
Review of QQI Award Standards: 

Approach and Schedule Discussion paper

This paper contains a proposed approach to the review of QQI award 
standards across further and higher education and training.

Following discussion with relevant stakeholders the approach and 
the review schedule for 2017-19 will be published.

January 2017
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About QQI
Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI), established under the Quality and Qualifications 
(Education and Training) Act 2012 has two key areas of responsibility – quality and qualifications 
– spanning both further and higher education and training. 

Quality Assurance

QQI is the national agency responsible for the external quality assurance of further and higher 
education and training (including Universities, Institutions of Technology, Education and Training 
Boards, the private sector and English language provision) in Ireland1. Specifically, the legislation 
requires QQI:

• To approve the quality assurance procedures of providers of further and higher education and 
training, other than universities;

• To review and monitor the effectiveness of the quality assurance procedures of providers of 
further and higher education, including universities;

• To promote, maintain and further develop the National Framework of Qualifications;

• To advise the Minister in relation to national policy on quality assurance and enhancement in 
education and training;

• To establish a code of practice for the provision of education and training programmes to 
international learners and authorise the use of an International Education Mark by providers 
who comply with the code.

Qualifications

QQI is responsible for the maintenance, development and review of the National Framework of 
Qualifications (NFQ). It validates programmes and makes awards for further and higher education and 
training providers without their own awarding powers. Specifically, the legislation requires QQI:

• To promote, maintain, further develop and implement the NFQ

• To establish the standards of knowledge, skill or competence to be acquired by learners before 
an award can be made by the Authority or by a provider to which authority to make an award has 
been delegated

• To make awards, delegate authority to make an award where it considers it appropriate and 
review and monitor the operation of the authority so delegated

This paper focusses on QQI’s functions relating to qualifications2. It sets out how QQI plans to review its 
existing suite of FET and HET award standards to ensure they meet the needs of individual learners and 
the labour market. 

1 �Universities, DIT and RSCI are autonomous bodies and have power to make their own awards. Institutes of Technology (13) have 
delegated awarding powers from QQI as provided for under the Quality and Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 2012.

2 Policy on Determining Award Standards http://www.qqi.ie/Publications/Policy%20for%20Determining%20Award%20Standards.pdf 
and Policy and Criteria for Making Awards http://www.qqi.ie/Publications/Policy%20and%20Criteria%20for%20Making%20Awards.pdf

About Q
Q

I
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Context
Research demonstrates that education is a means for individuals to realise their full potential 
as well as ensuring sustainable economic and social development. 

A key output of the education and training system are qualifications. The purpose of a qualification 
is to establish what the learner knows and can do. Qualifications are used by learners to access 
further and higher education or employment (including self-employment). 

QQI, inherited from its predecessor’s bodies NFQ policies, criteria, descriptors and a diverse range/
portfolio of award standards and formats. These include:

• broad higher education standards and 

• prescribed further education and training standards, known as the Common Award System (CAS)

In addition, in 2014 QQI published Professional Award Type Descriptors (PATD) at levels 5 and 6 to 
complement the existing exist suite of PATD at levels 7-9. The purpose of the new PATD at levels 5 and 
6 is, in the first instance, to facilitate the development of apprenticeship programmes. PATD can also 
facilitate the recognition of professional awards. 

The use of broad standards is new to the FET sector and provides opportunities for programme 
development leading to QQI awards outside of the Common Award System. Such a development is in 
line with QQI’s ‘Policy for Determining Award Standards’ (December 2014). 

In 2015 draft broad standards were also prepared in core and vocational areas at levels 1-3. QQI plans 
to discuss the drafts with stakeholders. These, along with the Level 5 and 6 PATD’s will provide a conduit 
through which the broad standards approach in FET may be explored.

It is acknowledged that 

- in higher education, consideration should be given to the suite of broad award standards that is 
required to meet the needs of a diverse needs of providers, employers and learners

- further consultation is required on the purpose and possible use of PATD across FET

- the FET sector may need further support and guidance to assist with piloting the use of the broad 
standards approach 

- further work is needed to ensure a national approach to credit across FET that will better 
facilitate transfer and progression.

