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RESPONSE TO QQI’S GREEN PAPER ON ASSESSMENT 
OF LEARNERS AND LEARNING (QQI, 2018) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

An event titled Assessment in Further Education was organised by EPALE and ECVET Ireland 

[Erasmus+ programmes managed in Ireland by Léargas (the national agency for Erasmus+)] 

and the Further Education Network.  It took place on 10 October 2018 in the Gresham 

Hotel, Dublin. In addition to plenary addresses, including an input from Quality and 

Qualifications Ireland (QQI), the event facilitated group discussions on the consultation 

questions posed by QQI’s Green Paper on Assessment of Learners and Learning.  Those 

attending the event noted that the Green Paper is not presented as a draft policy but is 

rather intended to stimulate discussion.  In this spirit, the points arising from the group 

discussions have been captured as a response to the Green Paper; they do not represent a 

consensus response within individual groups or amongst those attending, but rather an 

account of the views expressed.  As a result, direct quotations are often used and a small  

number of examples to support points raised have been highlighted. Furthermore, the views 

expressed do not necessarily represent the views of the Further Education Network, 

Léargas, EPALE or ECVET.  

 

Finally, it should be noted that the aim shared by EPALE Ireland and the Further Education 

Network is to provide a forum for connecting and strengthening further education and 

training in Ireland.  The membership of the Further Education Network is diverse and 

includes those working in public and private further education and training and in higher 

education.  It also includes individuals and researchers with an interest in the sector. EPALE 

is a multilingual open membership community for teachers, trainers, researchers, 

academics, policy makers and anyone else with a professional role in adult learning across 

Europe. The diversity in background and experience of the event’s contributors is 

considered to add further value to this response to the Green Paper.  

 

 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/epale/en/
https://www.leargas.ie/
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RESPONSES TO SECTION 17.1 GENERAL ISSUES CONCERNING ASSESSMENT 

 

The following represents the views from the working groups on questions posed in section 17.1 

of the Green Paper. 

 

Do you agree that all programmes should include a programme-specific assessment 

strategy as indicated in this Green Paper? 

o The Common Awards System (CAS) is prescriptive and hasn’t provided any flexibility to 

establish a more holistic approach to assessment; 

o The establishment of new apprenticeships in Further Education and Training (FET) has 

been a positive development in introducing the concept of capstone assessment and 

engaging with industry to ensure that effective and relevant assessments are designed.  

Consequently, learners are enjoying undertaking assessments that are authentic to the 

sector they wish to join; 

o It’s important for providers to take responsibility for the validity and reliability of the 

assessment strategy, but for this model to be realised, there needs to be a strong 

internal quality assurance system that is overseeing the consistency of how teachers, 

trainers and tutors are carrying out assessment. Continuous Professional Development 

(CPD) also needs to be provided to support professionals in moving from prescription to 

a more holistic model. These supports will need to be planned and funded. 

 

Please comment on the accommodation of diversity  

o Learners who have difficulties in mainstream education are being accommodated 

through the second level system. However, the FET sector is less experienced and 

equipped for managing their needs; 

o Diversity, and how it is accommodated, needs to be thought about at an institutional 

level.  Without an institutional strategy it is difficult to see how real progress on 

accommodating diversity can be achieved;  

o Accommodation is required not only for those with disabilities but also those from 

different contexts, including from culturally diverse backgrounds and with language 

difficulties; 

o Some tailoring of assessments for individuals does take place currently but it is very 

challenging. Perhaps there should be an identification on the certificate that special 

accommodation has been made for a learner – that might increase the flexibility to 

provide tailored assessments, where appropriate; 

o Tutors need to be trained in diversity and multi-culturalism; 
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o It’s important to impress upon QQI the notion of assessing key competencies rather 

than specific learning outcomes.  QQI needs to focus on that more in the context of 

supporting diversity.  European key competencies are not discussed at all in the Green 

Paper. 

 

 

Example provided of managing diversity in a learning environment: 
 
In a diverse group context, we used self-assessment to establish the goals of each person 
as an individual – some want to go to university, others don’t.  The learning outcomes 
were mapped to the success criteria and we got the learners to focus on their 
achievement of those.  We’re trying to make students active in their own learning.  
 

