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ORGANISATIONS

AONTAS 

AONTAS is the Irish National Adult Learning Organisation. As an umbrella 
body committed to advocating and lobbying for the development of a quality 
service for adult learners and promoting the value and benefits of lifelong 
learning, AONTAS works on behalf of its almost 500 strong membership, 
regarding the membership as a key resource which provides the organisation 
with a grassroots, authentic understanding of adult and community 
education practice and learner perspective. The membership profile 
comprises a rich mix of statutory, voluntary and community organisations 
involved in the provision of further education and training, as well as 
individuals who are deeply involved in and committed to the concept and 
practice of lifelong learning.

SOLAS 

SOLAS is the State Organisation responsible for funding, planning 
and coordinating Further Education and Training (FET) in Ireland. Its mission 
is to fund, co-ordinate and monitor a range of FET provision to ensure 
economic and social wellbeing and to play its part in progressing, influencing 
and supporting the development of a FET sector that is more responsive to 
the needs of learners and employers, and is innovative, flexible and demand-
led. Its vision is to achieve a well-recognised FET sector, valued for its quality 
and for delivery of education, training and skills that enables learners to 
succeed in the labour market and thrive in society. The core principles of 
SOLAS are to 

·	 ensure there is robust intelligence to inform the planning, funding 
and design of new and existing FET provision;
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·	 focus on adding value by fostering collaboration across the FET 
sector, sharing learning and empowering delivery organisations;

·	 promote innovation and fund provision that meets identified 
need;

·	 be open to new ideas, proactive in seeking out evidence of 'what 
works' in FET and ensure that the learner experience is at the 
centre of decision-making; and 

·	 maintain a central focus on standards and quality in FET, 
including excellence in programme development and the on-
going professional development of the FET sector

EDUCATION AND TRAINING BOARDS 

Education and Training Boards are statutory authorities which have 
responsibility for education and training, youth work and a range of 
other statutory functions. Education and Training Boards manage and 
operate second-level schools, further education colleges, multi-faith 
community national schools and a range of adult and further education 
centres delivering education and training programmes.

Education and Training Boards are active in local communities through 
the direct provision of training and education programmes delivered in 
training centres, colleges and other training and educational settings. In 
this way, Education and Training Boards seek to make a real difference 
to the lives of the people they serve. Such responsiveness continues 
to be the hallmark of the Education and Training Boards sector, looking 
outward nationally and internationally, while servicing education and 
training locally and individually.
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INTRODUCTION

This report gathers all the findings from the National FET Learner Forum events held in 2019. It is 
designed as a supplementary piece to the full 2019 National Annual Synthesis Report, also being 
launched this November 2020. It gives a summary of what learners said at each event by highlighting 
the key topics raised in relation to each of the two key questions posed to learners at each event. These 
key topics are presented in a table, featured in order of the frequency of which each topic was raised. 
These topics are then followed by direct quotations stated by learners that help give voice to each.

What is the Forum?

The National FET Learner Forum is a series of national and regional events. Each event is hosted by 
a participating Education and Training Board (ETB). Learners are asked to share their views on their 
experience of FET. AONTAS then takes the key topics raised at each event and feeds them back to their 
Education and Training Board and to SOLAS to inform future policy and planning of FET provision. 

This is the fourth year of the Forum. The project has expanded every year. Since its launch, the 
Forum has reached 1,920 learners. The first Forum event was held in 2016, and was a national event 
with 70 learners. In 2019, the Forum featured 13 regional events and one national event, reaching 
1001 learners. This year regional events took place in the following Education and Training Boards: 

• Cavan and Monaghan Education and Training Board, 25th March 2019
• City of Dublin Education and Training Board, 14th October 2019
• Cork Education and Training Board, 6th March 2019
• Donegal Education and Training Board, 2nd April 2019
• Dublin and Dún Laoghaire Education and Training Board, 26th November 2019
• Galway and Roscommon Education and Training Board, 9th October 2019
• Laois and Offaly Education and Training Board, 21st March 2019
• Limerick and Clare Education and Training Board, 5th March 2019
• Longford and Westmeath Education and Training Board, 25th November 2019
• Louth and Meath Education and Training Board, 20th March 2019
• Mayo, Sligo, and Leitrim Education and Training Board, 16th October 2019
• Tipperary Education and Training Board, 12th March 2019
• Kildare and Wicklow Education and Training Board, 26th March 2019
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How does the National Further Education and Training Forum work?