See Appendix 1.
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Strategic approach

QQI’s strategic approach to qualifications is to ensure that the standards leading to QQI awards 
are relevant and remain fit for purpose. In this regard we have developed a twin track approach. 

• Researching and reviewing new qualification models/approaches for both the further and 
higher education and training sectors (including with regard to credit) while at the same time

• Developing, maintaining and reviewing existing awarding arrangements 

Key features of an optimum qualifications system include

• a unified and coherent system particularly connecting further and higher education and training

• relevant award standards based on sectoral occupational profiles and incorporating relevant 
transversal skills

• awards and programmes specified in terms of learning outcomes

• a common language to facilitate understanding and comparability across the education and 
training system

• learner mobility across the NFQ via transferable credits and clear progression pathways

Such a system needs strong foundations including appropriate labour market intelligence, strong 
stakeholder engagement including effective and innovative education-employer collaboration and 
partnerships and more meaningful work-based learning components. 

The measure of success is that national qualifications are fit for purpose; meet individual and national 
expectations and promote lifelong learning.
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QQI award standards 
QQI award standards are designed to meet the needs of users – in particular providers (when 
developing programmes), employers (to meet labour market needs) and learners (to support 
employability and personal and professional development). The award standards are expressed in 
terms of learning outcomes, clearly stating what a learner should be able to know and do. 

As is normal practice in other jurisdictions QQI award standards were and are developed by a 
consensus process involving relevant stakeholders including providers, communities of practice, 
employers and subject matter experts. In general, development is based on a range of factors including 
evidence of labour market need.

As an awarding body it is incumbent on QQI to review its award standards ‘from time to time’ (QQI policy 
2014) to ensure they are fit for purpose, relevant and of high quality. 

Employment and the work place

Qualifications are mainly provided within the education system and have currency within the labour 
market. The work place as a place of learning in itself also requires more systematic consideration. 
Therefore, employers are key participants and contributors to the development of qualifications. 

Awards certify the knowledge, skill and competence attained by a learner in a particular field of study. 
They may also qualify a learner for a career in a profession or occupation. Awards therefore should 
demonstrate a clear relationship with the relevant occupation or profession. 

The findings of the National Employer Survey 2014 highlighted that employers are generally satisfied 
with the output from the education and training system. However, certain skill gaps were identified. This 
includes: entrepreneurship, business acumen and foreign languages. 

“Ireland’s National Skills Strategy 2025”3 promotes strengthening the interrelationships between 
employers and education and training providers to better support how people learn and work. Also, 
the “Action Plan for Education”4 includes an objective related to ‘Increasing upskilling and reskilling 
opportunities in education and training for those in work’.

 

3 http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/pub_national_skills_strategy_2025.pdf

4 http://www.education.ie/en/The-Department/Action-Plan-for-Education-2016-2019/Action-Plan-for-Education.html
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Scope 
This paper sets out our approach to the review of QQI award standards across further and 
higher education and training. 

The review process will consider an awards standards continued relevance and effectiveness. This will 
require feedback from users including providers, employers and practitioners. The approach includes 

• The identification of key criteria against which the award standards will be reviewed.  

• A streamlined process that includes stakeholder engagement and the formation of appropriate 
field specific review groups

• A consultation process that includes stakeholder engagement on both the approach and the 
draft standards as they are available.

• The adoption of a regular review cycle whereby all award standards will be automatically 
considered for review on at least a five-year basis.  A review will be scheduled if it is considered 
that the award standards are out of date and not fit for purpose.  If they are deemed to be still 
relevant, and do not require a review, they will be further considered every two years.  

To maximise effectiveness and consistency of practice, QQI plans where possible to review award 
standards by field of learning (see Appendix 2) across a range of levels. 