 

Do you agree that RPL assessment should be reserved to those who can specialise in this 

kind of assessment? What are the implications? 

o Providers struggle with RPL, even with a specialist person assigned to the task.  It’s a 

specialist and niche area. If it’s decided that it should be undertaken more generally, 

training and CPD would be required; 

o Any current module awarded by QQI is very precise and prescriptive, there would seem 

to be a huge challenge to map the outcomes identified via RPL.  The task might be made 

easier if a more holistic approach to assessment was introduced; 

o The RPL conducted for the Defence Forces by Donegal ETB is a good example of how RPL 

can work well.  The mapping exercise was done, and it could be applied to a multiple of 

individuals with the same training; 

o A national RPL strategy is needed for areas like childcare.  Half of those working in the 

sector didn’t survive the change in regulations around qualifications because they 

wouldn’t go back to college. This is also an example where what is being assessed needs 

to be considered.  If someone is extremely good at their job but they can’t pass the 

assessment, are they being assessed on the right things?  Or should the qualification 

level required be reconsidered? 

 

Do you agree that teachers and programme designers can sometimes struggle to address 

all the dimensions of the NFQ adequately in teaching and particularly assessment?  What 

are the implications? 

o In the system changing to the CAS, some of the module descriptors were written very 

quickly and they are not entirely consistent.  Some modules at Level 5 are very difficult 
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and others are light in the outcomes required. There is also inconsistency in the number 

of outcomes associated with a module. At Level 5, some modules have 8 outcomes and 

others have up to 23 outcomes.  Those writing the outcomes didn’t have a full 

understanding of the implications and the descriptors couldn’t be changed once they 

were agreed; 

o The number of outcomes leads to a corresponding struggle in covering all areas in a 

module descriptor and this is further influenced by the diversity of learners in any given 

group, which changes every year. 

 

 

 

What applications can you think of for norm referencing in the context of assessment? 

o Norm referencing requires a large group and the ability to compare with other groups.  

It wouldn’t be possible to norm reference with a small group in a manner that would be 

valid and reliable; 

o The statistics of awards published by QQI show that thousands of awards are made in 

some disciplines and tens of awards in others. Even with a sample of 5000 learners, very 

sophisticated methods of norm referencing would be required. 

 

What can be done to support consistency in the actual standards of achievement that 

must be demonstrated and assessed to qualify for Framework awards? 

o There can be great difficulty in establishing what a merit is nationally considering the 

diversity of disciplines and students; 

o The notion of differentiation of grading hasn’t permeated the FET sector in contrast to 

second level; 

o There is a responsibility on the sector to ensure that learners are not being put forward 

to pursue programmes that are beyond their capability.  There is an assumption 

sometimes that when one level has been completed the learner should pursue the next 

one, and this can put pressure on the learner, the provider and potentially on the 

validity of the assessment system; 

o As External Authenticators (EAs) are now being appointed by the provider, they are less 

likely to be sourced from outside of the region where the provider is based.  As a result, 

there is some diminishment in the ability of the EA to support consistency of standards 

of achievement at a national level. 
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How do institutions manage competing interests to ensure that they retain a balance of 

competences (in assessment in particular) suited to the needs of their enrolled learners? 

o There are competing interests that providers are operating within.  An internal example 

is assessing within the context of a programme, whilst also testing if learners will be able 

to progress to the next stage or level of learning.  External examples include meeting the 

needs of professional bodies and employers; 

o Moving towards a more holistic form of assessment will hopefully assist providers in 

managing these competing interests by ensuring that overall competences have been 

achieved, rather than focussing on skills within individual modules. 

 

What do you think are the main challenges in remote assessment? 

o Integrity of assessment is the key issue. 

 

 

 

What can be done to engage learners as partners in assessment? 

o Providers need to engage with learners about the achievement of learning outcomes 

within their individual contexts and aspirations; 

o There is more flexibility in how a teacher can include learners in assessment than in 

writing learning outcomes. If you can explore success criteria with learners then you can 

show them the connection between outcomes, curriculum and assessment.  Otherwise 

they are passive and don’t make those connections. 