There are three simple steps to the Forum:

Learners 
 Discuss

AONTAS
Reports

SOLAS and 
ETBs Receive  
Information  

to Make 
Changes
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STEP 1: LEARNERS DISCUSS

At each Forum event, learners are divided into smaller focus groups and are asked to answer two 
main questions: 

Question 1: What was your experience entering Further Education and Training?

Question 2: How has your Further Education and Training programme met your needs as a 
learner?

These discussions are recorded so that they can be used for the reporting. A survey is also given to 
learners at the end of the event, which has questions on the following subjects: 

• reasons for entering FET
• satisfaction with your course
• barriers to taking a course
• progression

STEP 2: AONTAS REPORTS

After each event, AONTAS takes the information provided in discussions and through the survey, 
and develops a report that is sent to both SOLAS and the Education and Training Board. This report 
represents a summary of all findings shared in each of these smaller event reports. 

STEP 3: SOLAS AND EDUCATION AND TRAINING BOARDS RECEIVE INFORMATION TO MAKE 
CHANGES

SOLAS and Education and Training Boards use these reports to better understands learners’ 
experiences in FET. The feedback provided in these reports help ensure learner needs remain at the 
heart of future FET policy and planning. 



12

LEARNER RECOMMENDATIONS

The table featured below is a summary of 14 reports (1 national and 13 regional reports). It 
represents 107 hours of learner discussion completed by 1001 learners over the course of the 
year. Each topic is assigned a frequency number. The maximum possible frequency for any 
recommendation is 14 (as a total of 14 events occurred in 2019). Findings that came up with equal 
frequency across events are listed in alphabetical order. It should be noted that these figures do not 
represent the level of importance assigned to the topic by the learners who raised it.

WHAT WAS YOUR EXPERIENCE ENTERING FURTHER EDUCATION AND TRAINING? 

TOPIC FREQUENCY STATEMENT 

Advertisement 13 
Learners would like Education and Training Boards to diversify 
their advertisement and avoid depending on online 
advertisement 

Experience Entering FET 9 
Learners had a positive experience when first entering FET  

 

Department of 
Employment Affairs and 
Social Protection (DEASP) 

6 

Learners would like Education and Training Boards to work 
collaboratively with the DEASP to ensure DEASP staff are clear 
on the available learning pathways and are supportive during 
the referral process into FET  

Course Options 6 
Learners would like more course options available at their 
local Education and Training Board, particularly those 
necessary to complete a full major award 

Course Information  

 
3 Learners requested clear and timely information on their 

courses, such as a course syllabus and timetables 
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Hidden Costs 3 Learners would like to be provided with clear information on 
costs associated with courses before entering FET 

Perceived Negative 
View of FET 2 Learners would like FET to be promoted among secondary 

students 

Recognition of Prior 
Learning 2 Learners would like Recognition of Prior Learning processes 

to be expanded across all Education and Training Boards 

 
 

HOW HAS FURTHER EDUCATION AND TRAINING MET YOUR NEEDS AS A LEARNER? 

TOPIC FREQUENCY STATEMENT 

Guidance 14 

Learners who had accessed guidance services found them 
helpful and supportive  

Learners would like better promotion of guidance services 
across all FET centres 

Wider Benefits of FET  13 
Engaging with FET had wider benefits for learners, 
such as feeling more confident, building greater social 
networks, and improving overall wellbeing  

FET Tutors 
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Learners feel Education and Training Board staff and 
tutors promote an atmosphere of mutual respect, 
openness, and equality  

Progression  11 
Learners would like clear and timely information on 
available progression options to help them in their future 
planning 
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Technology Skills 9 Learners would like increased opportunities and support to 
improve their technology skills   

