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Introduction 

The Community Education Network is a new platform for community education groups within the 

AONTAS membership and it will serve as a space for promoting community education and as a political 

platform for shaping policy. This work serves under the organizational development section of the 

AONTAS Strategic Plan. The need for such a platform came to our attention during the strategic plan 

consultation process; community groups voiced their concern regarding the need for a representative 

body for community education and to be a stronger voice for community education, and a more direct 

way to be a part of the policy work of AONTAS. As such the AONTAS staff team and very importantly a 

steering group, composed of our members from a community education background, guide the work 

and policy actions of this community education network. It is proposed that these meeting will take 

place 3 times a year so to ensure the momentum of the work. 

The initial work plan set out to define the purpose of the Community Education Network as: 

1. To act as a representative body for community education  

2. To strengthen the influence of community education groups in AONTAS 

3. To work on lobbying initiatives locally and, through AONTAS, nationally  

4. For media and publicity work and to promote the meaning and value of community education  

5. To strengthen the capacity of our community education members 

6. To act as an identifiable space for the smaller community education groups to feed into 

7. To act as a space for exchanging information and for networking 

8. To act as a space for dialogue on community education 

9. As a starting point to initiate a broader debate on the definition of adult and community 

education 

10. As a method of linking in with external agencies: trade unions, the Wheel, Pobal, EAPN etc. 

The first meeting of the Community Education Network took place on Thursday 8th November at St 

!ƴŘǊŜǿΩǎ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ /ŜƴǘǊŜΣ tŜŀǊǎŜ {ǘǊŜŜǘΣ 5ǳōƭƛƴ мΦ The plan for the day was to create a relaxed informal 

environment that facilitated active participation of attendees and allowed critical reflection on the work 

of community education. The focus of the day was to establish the Network, its aims and objectives, and 

identify what opportunities are available for the community education network to effect change. 
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Content of the day  

The day commenced with a brief background on the Community Education Network and an overview of 

the agenda for the day. Berni Brady gave an outline of the history of community education and AONTAS 

drawing on her vast experience of the sector. The importance of being part of the Network was outlined 

by Liz Waters, An Cosan, who as a member of the steering group emphasised the commitment she has 

made to the work and urged other groups to join this timely and significant venture that is vital for the 

future of community education.  

 

As the Community Education Network is driven by the members, its aims and objectives are the 

collective responsibility of the participants. As such, an informal discussion between three to six 

participants took place and the aims and objectives were debated and fed back to the main group. The 

outcomes of this discussion outlined in the following section.  

 

CƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ōȅ [ƛȊ ²ŀǘŜǊǎΣ 9ƭǾŀ hΩ/ŀƭƭŀƎƘŀƴΣ .ŜǊƴƛ .ǊŀŘȅ ŀƴŘ 

bƛŀƳƘ hΩwŜƛƭƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜ Ŧƻcus of the discussions centred on what opportunities are available for community 

education to effect change. The groups shared their experience regarding what activities they had done 

locally to highlight the needs of community education and through this work areas were identified for a 

national group, such as the Community Education Network, to carry out in the short and long-term. A 

number of discussions focussed on the issues that faced community education groups today.  

 

There was an opportunity for groups to highlight and discuss their issues further over lunch by way of 

the provision of post-ƛǘ ƴƻǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ψǿŀƭƭ ƻŦ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΩΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ƭǳƴŎƘ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ¢ŜŘ 

Fleming, Lecturer Department of Adult and Community Education NUI Maynooth, took place which 

allowed participants to reflect on their issues and critically assess the space which community education 

occupies and its possible role in creating a more just and peaceful society.   

 

The day concluded with an evaluation so to ensure that future meetings are shaped, influenced and 

meet the needs of the Community Education Network members.  
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tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ  

1. Aims and objectives of the Community Education Network 

 
The aims and objectives of the Community Education Network were discussed by the participants. Three 

themes emerged from this discussion: Resource community education, Recognition for the value and 

distinctive nature of community education and Raise Profile of community education and lobby for its 

needs. 

 

Table 1 and 2 document the aims and objectives as identified by the participants at the meeting. The 

corresponding theme that runs through the comments is expressed in the first column. Although it is 

difficult to pull all comments into specific themes, it is hoped that the ideas of the network are 

represent fairly.  