Overall the review aims to:

• Ensure standards (i.e. the intended learning outcomes – academic/vocational and transversal) 
are relevant, fit for purpose and meet the needs and expectations of learners, providers and 
employers

• Enhance employability and entrepreneurship   

• Identify gaps where new award development may be required

With regard to HET, the review process aims to:

• Review the broad higher education standards in Art and Design, Business, Computing, 
Engineering, Science, Nursing and Midwifery, Social Care

• Consult relevant stakeholders as to whether QQIs award classifications for HE as outlined in 
‘Assessment and Standards (Revised 2013)’ remain appropriate.  

With regard to FET, the review process aims to:

• Remove unnecessary duplication across named awards

• Ensure appropriate transversal skills included

• Revisit work experience/practice minor awards and the associated learning outcomes

• Review all named major and special purpose5 awards 

• Make a number of changes to the structure of the Common Award System, including 

- replacing residue credit with mandatory or elective credit

- eliminating grading of major, special purpose and supplemental awards (evidence suggests 
that this has no value or purpose)

- introducing capstone  minor awards within some major awards (to ensure greater 
integration of learning)

• Identify named awards that are no longer in use or required and schedule for deactivation

Following discussion with stakeholders the approach and a review schedule for 2017-18 will be 
published (see Appendix 2 for proposed FET schedule). The reviews already in train are included for 
information. 

5 �Exceptions include CSCS and QSCS special purpose awards as QQI is in discussion with SOLAS and Department of Jobs Enterprise and 
Innovation to deactivate these awards based on a review undertaken by FETAC in 2011.

S
cope 
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Process
Methodology

QQI will carry out the review of award standards in cooperation with stakeholders including industry 
sectors, employers and relevant education and training providers. 

QQI will work closely with the new structures set out in the National Skills Strategy: The Regional Skills 
Fora and the National Skills Council.

Standard Review Groups will be established for each field of learning. Terms of Reference (see Appendix 
3) will be agreed with each sector/group. Each Review Group will include representation from: 

- Relevant providers

- Industry/Sectoral bodies with an interest in the named awards

- Communities of practice

- International expertise (where appropriate)

- Other interest groups as appropriate e.g. Regional Skills Fora

Standards Review Group will be supported by a dedicated subject matter expert (SME), who will prepare 
the draft award standard(s). 

Standard Review Groups will be asked to consider existing sectoral occupational standards and/or 
profiles, where they exist6. Where they do not exist, Review Groups will be asked to consult industry 
bodies and employers to better profile relevant occupations.

In terms of FET selection and scheduling will be based on: usage as evidenced by certification 
data, scale of provision and the age of current standards. Subject specific review groups will also 
be established to review the standards of certain generic minor awards e.g. communications, team 
working, work experience and transversal skills. All vocationally specific minor award standards will be 
considered in the context of their usage across a range of major/special purpose awards. 

Consultation

QQI will also consult on the field specific draft standards as they become available. Notification will be 
sent electronically to providers, employers, interest groups and public and private representative bodies 
for comment and input. Drafts will be available on the QQI website consultation page accompanied by 
an online survey seeking feedback. 

When appropriate QQI will also hold consultation events at which stakeholders and interested parties 
may participate. 

The feedback from the consultation process will be considered by the relevant Review Group. Drafts will 
be revised as appropriate. The Review Group will then recommend the final standards to QQI. 

Governance

The governance of the review and adoption of awards and standards is overseen by QQI’s Policies and 
Standards Committee (PSC). Its Terms of Reference include the functions to:

- Adopt, or otherwise, new standards and subject guidelines and NFQ award-type descriptors 
presented to it for consideration by the executive; 

-	 Consider existing award standards presented to it by the executive or the Programme and 

6 �E.g. ESCO – European Skills, Competences, Qualifications and Occupations (https://ec.europa.eu/esco/portal/home)  or International 
Standard Classification of Occupations (
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Awards Executive Committee and make determinations regarding their continued 
appropriateness; 

When a Review Group has completed its work plan and has recommended the revised 
standards to QQI, they will be presented to the PSC. The PSC will make the decision to adopt (or 
otherwise) the standards. The PSC meets up to 5 times a year.
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Implementation and Impacts
It is acknowledged that the review of award standards has implications for providers. The 
introduction of QQI’s “Core Policies and Criteria for the Validation of Programmes of Education 
and Training” (2016) will be significant in this regard. Following the publication of revised award 
standards, both further and higher education and training providers will be required to review their 
programmes and re-submit for validation in accordance with the above policy. QQI will be mindful of 
the impact on providers. 

