with low literacy above level 3. 

 

Given the above issues, RPL is not a standalone solution to Traveller exclusion from mainstream 
further education and, in any case, needs to be properly resourced by Government and more 
user-friendly and accommodating of informal kinds of learning if its potential is to be realised. It 
does however present learners with an opportunity to ‘test the waters’, to see whether the 
system is able recognise knowledge and skills accrued through informal and non-formal means, 
and to see whether an RPL process can open up possibilities for personal and professional 
development, and for lifelong learning. Traveller organisations appear to be in a good position 
to support Traveller women to engage with the RPL system in this way. Traveller organisations 
have a sound understanding of the barriers that Travellers face in mainstream learning 
environments; they are attuned to Traveller women's learning journeys and to the particular 
knowledge, skills and competences that they accrue through life and through work. 
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