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The Federation of Awarding Bodies is the trade association for vocational and technical awarding 
organisations (AOs) with more than 105 organisations in full membership ranging from large 
generic AOs to those working in specific occupational areas, including professional bodies. Our 
members operate across a wide range of vocational/technical sectors and provide high quality 
qualifications to support learners to progress into, and within, their chosen sector. 63 of our 
members are recognised by CCEA Regulation to deliver qualifications in Northern Ireland. 

 

This summary response to the consultation follows engagement with our Northern Ireland 
Awarding Body Forum, a group of awarding organisations who are actively delivering 
qualifications and hold a particular interest in skills development in Norther Ireland. 

 
Overall reflections 
 

• Overall, we support the ambitious vision for skills development in Northern Ireland as 
presented in the strategy, which clearly builds upon the recommendations from recent 
research on skills in Northern Ireland (e.g. the Northern Ireland College of the Future, 
2021).  

• Economic growth, social inclusion and community cohesion are intrinsically linked to 
education and skills. Improved learning outcomes help drive development in these areas. 
A strong learning culture is therefore essential to modern economies. Economic growth 
has tended to be weaker in Northern Ireland over the last decade than in the UK as a 
whole. Northern Ireland has both a significant productivity gap with the UK, and a lower 
employment rate. Skills development is also essential for Northern Ireland to meet the 
ambition set out in the draft Programme for Government. 

• A strength of the strategy is the focus on having ‘collaboration and co-design at the 
centre’ (p.4), which was also a key recommendation in the recent (2021) Learning and 
Work Institute and OCN NI report on developing skills in Northern Ireland.  As such we 
believe it will be important to retain the value of a diverse range of providers, awarding 
organisations and employer input within the strategy and not to lose sight of the strengths 
such collaboration will bring to the system. 

• Some aspects of the strategy will require government departments to work together and 
co-develop solutions (i.e. building a culture of lifelong learning) alongside employers, 
educationalists and awarding organisations. Developing efficient approaches to cross-
department and cross-organisational working will be essential in the success of the 
initiatives and the outcomes achieved.  

• Awarding organisations already play a proactive role in supporting the development of 
high-quality skills in Northern Ireland by working with key stakeholders and engaging in 
sectoral partnerships. We are keen to continue and enhance this work going forward to 
help deliver on the new skills strategy.  

• It is useful to see similar priorities identified in this strategy to others developed across the 
UK (in the UK Government’s Skills for Jobs White Paper and Welsh Government’s 
PCET Principles for Change). Namely, the focus on lifelong learning, digital skills and 
level 4 and 5 provision. This should enable greater coherence across the changes and 
benefits for employers who operate across the UK and internationally.  We believe it will 

https://www.collegecommission.co.uk/the-northern-ireland-college-of-the-future
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/a-higher-skills-ambition-for-northern-ireland-skills-for-growth-and-social-inclusion/
https://learningandwork.org.uk/resources/research-and-reports/a-higher-skills-ambition-for-northern-ireland-skills-for-growth-and-social-inclusion/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957856/Skills_for_jobs_lifelong_learning_for_opportunity_and_growth__web_version_.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-11/principles-for-change-post-compulsory-education-and-training.pdf


 

  

be important to maximise these similarities in approach wherever possible and so ensure 
there is a strong foundation on which to build skills curricula and 
assessment/accreditation models 

• Funding is clearly key – as the consultation document states, investment is needed in the 
skills system to enable reform and to also replace lost income from, for example, the 
European Social Fund. It will be crucial that this is delivered to maximise efficiency and 
effectiveness for Northern Ireland. 

• We feel that the consultation paper would benefit from the inclusion of a tighter definition 
of lifelong learning. The following comes from UNESCO’s Institute for Lifelong 
Learning: 
 

In essence, lifelong learning is rooted in the integration of learning and living, 
covering learning activities for people of all ages (children, young people, adults 
and the elderly, girls and boys, women and men) in all life-wide contexts (family, 
school, community, workplace and so on) and through a variety of modalities 
(formal, non-formal and informal) which together meet a wide range of learning 
needs and demands. Education systems which promote lifelong learning adopt a 
holistic and sector-wide approach involving all subsectors and levels to ensure the 
provision of learning opportunities for all individuals (p.2). 

