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Foreword  

 

  

   

 

Dear Learner, 

Congratulations on having taken the first step to entering the world of adult learning.  The 

decision to return to learning is a significant one and we hope that this information booklet will 

help è 

The wide variety of courses available along with different entry criteria and funding options 

can be overwhelming. This booklet aims to introduce all adult learners and potential adult 

learners to the options available to them in adult learning in a way that is comprehensive and 

easy to understand. 

There is an extensive range of courses available for adults wishing to return to learning. With 

programmes from improving literacy skills to a third level degree, part time or full time, we are 

confident that there is something to suit everyone in their pursuit of lifelong learning. 

Remember, this booklet is simply a starting point in your discovery of lifelong learning and we 

would encourage you to contact us in AONTAS if you have any further queries. 

May we wish you every success in your journey through lifelong learning.  

Editor 

Jennifer Gunning  

AONTAS Information Officer 

AONTAS November 2007 

 

 

DISCLAIMER 

We have endeavoured to ensure that all information is correct and up to date. Nevertheless, 

course information, funding options and contact details change over time. For this reason 

we would welcome any new information that you might have.  
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Learnersô Stories 

Una Buckley 

 

 óHow to walk out of one classroom and walk into another 34 years later!ô 

This is the story of my return to Formal Education after a very, very long absence.  I hope it will 
give you the incentive to follow your dreams, remember dreams will always be dreams until 
you take action; only then can they come true. 
 

óKeep away from people who try to belittle your ambitions. 

Small people always do that, but the really great make you 

Feel that you, too, can become great.ô 

Mark Twain 

 

Introduction  

I will start with a little background of how I got to this place in my life.   Growing up when any 

one asked me ñWhat do you want to be when you grow upò?  I would always answer, ñA 

Teacherò.  A couple of times I answered ñAn Air Hostessò but as I was petrified of flying (ok not 

flying. .crashing) at the time that would never have worked out!!  So ñTeacherò stayed with me 

for years.  Unfortunately, my parents separated when I was 16 and as the eldest, I became the 

breadwinner of the family. I left school and for a while had three jobs, office junior, evenings 

working in a dry-cleaners and weekends baby-sitting.  I tell you this not for any sympathy but 

as fact.  This instilled in me a very strong work ethic.  I also learned to depend on myself if I 

needed anything.   So the years passed by, I met hubby ï known as the luckiest man alive (by 

me anyway), settled down, bought a house, then a bigger one, had two fantastic children (both 

take after their Mother of course).  Through all this I continued to work full time doing 

secretarial work.  Considering I always hated typing it was funny to end up in an office.  

Teaching was never even thought of now. A dream long forgotten. 

October 2006, a friend suggested doing some Meditation.  I was totally sceptical.  I read a small 
beginners handbook on Meditation. A part of it said ñWhat were your dreams as a child and 
what happened to themò.  This really struck a cord with me.  I started thinking what had 
happened to mine --- nothing, all forgotten.   The more I thought of itè. I said to myself you 
have to do something about this.  The thought would not go away.  Then as if by fate I saw an 
advert in the Tallaght Echo for a course starting in January 2007 for a certificate in Adult and 
Community Education.  I applied and was called for an interview. 
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The Interview   

As I was not sure of the location of the Tallaght Partnership I did a reconnaissance drive the day 
before so I would not get lost. Hey I meant business.  D-day arrived.  Two very professional 
young women interviewed me.   If you had added both their ages together they still would 
have been younger than me.  I must be getting old, as the saying goes you know you are 
getting old when Gardaí start looking younger --- now interviewers as well!!!  They explained 
that teaching Adults was totally different to teaching children.  This was a mistake on my part 
as I had concentrated on the Community part of the advert.   Thought I had blown it so with 
nothing to lose I gave my ñI had a dreamò story to them.  They said they would let me know.   
No news, Christmas came and went.   January 2nd 2007 post arrived --- praise the Lord --- 
Alleluia --- I had got a place on the course.  I was so happy I danced around the hall. 
 