Following the review of higher education standards, existing standards will be withdrawn immediately 
post adoption by the PSC and validation of new programmes and revalidation of existing programmes 
will commence based on the new/revised standards. 

In the case of FET awards being replaced will generally be identified for deactivation in the December 
of the year following publication of the newly revised standard. Implementation schedules will be 
discussed with relevant stakeholders in advance. 
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Consultation questions
QQI invites feedback on the questions below. Responses can be made via Survey Monkey at 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/V2FVGHZ .

Approach
1.	 What is your view of the approach to reviewing QQI award standards as outlined in this consultation 

paper? 

2.	 Is the approach feasible? 

3.	 Do you have an alternative option?

4.	 Do you have any views on the proposed schedules?

5.	 If you are willing to participate in Award Standards Review Groups or comment on draft award 
standards when published for consultation please indicate which fields of learning are of particular 
interest you.

HET Standards Related
6.	 Please identify any gaps in QQI’s suite of HET award standards

7.	 Do you consider that 5 years is an appropriate schedule for review of QQI HET award standards?

8.	 Do you think that HET award classification needs to be reviewed and what issues do you foresee in 
doing so?

FET Standards Related
9.	 How can best use be made of occupational standards or profiles?

10.	 How best and to what extent can and should work based learning be incorporated within the 
requirements of the FET awards?

11.	 Would removal of the residue credit feature enhance the major award standard? 

12.	 Will it make the award standard more relevant?

13.	 Should further education and training major, special purpose and supplemental awards be graded?

14.	 What is your view on the introduction of a capstone module in some major awards and what issues 
do you foresee in implementing such a feature consistently?

15.	 Please identify any gaps in QQI’s suite of FET award standards

16.	 Do you agree with the proposed amendments to the Common Award System? Are there other 
amendments that merit consideration?

Impact of Review
17.	 In HET what issues/impacts do you foresee for providers, learners, employers?

18.	 In FET what issues/impacts do you foresee for providers, learners, employers?

19.	 Any other comments?
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Appendix 1
Table 1: FET award standards by level across all ISCED Fields of Learning

Number of awards by level

Type Total Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Level 6

Majors 170 2 1 4 15 89 59

Special Purpose 102 0 0 3 7 36 56

Supplemental 2 0 0 0 0 0 2

 274 2 1 7 22 125 117

Table 2: HET award standards 

Standards Developed 

Generic Major Awards - Awards Standards − Hetac 2003

Art and Design - Award Standards Hetac August 2005

Business - Award Standards Hetac August 2005

Computing - Award Standards Hetac August 2005

Engineering - Award Standards Hetac August 2005

Science - Award Standards Hetac August 2005

Nursing and Midwifery - Awards Standards Hetac November 2005

Social Care Work - Awards Standards Hetac September 2010

Architecture - Awards Standards Hetac April 2011

Professional Master of Education – Award Standard QQI May 2014

Counselling and Psychotherapy – Awards Standards QQI May 2014

English Language Teaching - Awards Standards QQI 2015

Architectural Technology – Award Standards QQI 2016

Standards developed and published by HETAC were adopted and rebranded by QQI.The NFQ’s major 
award-type descriptors are default standards for HET awards. These ‘generic standards’ apply in the 
absence of more specific NFQ awards standards. 
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Appendix 2
Proposed Annual Calendar of HET and FET Review Activity

2016 

Continue/ Commence Activity Description Expected outcomes

FET Level 1- 3 review Consultation paper on approach 
to review, prescribed standards 
and broad standards

Publication of approach to 
review end 2016

Completion of standards in 2017

FET Level 5 & 6 Agriculture Review of level 5 and level 6 
major awards in Agriculture and 
Level 6 Special Purpose Farm 
Administration.

