
 



AONTAS Community Education Network 
Meeting Report: Agenda 

 

Date: Wednesday, 6th February 2019 

Theme: Using the Past to Inform the Future 

Venue: Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC), 16-22 Green 

Street, Dublin 7 

Time: 9.30am – 2.00pm 

9.30 - 9.50  Registration, tea, coffee & networking 

9.50 - 10.00  Welcome and Introduction 

Suzanne Kyle, CEN Coordinator 

   Tara Farrell, AONTAS Chairperson 

  

10.00 - 10.15 Maynooth University Research on Community Education 

Conor McGrath 

 

10.15 - 10.45 City & Guilds: Overview of options for Irish Providers 

Diane Weatherup 
 

10.45 - 11.15 Union Membership and Community Education 

Eira Gallagher, SIPTU College and Moira Leydon, ASTI 

 

11.15 - 11.30 Break 

 

11.30 - 1.50 Working Collectively for Community Education: Facilitated 

Discussion 

Noel Fitzgerald 

 

1.50 - 2.00  Final reflections and close of meeting 

Lunch and networking 

 

 

 



Background Information 

The landscape of community education has changed considerably in the past 

ten years with austerity, funding cuts and increased bureaucratic requirements 

strongly impacting on providers across the country. There is also some 

evidence of a changing profile of personnel working in community education 

as a result of new administrative requirements of ETBs, and also of funders. 

Furthermore the nature of the work of practitioners has changed significantly 

over the past ten years with an amplified focus on labour market activation 

and a reduced recognition at policy level for community development as a 

means to achieve social inclusion. 

In order shine a light on the challenges facing community education there is a 

need to gather information on the extent of the cuts faced by the sector in 

recent years.  This information will allow us to effectively advocate for 

increased recognition and sustainable funding.  

In light of this AONTAS has commissioned a team at Maynooth University (MU) 

to research the extent of closures of community education projects over the 

past ten years. An outcome of the research will be the production of a 

resource that can be used as a lobbying tool to highlight the need for a 

sustainable model of funding for community education.  

The CEN steering group, which guides work of the CEN, has engaged in much 

discussion about the issues mentioned above and all of the factors which pose 

a risk to the survival of community education. There is considerable concern 

about the threat to the ethos of community education and its ability to ensure 

all provision is framed by community education principles. These threats come 

from many different directions including the ease with which cuts and changes 

to the nature of practitioners’ work have been imposed in recent years. The 

prevalence of precarious working conditions for community education 

practitioners, and the lack of a collective trade union voice also constitute a 

risk for community education provision. It was agreed among steering group 

members that there was a need to explore the possibilities for community 

education practitioners in terms of protecting their status and rights as 

workers. This in turn would contribute to the protection of the sector itself. It 

was decided therefore that a presentation on the role of unions in the 

protection of those working in the community and voluntary sector, and also in 



safeguarding the principles and ethos of community education, would be 

valuable at this time. 

 

 

 

Safeguarding the principles of community education where accredited courses 

are being provided has also been clearly identified and articulated by the CEN 

as a priority since its inception. However the requirements of engaging with 

Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) are challenging to meet for many 

community education providers and so it was agreed that it would be useful to 

allow for an exploration of alternative options for the provision of accredited 

learning opportunities at a local community level.  

The aim of this meeting therefore was, while acknowledging past injury to the 

sector and being mindful of current threats, to explore future possibilities for 

community education and the CEN. In light of this, the theme of the meeting 

was Using the Past to Inform the Future. 