First Night Nerves   
 
One of my friends gave me a good luck card and presents of a very large student notebook, 
pens, pencils etc.  Hubby asked ñWas I going to be Teacherôs Petò and was I bringing an apple 
for the teacher?   This has since become his weekly joke and he repeats it with great gusto 
every Tuesday.  I borrowed my daughterôs old school bag and packed everything I thought I 
would need.  I hoped I would fit into the desk.  I was in a time warp aka 1972 and envisaged my 
old classroom and expected the same in Tallaght.  I was really nervous and was cursing ever 
getting a place on this so and so Course ï the rejoicing had long since stopped.  Now this was 
serious and actually happening. What had I got myself into? I hadnôt been in a classroom for 34 
years.   
 
The Class      
 
Walked in, first shock NO DESKS.  Chairs are in a circle.  The ñTeachersò are sitting with the 
students.  First exercise we have to speak to the person on our right and then after a few 
minutes introduce them to the class.  I will always be grateful to Kate (on my right) we both 
admitted feeling nervous and this broke the ice.  Everyone spoke and we all got to know each 
other a little bit.  The three hours passed by  in the blink of an eye.  You know what?  I loved 
every minute of it and I have loved every minute since.   I have met wonderful people whom I 
would never have met other than through this course.  We all enjoy the course.  The weekly 
attendance speaks for itself. 
 
I have learned that I am not at all politically correct.  That in Adult Education Teacher or Tutor is 
not used ñFacilitatorò is the correct term.  Lots of other examples that are really funny when 
discussed.   Thanks Aoife, our right on radical who is like a breath of fresh air in the class.  She 
questions everything; this leads to some heated discussions.  We laugh a lot, an awful lot.  We 
also work on and discuss all the items on our course.  An assignment of 3000 words ï Design 
your own Evening Course - had to be handed in by the 22nd May.   What a feeling to complete it 
on time and hand it in.   I am really proud of that.    
 
The main thing I have learned from my course so far is that adults learn from each other.  I 
always felt not quite good enough because I left school at 16.  No matter how successful I have 
been.  It does not matter when you leave school or what your background; you have so much 
to offer.  Your whole life experience is unique and has value. 
 
So feel the fear and do it anyway, Just do it, Bite the Bullet, Follow your Dreams, Live with 
Passion, Knowledge is Power  
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Canôt think of any other sound bites so I will say to you that my return to Adult Education has 
been confidence building and really, really enjoyable, so much so I plan to continue with ñLife 
Long Learningò.   I am a work in progress. 
 
You never know if you decide to turn up to a class I could be the ñFacilitatorò sitting in the circle 
and you will know then that dreams really do come through. 
 

Barbara Atai  

 

óFrom Uganda to I.T.Tô 

In 2004 Barbara Atai (21) left her home in Uganda for social and political reasons. Upon arrival 

in Dublin Barbara knew her life was going to change immensely. Culturally Ireland was a huge 

change, however she felt fortunate that her first language was English which meant she 

wouldnôt have to overcome any language barriers. Even though language was not a problem 

Barbara still felt a bit isolated which was mainly due to not having the confidence to mix with 

people and most of her time was being spent looking after her newly born twins. Life was hard 

for her and she was starting to feel depressed and lonely from not having much interaction 

with people other than her social worker.  

For a long time Barbara moved from hostel to hostel in Dublin but with the support of her 

social worker she finally got moved to more permanent accommodation in Tallaght. While 

there she was informed of ñYouth Horizonsò; a community based charity which works directly 

with the students, encouraging attendance, assisting with non-educational needs and provides 

mentoring roles.  The organisation also provides in-house counseling to youths in the 

surrounding areas that have fallen out of the formal education route and are overcoming a 

range of problems. This sounded very appealing to Barbara. The first thing Barbara wanted to 

do was a parenting course to help her with her newly born twins. Sr. Mairead Hughes the 

centreôs Co-coordinator and founder encouraged her to get involved and partake in a class. 