 

Example of engaging learners as partners in assessment: 
 
We have a module on assessment.  Students do a presentation, are given a mark, and they 
must justify why they think the mark was given.  They can mark their own assessment as 
well as being given a mark.  That encourages them to reflect on their performance, to 
improve their work and to re-present it.  The feedback element is often ignored unless a 
student wants to challenge it; in the assessment module the opportunity is provided to 
absorb the feedback. Once their own skills are built up they can mark each other’s work 
within an agreed structure.  We find the quality of work improves.  
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What kinds of changes is information and communications technology bringing to 

assessment? What significant future changes can you anticipate? 

o The use of ICT could improve the speed of undertaking and being provided with 

feedback on assessment.  It could contribute to formative assessment; 

o ICT could be used to support remote working, including remote external authentication 

of assessment, which would help to support the establishment and maintenance of a 

national standard; 

o There is a problem with the availability of ICT in the sector, the investment isn’t there.  

An ICT strategy at government level is required to roll this out across the FET sector.  It’s 

important that QQI is aware of the diversity of ICT abilities and resources in the FET 

sector; 

o Some further examples of how ICT could be used: 

o For skills demonstrations that could be recorded 

o To assess more personal development competencies – avatars about yourself 

and your personal journey through life 

o If there was a pool of questions online, 6000 questions for example, that would 

help to support a uniform standard 

o ICT offers scope for group assessments – young people are keen to work 

together using technology. 

 

 

 

 

RESPONSES TO SECTION 17.2 FURTHER EDUCATION AND TRAINING ISSUES 

 

The following represents the views from the working groups on section 17.2 of the Green Paper. 

 

The unitisation of assessment 

o In general, the CAS system encourages teaching to the component rather than linking 

the components to the programme or award standard.  This missing linkage is leading to 

over-assessment; 

o From a guidance perspective, unitisation goes against the needs of the learner, the 

guidance professional is trying to make sense of the programme for the learner and to 

bridge the gap; 

o Where unitisation of assessment is combatted, it comes from the top of the 

organisation.  It requires strategic resourcing and training, with teachers working 

together rather than in silos and a clear direction being given to all staff; 
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o Part-time staff can feed into a silo mentality – more coherent CPD is required to assist all 

teachers/trainers/tutors on a programme to see it from a holistic perspective; 

o The big issue in writing a new programme is integration.  It’s great because it reduces 

assessment, but we have to adapt to it.  Time and space is needed for planning between  

teachers to manage integration. 

 

Example provided of unitisation and over-assessment: 
 
I teach a Level 6 business programme. Students must undertake 8 modules at Level 6 and 
because of direct entry to [an Institute of Technology] they have to also complete a Level 
5 maths module.  We also offer a Level 5 research and study skills module.  So, we’re 
talking 10 modules, 45 assessments and 5 exams between September and May. 
 
 

 

The sustainability of the burden of assessment on providers 

o The amount of paperwork associated with assessment is enormous and it’s important to 

question if the methods used are appropriate and effective.  An online approach to 

assessment could significantly reduce the amount of associated paperwork; 

o Not all providers have someone responsible for Quality Assurance (QA) who can drive 

improved assessment practice across the organisation.  This is a high-risk area with 

significant responsibilities for all. 

 

 

 

Centralised versus distributed assessment 

o There is a challenge in having centralised assessment that still allows appropriate levels 

of flexibility; 

o Collaboration on assessment locally can be effective; 

o Maths for STEM is a good example of how more centralised assessment can work in 

certain contexts; 

o The EA responsibility is now with the provider and there are differing levels of 

knowledge and experience.  It’s important to have uniform practice in external 

authentication across the country; 

o QQI could play more of a role in establishing a coherent approach to assessment across 

the FET sector.  Providers are generally in support of a less centralised and more holistic 
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approach to assessment, but not all providers are ready to be left to their own devices 

yet. QQI could, for instance, assist in facilitating the sharing of good practice; 

o It’s also important to think about European standards as qualifications are not just for an 

Irish setting. 