 

 



Community Education and Quality Assurance 

AONTAS QA Support Worker, Theresa Sweeney, gave an update on work with 

the CEN around the area of Quality Assurance. The work is focusing on two 

main areas which are outlined below: 

 

New Resource for Providers: Quality Assurance in Community Education 
 
• This is a resource aimed at supporting community education providers 

who wish to offer courses leading to QQI awards and may wish to 

'reengage' directly with QQI 

• The purpose of the resource is to signpost providers to relevant processes 

and documents most relevant to them  

• Since the CEN meeting took place, the resource has been finalised and 

launched and is available on the AONTAS website  

(https://www.aontas.com/AONTAS-CEN-QQI%20Resource-FINALpdf.pdf) 

• The resource was developed with the support of QQI and in partnership 

with Women's Community Projects (WCP), Mullingar. WCP participated in 

the QQI reengagement pilot process and shared their learning in order to 

support other community education providers planning on going through 

the reengagement process themselves 

 

CEN Reengagement Community of Practice  
 

• A discussion took place at the CEN meeting in February 2018 about the 

level of quality assurance expertise among CEN members and how this 

could be utilised to develop capacity across the sector and among 

members planning on reengaging with QQI. 

• At the time it was agreed that there was a need for the development of 

community education quality assurance panels of support  



• In January 2019 AONTAS convened the first such panel in the form of a 

community of practice meeting with six CEN members who would be 

going through the reengagement process with QQI in 2019 

• At the first meeting it was agreed that the group would work together to 

provide mutual support during the process of developing their quality 

assurance and governance policies and procedures in preparation for QQI 

reengagement.  

• Walter Balfe Head of Provider Approval in QQI joins each meeting for an 

hour to give updates and answer quality assurance related questions. 

Walter has highlighted how this group, by virtue of meeting and sharing 

expertise, is developing capacity and quality within the sector.  

• Later in the year, CEN members who plan to reengage in 2020 will be 

called together in order to develop a similar community of practice. The 

work of the current 2019 group will inform the 2020 providers.  

 

 

Research on the Community Education Provision around the 

Country 

Conor McGrath of the research team at MU spoke to CEN members about the 

status of the research on the closure of community education projects across 

the country over the past ten years. He appealed to members to fill out the 

online survey or to contact a member of the research team directly if there are 

any challenges in filling out the survey. 

 



 

 

The importance of gathering accurate information on the landscape of 

community education was emphasised and this information will be used to 

produce a graphic illustration of the state of community education across the 

country today. This resource will be a useful tool for reflection on the needs of 

the sector and for lobbying for the sustainability of community education in 

the future. 



 

 

Accredited Training Opportunities through City & Guilds 

Diane Weatherup of City & Guilds gave an overview of their provision in 

Ireland and potential options for community education providers. She 

highlighted the range of qualifications on offer and the resources provided by 

City & Guilds including the written programmes and digital resources. Also 

highlighted during the presentation was their system of digital credentials 

which are a visual representation of a skills or achievements and which is 

verified and sharable via social media. 

A question about Brexit and the recognition of UK based qualifications in 

Ireland arose during discussion that followed. It was highlighted that in the 

case of no deal between the UK and the EU it is possible that UK based 

qualifications will not be recognised in Ireland or other EU countries. The 

following statement from the Minister of Education and Skills confirms this:  

“Should the UK leave the EU on the basis of a No Deal scenario, the EU 

Directive on Mutual Recognition of Professional Qualifications (MRPQ) will no 

longer apply in the UK with effect from 29 March 2019”.1 

Questions also arose about costs and the potential for CEN members to come 

together to save on costs. It is an area for further exploration and it was agreed 

                                                           
1 https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2019-01-22/199/#pq-answers-199 



that the lines of communication will be kept open between AONTAS and City & 

Guilds.  

 

 

 

Role of Unions in Community Education 

Eira Gallagher, Learning Co-ordinator of the SIPTU College, spoke to CEN 

members about the value of union membership in developing a collective 

voice and strengthening the sector, improving working conditions, dealing with 

the burden of growing administration and bureaucracy, and challenging the 

precarious nature of the work in the sector. Eira encouraged engagement with 

other similar sectors that have taken a collective approach to unionisation and 

highlighted the SIPTU Big Start Campaign which focused on investment in the 

childcare sector. 