Although Barbara had given up the idea of education she was given the support she required 

to advance and in turn she became more motivated to go further. It was after doing a 

parenting course that Barbara realized she wanted to go all the way. In Uganda Barbara had left 

school just before she was due to sit the equivalent to the Junior Certificate and found it very 

challenging to go back into an education system thatôs syllabus was very different to what she 

had been familiar with. However Barbara decided she wanted to sit the Leaving Certificate and 

found the intimate atmosphere in Youth Horizons to be supportive and eased her  
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integration into Irish society. Barbara started to make friends and she didnôt have to worry 

about child minding as the centre provided a crèche which was free of charge to participants. 

Through grinds and with the help of other learners and tutors Barbara never felt left behind. 

Although the thought of doing the Leaving Certificate was overwhelming, she found the 

centre made every effort to cater to her needs and she even did a personal development 

course whilst studying at the centre which gave her the confidence to get involved in the 

community.  

Barbara completed her Leaving Certificate in 2006 and was overjoyed with her fantastic results. 

It was a great achievement but Barbara didnôt stop there. She went on to get a place in Tallaght 

I.T and is now in the second year of a Business Management Degree. Barbara is intent on 

completing the four year course and hopes to gain an Honors Degree with a view to gaining 

employment in the area of Human Resource Management or marketing. Barbara surprised her 

fellow students and tutors when she received her 1st year results as she came top of the class 

and received 100% in her Business Management exam. Although she did find the first year 

difficult; making the transition from a very intimate study setting to a campus, she found that 

the skills and confidence she gained from Youth Horizons provided the stepping stones she 

needed to progress. Barbara is a very determined young woman whose dreams are coming 

true. She is very grateful for the support she received throughout her journey and counts 

herself as fortunate for the opportunities that came her way. She was so impressed by the 

community in Jobstown that she has settled in a house only two doors away from Youth 

Horizons. Barbara feels much more assertive plus she now has gained some new qualifications 

and she would advise anyone who would like to learn new skills to go out and reach for the 

stars as they are there for the taking! 

 

Jim Smith 

 

 

 

óJimôs Storyô 

Jim is an Adult Learner with Francis Street Community Education Centre. He has six children 

and comes from inner city Dublin. He is currently studying computers and is completing a 

FETAC Level 5 course with a view to going onto 3rd Level.  

Jim left school at thirteen. At school Jim was in a class of approximately 50 students. As a 

schoolboy, he used to look after distribution of the milk and sandwiches and very often used 

these tasks as a means of getting out of class, especially when it came to reading things.  

On leaving school he took up a series of manual jobs, all the time avoiding any jobs that 

required reading or writing. Initially he worked in a garage where he hoped he would get a 

trade as a panel  
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beater but things did not work out as he had hoped and Jim went to work in a shoe factory 

where he worked his way up to a senior position in manufacturing. On leaving that job Jim 

went to work in a car assembly plant for 14 / 15 years. From there Jim went to work with a large 

multinational company but a back injury forced him to leave this job in the late 1980s. 

Keeping his literacy difficulties hidden Jimôs way of keeping himself informed was by listening 

to the radio and watching television. While he was out of work he got involved in art classes 

through a home school liaison programme in his daughterôs school. Through his initial 

involvement with these art classes Jim developed a love of art and has since completed a 

number of FETAC modules which include; appreciation of art, art history and drawing. As part 

of one of his FETAC modules he and his course colleagues attended classes during the summer 

months in the National College of Art and Design and he found going into such an 

environment an extremely nerve-wracking experience. 

Gradually and with encouragement from his tutor Jim began getting one-to-one literacy 

tuition.  He found the atmosphere relaxing and encouraging. His confidence was boosted and 

the informal setting really appealed to him. He was also made to feel very comfortable by his 

tutor.  