 

Perceived ambiguities in the QQI regulations 

o Regulations are understood but their interpretation and implementation varies. For 

instance, there are approaches taken to meeting learning outcomes that are misguided 

due to lack of training, and sometimes overly-rigid interpretations that can impact the 

learner negatively. QQI needs to think about quality, minimum requirements, and 

priorities; 

o The EA system isn’t providing enough support for the establishment and maintenance of 

standards within and across providers. 

 

Patchiness of current guidelines  

o It is agreed that patchy guidelines can be damaging and cause confusion;  

o It is difficult to know what the role of QQI is and what guidelines might look like and 

what their purpose would be.  However, QQI could provide a framework within which 

flexibility is fostered; 

o Areas of potential support identified by the working groups: 

o There is a lack of online access to different sources and models e.g., models of 

assessment that work elsewhere 

o One of the big challenges is knowing what’s going on where in terms of 

networks, forums etc. that could assist in building professional practice 

o A huge emphasis now needs to be placed on assessment of workplace learning 

and guidance on that is required 

o Some assistance in translating NFQ levels would be useful and help to address 

any views of inconsistency in the FET sector (from those outside the sector) 

o External Authenticators should be given an opportunity, under QQI, to form their 

own community of practice and QQI should provide further guidance on the role 

and its importance 

o A national programme of CPD for those designing and implementing assessment 

is required – in the same way that accountants must keep up their skills  

o A national mentoring scheme that is funded and bespoke would be valuable 

o As the statutory body overseeing standards, QQI should give some direction at a 

national level of what is excellent assessment practice and should facilitate that 

discussion 
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o QQI documents don’t give a qualitative sense of expectations for the award of a 

distinction etc.  There is a role to clarify expectations at Levels, 4, 5 and 6 and 

what a distinction looks like at those levels. 

 

o Learners should be given an active role in developing guidelines.  

 

Assessment in the context of the QBS implementation for the CAS 

o This issue merges staff, learners, levels, the Internal Verifier, the External Authenticator 

and the Results Approval Panel and can highlight academic integrity matters; 

o The calculation of the compound should be the responsibility of the provider; 

o The current system is very prescriptive, and it is difficult to compare attainment in FET 

with higher education as, for example, the marks for a pass and for a distinction are 

different. 

 

Conventions and protocols 

o The achievement of more consistent progression opportunities for learners from further 

education and training to higher education requires facilitation at a national level; 

o The relationship with work-based learning requires some support, this could include 

opportunities provided and facilitated by providers for staff to undertake short 

placements in the workplace; 

o Assessment protocols need to be cognisant of the diversity of learners, particularly in an 

FET setting. 
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RESPONSES TO SECTION 17.5 APPRENTICESHIP ISSUES 

 

The following represents the views from the working group on section 17.5 of the Green Paper. 

 

What can be done to help increase the reliability and validity of competence assessment 

in the workplace? 

o Work placement needs to be authentic and employer-led rather than academic; 

o More cooperation is needed between teachers and trainers and the workplace mentor.  

There needs to be exchanges to show how outcomes should be measured and how 

practice and theory come together; 

o A rubric is required to assist employers to assess learners. 

 

What can be done to encourage industry to become more involved in discussions about 

approaches to assessment? 

o If assessment focuses on skills, it will attract the interest of industry; 

o It’s important to expand the range of sectors in which apprenticeships operate, for 

instance in the digital sector; 

o In America, the trades’ union drive apprenticeship.  There may be some lessons that 

could be learned from that model; 

o Some incentivisation of employers might be helpful but these would need to be chosen 

carefully to ensure that standards are maintained. 

 

 

What can be done (and by whom) to help support professionals in industry who are 

responsible for mentoring and assessing apprentices? What can be done to ensure that 

assessment is suitably consistent while allowing for necessary workplace diversity? 

o Professionals in industry who are responsible for mentoring and assessing apprentices 

need to be engaged in the design of assessment also; 

o The assessment materials themselves need to be innovative and engaging; 

o There is currently a gap between educators and industry that needs to be bridged. 

