WELCOME and INTRODUCTION

Delivered by:  Miriam O’Donoghue, Manager Further Education Support Service and 

Joe English, Development Officer, IVEA.

Minister, distinguished guests, delegates and friends today’s National conference on Quality Assurance in Further Education  with specific focus on Improving Programmes and Services through Self Evaluation is the outcome of an area of work carried out in partnership between the IVEA and  the Further Education Support Service. It is just one example of what can be achieved through a collaborative approach of engagement.

In the spirit of true partnership and team work, Joe English, development officer with the IVEA and myself Miriam O’Donoghue, Manager of the Further Education Support Service, will share this welcome address and introduction between us. So, on behalf of that partnership and the joint organising committee, I would like to start by extending a warm welcome to each and every one of you to this National Conference. 

Many of you will have travelled long distances and made a special effort to attend and for that we are very grateful. It is our sincere hope that you will find the day to be both of interest and of benefit. 

We are particularly honoured and privileged to have among us Minister Sean Haughey, Minister of State at the Department of Education and Science. We hope very much Minister that you will enjoy your short stay with us. 

Although this is not a day for politics – the focus of the day is placed firmly on matters of education – we feel it appropriate to say that the appointment of a Minister with special responsibility for lifelong learning is very significant indeed, and a positive endorsement of the importance of the work of our delegates present here today.

We are also very pleased to welcome Professor Tom Collins of NUI Maynooth. Your presence here greatly enhances the stature of this conference and we very much appreciate your willingness to lend your name and engage with us. 

In fact, it is opportune at this early stage of the proceedings to express our gratitude to all the support officers of FESS, our self evaluation task group and to all of our speakers, not only for the time and input they have put into preparing their presentations, but also and perhaps even more significantly, for their willingness to share their knowledge, practical experiences, successes and challenges outside of the context where they might first have been acquired. 

Delegates, this true spirit of partnership and collaboration has the potential to have far reaching and positive consequences for the learners of tomorrow, especially in placing them at the centre of the learning process. 

Before we get too enmeshed in the detail of the conference let us say from the outset that it is not our intention to-day to equip you with the necessary knowledge and skill to conduct a self-evaluation back at your local base to-morrow or the next day. 

This is not the day to deliver such detail. Rather, the intention here is to set the foundation for self-evaluation, an activity that we anticipate will need to be conducted at centres operating under your management,  either directly or indirectly,  at some stage during this academic year, 2007/08. 

The day, therefore, may be considered by many of you as the first step towards your organisation’s operation of a sustainable QA system that is continually improving through the activities of ongoing monitoring and self-evaluation.

Going forward we would extend an invitation to each and every one of you to avail of the services of both the IVEA and FESS to act as a hub for the dissemination of best practice in the ever expanding Irish Further Education sector.

Following on from this conference regional seminars in self evaluation will be held during the month of November. These will be aimed at Principals, Deputy Principals, FETAC co-ordinators and others with responsibility for the facilitation or co-ordination of self evaluation. Details of these events can be found in the Further Education Support Service newsletter which is in your conference packs.

QUALITY ASSURANCE SYSTEMS

You will no doubt be aware that as part of the FETAC registration process our providers developed and agreed their own quality assurance system with FETAC. The process of registration for existing providers ended in December last year but continues on an ongoing basis for new providers. 

Delegates, while the story of agreeing QA systems with FETAC is one that reflects the robustness of our providers and their willingness to engage and improve, there is also a risk that registration may be perceived to be the end of it all.  Nothing could be further from the truth!  Agreeing QA systems with FETAC is just the first step towards operating in a quality assured environment. The challenge of implementation is just beginning. 

As the first step in that challenge we need to see quality assurance as a complete picture and not as a series of disconnected FETAC policies in isolation from one another. Self-Evaluation of programmes and services is but 1 of 9 policy areas that make up the complete QA system that individual providers have agreed with FETAC. The implementation of this aspect of QA is a good first step towards bedding down the entire provider’s QA system.

The significance for providers, whether they are single or multi-location, will become more apparent as the implementation of the QA agreement begins to kick in. In particular, the co-ordination of activities across all centres within a multi-location provider QA system is an emerging challenge.

Operating in a quality assured environment is a major step forward for the sector – it contributes greatly to its credibility, and while it does present challenges the central tenants of ongoing monitoring and continuous self-improvement can only have positive effects for learners, employers and providers alike. It is through the activities of Internal Monitoring and Self-evaluation that providers are enabled to continually reflect and report on the effectiveness of their own systems.

CONFERENCE RATIONALE
This conference aims to increase awareness and elevate the status of the areas of quality assurance and self-evaluation of programmes and services in the context of further education by addressing key areas such as:

· What is self evaluation?

· The context for self evaluation – both legislation & FETAC policy

· The relationship between self-evaluation and monitoring

· The inter-relationships between quality assurance, self-evaluation, external evaluation and monitoring

· The implementation of self evaluation i.e. the how to and stages involved 

and

· Case studies – i.e. experiences and models of good practice in FETAC registered providers

The conference will place the spotlight on the Irish Further Education Sector and recognize the work of all DES providers involved in this varied landscape 

· whether they are small or large

· whether provision is through small community groups or larger colleges of further education

· whether programmes are part-time or full-time

· whether offering basic education or not

· whether self-financing or funded 

· whether part of the network of Youthreach or Senior Traveller Training Centres or in a mixed provision secondary school

or

· across all sectors – VEC, voluntary, community and comprehensive as well as those special education providers

CONFERENCE PROGRAMME
As you can see from the programme, we have put together what we feel will be an interesting and thought provoking series of presentations. The programme schedule includes a Q & A slot immediately following each presentation, where you will be afforded the opportunity to offer comments or ask questions. Your participation and engagement here will be key to the success of the day,  so your participation is not only necessary but is encouraged.

We are delighted that the Q & A sessions will be in very capable hands and chaired by Mr. John Ryan, CEO, Dun Laoghaire VEC.   Dun Laoghaire VEC as many of you know is unique in that all of its Colleges are solely involved in the Further Education field.  John we are very grateful to you for taking on this challenge!

We are now ready to formally open the conference and invite Minister Sean Haughey, Minister of State at the Department of Education and Science to give his opening address.
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