Jim has gone on to create many impressive works of art and they are certainly works to be 

proud of; they represent the work of a creative and skilled mind and underline the old saying ï 

óitôs never too late to learnô. 

 

Mary Cahill 

 

 

 

óIf I did it, you can Mary!ô 

At aged 54 Mary Cahillôs world fell apart as her marriage broke up but little did Mary know that 

such a sad experience would change her life so positively. Whilst in a courtroom going through 

a divorce Mary was approached by two retired teachers who spoke with her about getting 

involved in her community and building up both her skills and confidence. Mary had no idea 

what to think at this time as it was not only an emotional period but she had three children to 

think about. Nevertheless she was given the details of an Enterprise Centre who were looking 

to recruit a housekeeper. This sounded appealing to Mary as it would take her mind of her 

situation and allow her to gain some independence. She applied for the job and was 

successful. 

Months went by and Mary was becoming her old self again and had made many friends. One 

afternoon Mary was talking to her manager who had become her confidant. She asked if Mary 

was interested in returning to education. Mary wasnôt sure; after all it had been forty years since 

she was in the education system. 
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Like so many others of that generation Mary left school at fourteen to join the workforce. Mary 

came from a family of seven and there just wasnôt enough money around to pump into further 

education on one child never mind all seven. Instead Mary went to Dublin to work with people 

with disabilities. However it was something Mary doesnôt regret as she loved caring for people, 

especially for people who couldnôt care for themselves. She really enjoyed working with the 

blind. However once she had her children she decided to give up work and raise her family. 

Caring was the only thing that appealed to her to study but she wasnôt sure what was out 

there. She expressed her dilemma to her manager who later came back to her with news of a 

carers course being run by the local partnership. The course was also fully funded by Tallaght 

Equal which meant Mary didnôt have to concern herself with fees. 

Mary was so nervous but at the same time she knew it would be something she would enjoy 

and it had the added bonus of being run on her doorstep.  She had never thought about 

gaining a qualification but if she got this she would gain a FETAC Level 5 Healthcare Support 

Certificate, something she would have never imagined could happen to her, especially at this 

stage in her life. Although she wanted to go through with this undertaking, the thoughts of 

doing exams terrified her, along with studying for exams and writing. She had many doubts, 

initially Mary had no confidence and feared sharing her weaknesses in front of other people 

but her fears were eased to a degree by the informal setting. It felt very different to the learning 

environment she remembered.  

However, she soon realised that everyone on the course was in the same boat. Everybody had 

fears and frustrations but this only strengthened the bond between the learners. Each learner 

supported each other. Mary didnôt find the course content too much of a struggle, even 

though she initially struggled with the vocabulary. She overcame this and found that the 

knowledge and experience she brought to the course was of real benefit to her. After all she 

was learning the systems and models of practice behind something she had been doing for 

most of her life. For the first part of the course Mary found herself dependent on her dictionary. 

However, it was something she took pleasure from as the benefits were evident in her 

assignments. She found the course challenging but couldnôt believe how easy it was with 

support. As a mature student help was on hand every step of the way and everybody pulled 

each other through. Mary really enjoyed the practical side of the course and following a work 

placement in a home for the elderly she realised this was the area she wanted to build her 

career in. 

Now Mary has her Certificate and is thinking of further study in the area of food hygiene. She 

describes the blood, sweat and tears as well worth it as she has that all important piece of 

paper which means everything to her and more importantly she gained in confidence and has 

the independence she hungered after.  During the course Mary learned a lot about herself and 

how she portrayed herself to others. She learned how to cope and remembers the mantra that 

she whispered to herself when she found it difficult and was thinking of quitting ; ñMary you 

can do itò, ñMary you can do itò. She says this is ñher timeò and she is so proud of her 

achievement. 
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What is an Adult Learner? 

We are all adult learners.   