Table 1. Aims of the Community Education Network 

  

Resource  

o Resource the sector independently 

o Department of Education recognition/resource community education 

o Supportive framework for all community education providers 
o Human Resources ς structures, in-service and training 

  

Recognition 

o Identify and distinguish between community education and adult education 

o All elements of community education should be considered important  

o Clearer definition of what community education is 

o To be seen as a separate entity from other formal education which is complimentary 
and not in competition  

o To be seen as an equally important element of lifelong learning and not the poor 
relative 

o A central database of information about other community education providers in the 
network 

o Agree a definition of what community education is and where different organisation 
fit into that definition 

o To achieve recognition of community education as the bedrock of lifelong learning, 
community development and active citizenship for all, regardless of background 

o Be recognised as a specific sector in education with a definite funding stream 

o Identify what change is needed and moving that forward actively and collectively 
o Value from community education ς not just accreditation but also the soft outcomes 

  

Raise profile 

o Raise the profile of community education 

o To get a stronger collective voice and to air our issues 

o To have a distinctive voice for community education 

o Highlight the achievements and contribution of community education to society 

o Higher profile for community education through more networking 

o Ensure we are put on a the political stage 
o To disseminate best practice 
o Disseminate information 
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Table 2. Objectives of the Community Education Network 

  

 
 

Resource 
 
 

o Lobby for appropriate resources - independent - BTEI is not always easily accessed for 
people slightly outside the remit 

o A stronger commitment from the Department of Education  

o Lobby to draw down core funding 

o Arrange contacts outside of these meetings - agency visits, use of internet forums 

o Reduce bureaucracy e.g. piecemeal funding 

  

Recognition 

o Reclaim community education and put the VEC back in their box 

o Avoid ghettoisation 

o Acknowledge lay terms, trans-generational nature of the work 

o Holistic approach 

o Database of information on community education providers 

o Data collection  

o Agreeing criteria for data collected 

o Agree a definition of community education  

 
 

Raise profile 

o Develop a stronger voice  

o Heighten awareness of community education 

o Communication - changes and implications 

o Share good practice 

o Work on the White Paper ς Learning for Life (2000)  

o Dissemination of information 

o Raise awareness of community education  

o Promotion & development of the network ς meetings, emailing 

o Strive for larger participation in the network   

o Involve media to bring education to the wider public ς plug community education 

network where possible 

o Revisit the community education section of the White Paper 

o Promotion and development of measuring systems of soft outcomes 
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1.1 Summary of outcomes  

 

The Aims of the Community Education Network are:  

1. To lobby for the independent resourcing of the community education sector (finance and 

human resources). 

2. To ensure recognition for community education in terms of its distinctive nature, value and role 

in lifelong learning, community development and active citizenship.  

3. To have a strong, collective and distinctive voice for community education that raises awareness 

on its achievements and contribution to society. 

 

The Objectives of the Community Education Network are: 

1. To ensure community education is resourced appropriately by gaining commitment from the 

Department of Education for core funding of activities which will be carried out by lobbying; 

including that of specific departments.  

2. To gain increase recognition through data collection and an agreed definition of community 

education. 

3. To increase awareness of community education though: increased communication; linking with 

the media; revisiting the White Paper; sharing of best practice and; promotion and development 

of the Network. 
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2. Opportunities for the Community Education Network to effect change 

 

The working groups discussed what opportunities are available for the Community Education Network 

to effect change in the short and long-term. The outcomes of this discussion are summarised into the 

schematic representation below.  

 

 

The initial step for the Community Education Network is to defƛƴŜ ΨŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ 

account the following factors: there must be discussion and agreement within the Network on the 

definition; it must use qualitative information from research to capture other outcomes from the 

learning; it must be reclŀƛƳŜŘ ƻƴ ΨƻǳǊΩ ǘŜǊƳǎΤ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘΤ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ 

element. The definition will be the basis for the lobbying and promotional work of the Network including 

the promotion of a greater understanding of its value in terms of being a tool for democratic 

participation.  

 

From this initial step a number of strands of work have been identified for the Network in the 

immediate and long term. A number of issues arose during the workshops, this information will be fed 

into our policy work, however this report will focus on where we, the Network, will go next. It can be 

viewed as an initial work plan.  
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