 

 

Following Eira’s presentation, a lively discussion ensued with some CEN 

members expressing concern about the idea of focusing on the rights of 

workers given that the priority for practitioners is the communities for whom 

they work, rather than their own employment issues. An alternative view 

expressed by CEN members was that the sector itself is significantly weakened 

without protections for workers and that the lack of a collective unionised 

voice has resulted in the dismantling of many of the community education 

initiatives that supported communities in the past. 

Moira Leydon, AONTAS board member and member of ASTI, also spoke at the 

meeting about the role of unions in promoting recognition of the value of 

community education and in safeguarding the status of practitioners as key 

players in decisions at policy level.  



 

 

It was agreed that following the meeting a question would be put to the CEN 

as to whether the network would like more information on working with City & 

Guilds, and the possibilities around union membership within community 

education. 

 

Working Collectively for Community Education 

After a short break, Noel Fitzgerald worked with the CEN to explore the 

possibilities for CEN members to work collectively to safeguard the principles 

and values of community education. 

Purpose of this section of the Agenda  

Expectations: 



 Explore ways of working together 

 To look at what is meant by ‘working collectively’ 

 To look at why we are working collectively 

Noel engaged the group in three tasks: 

 Setting the context: 

o Briefly looking at the draft aims / objectives of the new AONTAS 

Strategic Plan 

 Linking Members’ work to the AONTAS Strategic Plan 

o Looking at what CEN Members are doing under this Draft Aim? 

 Linking CEN work to CEN Members work and needs 

o Given CEN’s role, considering what it can / should be doing in 

regards to the Draft priorities 

The draft priorities for the new AONTAS strategic plan were presented: 

1. Learner Voice 

2. Adult and Community Education Addresses Inequality 

3. Learning for Sustainable Employment 

4. Representing the Adult and Community Education Sectors 

5. Evaluating and valuing Adult and Community Education 

6. Shaping the future: an agenda for tech-enhanced Learning and 

advancing Critical thinking 

Linking Members work to the AONTAS Strategic Plan and linking CEN 

planning to CEN members’ work and needs 

 Looking at what CEN members doing under the draft priorities? 

 Given CEN’s role, considering what it can/should be done in regards to 

the draft aim and CEN Members 

Members addressed the two questions and a summary of the results is logged 

below:  



Priority Area Themes to emerge Notes 

Learner voice  Providing the space to articulate needs 

 Responding to identified needs 

 Developing advocacy skills 

 Organising events at which learners can 
influence policy 

 Producing resources which give learners a 
voice e.g. books, blogs videos 

 Facilitation of dialogue 

Many of the 
items above 
might also be 
more about 
inequality under 
Draft Aim 2 than 
the Learner’s 
Voice under Draft 
Aim 1 (which 
could be seen as 
a Voice within 
the Education 
System only) 

Adult and 
Community 
Education 
Addresses 
Inequality 

 Outreach to combat isolation 

 Provision of childcare support 

 Creation of intercultural spaces 

 Provision of basic English and literacy 
classes 

 Ensuring provision is needs-led 

 Provision of accredited learning 
opportunities in local venues 

 Provision of wellness, personal 
development, addiction rehabilitation, and 
therapeutic courses 

 Providing training for local voluntary adult 
education groups/learners to co-ordinate 
adult education courses in their local area 

 Organise recruitment days/ awards 
events/media ads/showcase of work 

 Collaboration with other organisations 
around access and provision of education 

 Supporting voter awareness and 
engagement 

 Ensure and anti-poverty, equality and 
empowerment focus 

 Facilitating experiential group work 
courses in communities 

 Delivering training programmes on a 
part-time flexible basis 

 

Most work and 

actions of 

Members were 

placed under this 

Draft Aim 

 



Learning for 
Sustainable 
Employment 

 Helping learners become employable or up-
skilled for further education 

 Up-skill and offer opportunities 

 Provision of literacy support with 
accredited courses  

 Provide tailor made courses for individuals 
struggling with assignments or work-related 
literacy issues 

 Provide training 

 Providing training opportunities in areas 
where there are employment opportunities 
(Healthcare and Childcare) 