AONTAS believes that people learn continuously throughout their lives in formal or non-

formal, or informal settings; at home, in the workplace, in the community or in learning centres 

and institutions. 

No matter when ï or at what level you finished your initial education, you have learned 

something new since.  Learning can take place on a daily basis in many settingsè  

Examples of adult learners are people who; 

 Decided to do a part-time course in a local community centre or group 

 Left school at an early age but returned to learning to gain a formal qualification 

 Are improving their reading and writing skills through one-to-one classes 

 Undertook a course to learn how to use a computer 

 Got a degree then decided to do an evening course 

 Learn on the job in a training course  

 Never had the chance to go to college after school so enrolled as a mature student 

 Have updated their skills to improve their career or employment prospects 

 Learn a new language or undertake a hobby course 

 Participate in social or leisure courses 

 Participate in active retirement activities 

 
Have you done any of the above? If so, you are an adult learner!  And youôre in the company of 
hundreds of thousands of adults throughout Ireland becauseè 
 

è We are all adult learners.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Remember itôs never too late to learn! For more information about adult and community 

education visit our website www.aontas.com  
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Qualifications  

What is the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland?  

 The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland is a body of 14 members appointed by the 

Minister of Education and Science. The members are nominated by Government Ministers and 

national stakeholders in education and training. The Authority has three principal objectives:  

 

 the establishment and maintenance of a framework of qualifications for the 

development, recognition and award of qualifications based on standards of 

knowledge, skill or competence to be acquired by learners 

 the establishment and promotion of the maintenance and improvement of the 

standards of awards of the further and higher education and training sector, other 

than in the existing universities 

 the promotion and facilitation of access, transfer and progression throughout the 
span of education and training provision. 

What is the Higher Education and Training Awards Council?  

HETAC (the Higher Education and Training Awards Council) was established by the 

Government on 11 June 2001, under the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999. 

HETAC is the qualifications awarding body for third-level education and training institutions 

outside the University sector other than the Dublin Institute of Technology. It is the legal 

successor to the National Council for Educational Awards (NCEA).  

What is the Further Education and Training Awards Council?  

The Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC) is the national awarding body for 

all further education and training in Ireland. FETAC is a statutory body established in June 2001 

under the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999. 

What is the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ)? 

 The NFQ is a ten level system that incorporates awards made for all kinds of learning, 
large and small, whether it is gained in schools, the workplace, the community, training 
centres, colleges or universities.  

 For each level of the NFQ, standards of knowledge, skill and competence have been set 
out, defining the outcomes to be achieved by a learner seeking to gain a qualification. 

How does the National Framework of Qualifications work? 

The National Framework of Qualifications has been built around an agreed structure, as a result 
of an extended consultative period with a range of stakeholders. The following points illustrate 
the central features of how it works: 

 The Framework is comprised of levels, award-types and named-awards  

 It has ten levels covering the very initial stages of learning to the most advanced  
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Qualifications  continued  

 Four classes of award-type have been determined for the Framework - major, minor, 
special-purpose and supplemental. This is to ensure that the Framework can capture all 
types and sizes of learning undertaken by a learner  

What is Europass? 

Europass aims to help individuals to have their skills and qualifications clearly and easily 
understood in Europe, thereby allowing learners and workers to have more options to move 
through Europe. Europass consists of five documents which help to describe learning 
achievements in a coherent manner.  Included in the five documents are a Curriculum Vitae 
and a Language Passport.  Europass also includes Supplements that explain in detail the 
meaning of the qualifications held by a learner.  

What about awards from outside of Ireland �  ̄can they be recognised here? 

The international dimension of the introduction of the NFQ is important.  The introduction of 
the NFQ has aided the recognition of qualifications not only for holders of NFQ awards 
traveling abroad but also for those traveling to this country with awards made outside the 
State.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example:  A learner who has completed the Junior Certificate is at Level 3 on the framework 

 