 

Would it be useful to try establishing a general methodological framework for assessment 

in the context of apprenticeship and traineeship? 
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o It’s important to have committees with provider, employer and learner voices and to 

keep those voices updated; 

o Standards need to be flowing through both the provider and employer contexts. 

 

 

RESPONSES TO SECTION 17.7 EXTERNAL EXAMINING AND AUTHENTICATION 

 

The following represents the views from the working groups on section 17.7 of the Green Paper. 

 

What purposes does external authentication serve? How can it better serve those 

purposes? 

o The external authentication system should be helping to ensure that a qualification 

awarded at a level is of a comparable standard regardless of the location in which it is 

delivered.  The role of the EA is to ensure that the standard has been met, regardless of 

the type of assessment selected; 

o There is a difficulty in sourcing EAs with appropriate experience and so a lot of EA 

reports are quite general; 

o There used to be a centralised EA system with briefings at the start and end of the EA 

process and those individuals learned a lot from the engagement with their peers. Now 

that the system has changed, the EA is on their own.  The system needs QQI to enable a 

dynamic system of exchange amongst EAs; 

o A mentor system would be very valuable where advice could be sought by EAs; 

o EAs often do not receive feedback on their reports and so there is very little opportunity 

for continuous development and improvement in their roles; 

o The value of the EA identifying positive assessment practice should be highlighted 

further; 

o The system relies on EA reports rather than on any discussion or clarification with the 

EA.  The discussion with the EA is often mediated by one individual in the organisation 

and so there is no direct contact with teachers, which can be a missed opportunity; 

o There are issues around low levels and differing levels of financial compensation for this 

role. 

 

Do you think that external authentication reliably ensures that NFQ awards of the same 

type awarded to learners in the same discipline in different institutions are of a similar 

standard to one another? 
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o There doesn’t appear to be an absolute standard across the country; 

o In theory, EAs are supposed to be going into schools and colleges with a level of 

expertise in their areas, but they are often made to sign off on modules that do not 

match their primary areas of knowledge; 

o There isn’t any communication between the EA and learners. This may be right or 

wrong, but it raises questions about whether you can have a standard in the absence of 

an environment; 

o The validity of the EA comments is not considered until the Results Approval Panel (RAP) 

and may be rejected. As a result, the EA doesn’t know if suggested changes have been 

implemented; 

o Some larger providers send EAs to multiple centres to look at the same programme –

that establishes a sense of a local standard. 

 

Do you think a set of guidelines could usefully be established that would apply to all 

external moderation in FET and HET? 

o In higher education, universities have a wide degree of autonomy for policy-making, 

including for exams.  QQI guidelines wouldn’t necessarily be appropriate for HE because 

of that; 

o In higher education, the External Examiner seems to speak to the lecturers and the 

learners and the reporting is more comprehensive.  If these elements were brought into 

the EA system, it could be positive, but the role would then change and supports would 

be required to manage that change; 

o There is a need for guidelines to support standardisation in an activity like external 

authentication which is carried out intermittently; 

o QQI has a new policy on validation – there should be a requirement that the spec for the 

External Authenticator profile that is appropriate to assessing that programme is built 

into the programme document. 

 

 

RESPONSES TO SECTION 17.8 GENERAL ISSUES CONCERNING ACADEMIC INTEGRITY  

The following represents the views from the working groups on section 17.8 of the Green Paper. 

 

Summary of comments from working groups: 

o There needs to be a better way of conveying the seriousness of plagiarism and how to 

avoid it.  Most of the time plagiarism is due to the poor understanding of the student, 

rather than a genuine intent to cheat; 
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o A lot of plagiarism issues can be solved if students are shown how to reference correctly; 

o There is an assumption in the document of bad practice on the part of teaching 

professionals rather than it being an exception to the rule – not convinced that this is a 

widespread issue or that the research supports this assumption; 

o Academic integrity is more about ethics and culture than policing.  Software doesn’t 

address behaviour; 

o Issues around academic integrity can happen when you push people beyond the level at 

which they can participate successfully.   

 

 