 
• The OECD Skills Outlook 2021 provides another useful definition: 

 
Lifelong learning does not involve clear learning paths to a well-defined 
destination. It is a process that guides and helps individuals navigate a reality in 
which the goal is continually redefined because of a changing world (p.25). 
 

• We welcome the strategy’s proposals for the removal of barriers to participation (e.g. the 
expansion of childcare support) and would like to also offer the following points for 
consideration: 
 

i. Introduction of individual learning accounts – these have been successfully 
developed in Scotland and are being considered for introduction in Wales. We 
believe that empowering individuals to be in control of their learning development 
could be a significant incentive to greater participation. 

ii. Align funding support for those working towards part-time level 1-3 qualifications 
with those studying full time - part-time courses are frequently the easiest route 
back for those with time constraints and this route would be facilitated further if the 
financial barrier was removed. 

 

 
The role of qualifications in meeting skills needs 
 

• Qualifications are central to the draft skills strategy as demonstrated in the aims to 
increase the number of people in Northern Ireland with mid-level qualifications and STEM 
qualifications. However, awarding organisations as stakeholders are not visible in the 
strategy documents. Involving AOs in the strategic discussions at an early stage will 
enable them to deliver innovative solutions that effectively align with the strategy and 
intended outcomes. It will also help to maximise the currency of outcomes for learners in 

https://uil.unesco.org/fileadmin/keydocuments/LifelongLearning/en/UNESCOTechNotesLLL.pdf
https://uil.unesco.org/fileadmin/keydocuments/LifelongLearning/en/UNESCOTechNotesLLL.pdf
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/f37893af-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/f37893af-en


 

  

Northern Ireland and improve confidence of employers in widely recognised skills 
accreditation in line with international standards. 

• The key role that qualifications play in ensuring a vocational and accredited outcome at 
the heart of apprenticeship programmes should also be set out in the strategy.  

• The reform of post-16 qualifications in England has the potential to significantly disrupt 
the delivery of qualifications across the UK. The defunding of many level 3 qualifications 
announced following the Department for Education’s recent consultation means that 
some will no longer be financially viable to deliver and may be pulled from the market. 
There remains a great deal of uncertainty over what impact these reforms will have and 
what qualifications will be defunded. This highlights the importance of close 
communication with awarding organisations throughout the skills reform process in 
Northern Ireland to ensure continuity of provision to meet skills needs. We would be 
happy to facilitate engagement with AOs on this important issue.   

• The consultation document suggests that requiring an awarding organisation to validate 
learning can be burdensome, inhibiting the flexible or modularised delivery of learning 
(p.64). It doesn’t need to be so if alternative models could be more beneficial. 
Engagement with awarding organisations would help to alleviate any concerns around 
this issue and enable the development of new approaches to collaborative working. We 
would be happy to facilitate this engagement and ensure that Northern Ireland investors 
can achieve desired outcomes without diluting quality, confidence and recognition of 
outcomes.  
 

The development of the Northern Ireland Skills Council 
 

• We support the development of a new Northern Ireland Skills Council and the 
organisations identified for membership. Careful thought will be required when drafting 
the Terms of Reference. As stated in the consultation document, Ministerial engagement 
with the Council will be key but a degree of independence could be a valuable way to 
ensure that the voices of employers are heard most clearly. Independent leadership of 
the Council may also enable continuity in working towards long-term skills goals even if 
there are Ministerial changes. Stability and consistency of focus will be essential in 
ensuring that partners including awarding organisations can deliver timely solutions to 
support the overall aims of skills reform.  

• In addition to the sub-committee on diversity, what other committees are anticipated to 
report into the Council? Would the Sectoral Partnerships report into the Council, or is it 
anticipated that they will be discontinued and replaced? It is important to reflect on what is 
currently working in the system and not to throw the baby out with the bathwater when 
developing these reforms into action. 

• Qualifications are a vital component in supporting Northern Ireland’s skills ambitions. By 
involving awarding organisations in the Northern Ireland Skills Council, or sub-committee 
structures, we can develop the most effective solutions for learners and employers. Many 
awarding organisations work across the UK and internationally and would bring with them 
evidence-based knowledge and experience of ‘what works’ to usefully feed into the 
Council’s discussions.  

 
 
The Federation of Awarding Bodies welcome the opportunity to respond to this consultation and 
would be happy to meet departmental officials to further expand on these comments if 
appropriate. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/review-of-post-16-qualifications-at-level-3-second-stage