FET Facilities  

 
7 

Learners would like Education and Training Board facilities to 
be comfortable, functional, and accessible 

Learners would like Education and Training Boards to 
provide up-to-date technology equipment and for all 
centres to have open WiFi access 

Transport  6 Learners would like transport grants to reflect the real cost 
of travel 

Childcare   5 Learners would like access to on-site childcare   

Work Placements    5 Learners would like support in finding relevant work 
placements 

Assignments  4 

Learners would like timely information on deadlines and 
assignments  

Learners would like courses and tutors to collaborate to 
ensure deadlines and assignments for various classes do not 
overlap  

English Language 
Support 2 Learners would like increased support with English language 

skills 

Peer Learning 2 Learners value the space for peer learning that is fostered in 
their FET courses  

Resources for Learners 
with Learning Disabilities 2 Learners with learning difficulties would like more access to 

assistive resources, software, and learning materials  

Attendance  1 
Learners would like a more flexible approach to attendance 
that does not result in cuts to social welfare payments due 
to unforeseen absences beyond their control 

National Framework of 
Qualifications  1 Learners would like more information on the 

National Framework of Qualifications   
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WHAT DID LEARNERS SAY?
All of these categories come from statements provided by learners. Featured below is a sample of 
some of the quotations used to form each category. 

What was your experience entering Further Education and Training? 

ADVERTISEMENT 
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DEPARTMENT OF EMPLOYMENT AFFAIRS AND SOCIAL PROTECTION 

EXPERIENCE ENTERING FET 
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COURSE OPTIONS 

COURSE INFORMATION
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HIDDEN COSTS 
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PERCEIVED NEGATIVE VIEW OF FET

RECOGNITION OF PRIOR LEARNING
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How has Further Education and Training met your needs as a learner?

GUIDANCE

WIDER BENEFITS OF FET 
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FET TUTORS



22

PROGRESSION

IT SUPPORTS
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FET FACILITIES
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TRANSPORT AND TRAVEL
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CHILDCARE

WORK EXPERIENCE
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ENGLISH LANGUAGE SUPPORTS

ASSIGNMENTS 
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RESOURCES FOR LEARNERS WITH LEARNING DIFFICULTIES 

PEER LEARNING
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NATIONAL FRAMEWORK OF QUALIFICATIONS

ATTENDANCE 
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WHAT DID LEARNERS SAY ABOUT THE 
NATIONAL FET LEARNER FORUM?
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THE NEXT STEPS

WHAT NEXT?

The Forum will continue to work directly 
with learners in Education and Training 
Boards across the country to collect their 
perspective. In 2020 we will aim to reach more 
learners, in more counties, and capture more 
learner voices than ever before. Because of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, 2020 brings new 
challenges to FET learners across Ireland. 
However, we remain committed to sharing 
learner voice and capturing more learner 
voices than ever before. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Speak Today, Shape Tomorrow
Learners have an important perspective on how Further Education and Training services work. 
They know firsthand what has worked for them and what has not. The information provided by one 
learner, when combined with the voices of others, can provide valuable research that can ensure 
Further Education and Training providers are doing all they can to meet the needs of the people 
they are trying to serve. Participants in the National Learner Forum, therefore, give valuable insight 
that must be considered. Every participant should walk away from the National Further Education 
and Training Forum feeling they made an important contribution to the improvement of Further 
Education and Training for future leaners. 
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WHAT CAN YOU DO?

• Speak to your tutor about participating in the future
• Join our Learners as Leaders Programme by contacting  

Laura Lovejoy at llovejoy@aontas.com

• Post on social media at #LearnerVoice or #FETLearnerForum 
• Tell a fellow learner about the Forum

• Sign up to our Learner Newsletter, which provides updates on  
Forum events - email Kalianne Farren at kfarren@aontas.com  
to add your name to our list

Get 
Involved 

Promote 
the Forum

Stay 
 Informed

mailto:llovejoy%40aontas.com?subject=
mailto:kfarren%40aontas.com?subject=
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