 Encouraging / supporting groups to start 
mini-enterprises 

 Identify and provide routes to progression 

 Provide opportunities for employment 
 

Members talked 

about learning 

for sustainability 

as opposed to 

sustainable 

employment 

They did not 

name a role for 

CEN in this work  

 

Representing the 
Adult and 
Community 
Education Sectors 

 Participating in CVS Networking and 
capacity building 

 Hold events – International Women’s Day 
and AONTAS Adult Learners Festival 

 Networking and sharing expertise with 
other organisations  

 Engage with local ETB 

 Attend AONTAS and CEN meetings 

 Provision of training for staff 

 Networking 

 Represent and lobby for community 
education 

 Working collectively 

 Actively linking with other organisations in 
the area as well as strategically aligned 
organisations 

 Trying to influence community education 
policy at a local level 
 

There is a strong  

need to preserve 

and promote the 

ethos and 

methodology of 

Community 

Education 

Members also 

wondered if the 

Draft Aim should 

contain the term 

promote rather 

than just 

represent? 

 

Evaluating and 
valuing Adult and 
Community 
Education 

 Ensuring quality 

 Ensuring transparency 

 Being accountable 

 Collecting information, data to facilitate 
planning 

The aim is about 
both measuring 
but also valuing 
which was the 
main focus of the 
work of the 
members 



 Train facilitators for CE experiential Group-
work 

 Connecting with similar organisations to 
share learn and grow 

 Try to align what we do with the 
sustainable development goals 

 Ensuring tutors know they are valued and 
supported 

 Documenting learner stories 

 Organise award ceremonies  

 Promoting learner achievement 
 

Shaping the 
future: an agenda 
for tech-enhanced 
Learning and 
advancing Critical 
thinking 
 

 Progressive and flexible 

 Innovating new courses to respond to 
needs 

 Providing adequate technological resources 

 Espousing and practicing a distinctive 
method and ‘theory of action’ in our own 
work 

 Offering practitioner reflective practice 
courses (critical reflection) 

 Engaging in consultation processes with 
Local Development Companies, AONTAS, 
CEN, QQI and PPN 

 Networking with local and national 
organisations 

 Promotional activities 

 Participation in local business awards 

 Provision of courses that are versatile, 
creative and holistic 

 Provision of a wide range of digital media 
and IT courses 

 Run philosophy in the classroom courses 

 Run global awareness classes 

 

There’s a need 

for further 

exploration about 

the term critical 

thinking.  

  



 

Given CEN’s role what can/should it be doing in regards to the draft 
aim and CEN members? 

The following is a summary of the general responses across all the draft aims: 

 Lobby Government Departments on our behalf 

 Raise concerns about resources / funding 

 Facilitate further conversations on the Trade Union issue / membership 

 Facilitate external agency interaction 

 Continue to facilitate the CEN and review the work 

 Represent the collective voice 

 Provide support for re-engagement with QQI 

 Develop a post-engagement strategy around opting in and out of 

QQI/QA 

 Support local providers to keep certified learning in our communities 

 Look at European models of statistic/data gathering e.g. sampling 

 Advocacy 

 Provide practical training opportunities for members  



 Facilitate networking, information sharing, and learning opportunities 

 Facilitate us to explore our work – Provide a space for our sector 

 Undertake research 

 Continue to look for methods to capture the wider benefits of learning 

in community education 

 Continue to value Community Education and not just measuring it’s 

success in accreditation 

 Support the development of a shared ethos/philosophy etc. 

 Examine the possibility of communities of expertise on particular areas: 

(Childcare, Women’s Groups, Healthcare) to develop, share and review 

programmes 

 Evaluate and value our work 

 Further exploration of City and Guilds 

 Use webinars as a tool for engagement 

 Promote the wider benefits of lifelong learning  

 Share ideas and resources on website 

 Offer support and solidarity to members 

 



Overview 

Members found the session supportive especially in relation to meeting other 

members, breaking down a sense of isolation and generating links and 

relationships. 

The notes from this session have been circulated and are available to CEN 

members on request. 

 

 

Near FM Interview on the AONTAS Community Education Network 

Near FM 90.3 community radio for Dublin North East are CEN members and 

have been advocates for adult and community education over the years by 

providing the space to highlight provision through their radio programmes. 

During the meeting Dorothee Meyer-Holtkamp interviewed CEN Coordinator, 

Suzanne Kyle and three members of the CEN about the work of their projects 

and membership of the CEN. Pamela Latimer of Longford Women’s Link (LWL), 

Dave O’ Brien of Soilse (Dublin), and Marian Donegan of Access 2000, Wexford 

all highlighted the value of community education and the importance of the 

CEN in sharing expertise and building solidarity. Suzanne drew attention to the 

wide ranging benefits of community education and the need for a cross 

departmental response to the support and funding of community education.   



In talking about LWL Pamela told listeners about their services which include 

childcare, advocacy, domestic violence support as well as training and 

education. Each service supports the other and LWL provides education 

opportunities for around four hundred students in a given academic year, from 

interest level to Level 8 degree courses. Pamela talked about the benefits of 

networking through the CEN and how this networking has enabled LWL to 

provide third level opportunities for people in Longford. 

Pamela highlighted the benefits of membership of the CEN for LWL in terms of 

their own continuous professional development and spoke about the QQI 

reengagement support they are receiving through the community of practice 

that has been established within the CEN for groups reengaging this year 

Dave O’ Brien spoke about Soilse’s programmes which use the principles of 

adult education, taking a learner centred approach and how they enhance 

recovery capital by providing opportunities for people to access education, 

housing and health systems in order to maintain a drug free lifestyle. 

“Through that networking we were 

able to bring third level into 

Longford, we don’t have a third 

level college, so that’s been hugely 

beneficial to people” Pamela 

Latimer, LWL 

“Twenty-eight students 

recently graduated with 

full level 8 degree and 

that was as a result of a 

relationship that was 

gained through the CEN” 

Pamela Latimer, LWL 

“We are sharing information and 

resources between each other and 

we’re working directly with QQI in the 

process so it’s massively beneficial for 

the sector.” Pamela Latimer, LWL 



Dave highlighted the importance of the CEN for networking and gave the 

example of training that they ran on dyslexia which was very beneficial to the 

staff. This training came about following an input from the Dyslexia Association 

of Ireland at a CEN meeting. 

Marian Donegan told listeners about Access 2000, Wexford which is a member 

of a national collective of community based women’s networks (NCCWN) and 

works with women wishing to return to education, upskill, or develop 

connections with others from the community. Access also offers accredited 

programmes for young people for whom the mainstream education system did 

not suit, at least 30% of whom go back in to education or access employment 

following engagement in the programme.  

“The CEN because it’s such 

a diverse organisation, it 

gives us access to people 

that we mightn’t normally 

meet, so the networking 

opportunity is second to 

none” - Dave O’ Brien, 

Soilse 

“It also gives us a voice in different 

arenas that we mightn’t normally 

have our voices heard, so for 

those purposes it’s been very 

beneficial to us, even for accessing 

training that  might not normally 

be available” - Dave O’ Brien, 

Soilse 

“We give support encouragement, training, 

identify their particular needs and we design 

our programmes around the needs of the 

learner, the learner is always at the centre of 

the learning” - Marian Donegan, Access 2000, 

Wexford 



Marian also spoke about the importance of the CEN in promoting the inclusive 

ethos of community education. 

 

The full interview can be accessed by contacting a member of AONTAS staff or 

via the EPALE CEN closed group. 

 

 

AONTAS would like to offer thanks to the Irish Human Rights and Equality 

Commission for providing the venue for the meeting and for their hospitality. 

We are also most grateful to all those who presented on the day and to Near 

FM for supporting us to highlight the value of community education. 

“[The CEN] supports 

the ethos and beliefs 

of the process of 

community 

education” - Marian 

Donegan, Access 

2000, Wexford 

“Community education goes out 

to the people’…’it’s different 

from the mainstream education 

system” - Marian Donegan, 

Access 2000, Wexford 



 