Publication of standards Q4 
2016

2017

Commence Activity Description Expected outcomes

FET Level 4 to 6 Transversal 
Skills/Work related

Set up review group Q1 2017

Commence review of Level 4 to 6 
transversal/work related

Public Consultation Q3 2017

Publication of revised standards 
from Q3 2017 (as needed in 
compound awards)

FET Level 4 to 6 Hospitality/ 
Tourism related award 
standards 

Set up review group Q1 2017

Commence review of Level 4 
to 6 Hospitality related award 
standards.

Public Consultation Q3 2017

Publication of revised standards 
Q4 2017

FET Level 4 to 6 Healthcare 
related 

Set up review group Q1 2017

Commence review of Level 4 
to 6 Healthcare related award 
standards.

Public Consultation Q3-Q4 2017

Publication of revised standards 
Q4 2018

HET Nursing and Midwifery Set up review group to 
consider impact of Nursing 
and Midwifery Board of Ireland 
Nurse Registration Programmes 
Standards and Requirements

To be determined

HET Level 6 to 9 Social Care Update to take account of 
CORU Criteria for Education and 
Training Programmes

Refreshed standards

HET Level 6 to 9 Computing Set up review group Q1 2017

Commence review of L6-9 HE 
Computing standards

Public consultation Q2 2017

Revised standards published Q4 
2017

FET Level 4 to 6 Art, Craft, Design Set up review group Q2 2017

Commence review of Level 4 
to 6 Art, Craft, Design award 
standards.

Public Consultation Q2 2018

Revised standards published Q3 
2018
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Appendix 2
FET Level 4 to 6 Horticulture /
Forestry

Set up review group Q3 2017

Commence review of Level 4 to 
6 Horticulture related award 
standards.

Public Consultation Q2 2018

Revised standards published Q3 
2018

HET Level 6 to 9 Business Set up review group Q4 2017

Commence review of L6-9 HE 
Business standards

Public consultation Q2 2018

Revised standards published Q3 
2018

HET Level 6 to 9 Art and Design Set up review group Q4 2017

Commence review of L6-9 HE 
Art and Design standards

Public consultation Q2 2018

Revised standards published Q3 
2018

2018

Commence Activity Description Expected outcomes

FET Level 4 to 6 Business, 
Administration and Law related 

Set up review group Q1 2018 
Commence review

Public Consultation Q3 2018

Revised standards published Q3 
2019

FET Level 4 to 6 Engineering/ 
Construction related 

Set up review group Q2 2018

Commence review

Public Consultation Q4 2018

Revised standards published Q4 
2019

HET Level 6-9 Engineering Set up review group Q4 2017

Commence review of L6-9 HE 
Engineering standards

Public consultation Q2 2019

Revised standards published Q4 
2019

HET Level 6-9 Science Set up review group Q4 2018

Commence review of L6-9 HE 
Science standards

Public consultation Q2 2019

Revised standards published Q4 
2019
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Appendix 3
Award Standards Review Group

Terms of reference

Purpose

The purpose of the Awards Standards Review Group is primarily to ensure that the QQI award standards 
within the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) are relevant and fit for purpose. The work and 
recommendations of the ASRG are informed by external expertise and sectoral requirements. 

Functions

The Awards Standards Review Group will: 

• Inform itself of QQI policies and procedures

• Consider current and future requirements of a sector/s

• Review occupational standards and/or profiles 

• Consider international practice

• Consider access, transfer and progression routes 

• Prepare draft standards including revised learning outcomes 

• Make recommendations to QQI and if appropriate identify areas for new award development

• Identify matters regarding standards that may be referred to the Policies and Standards 
Committee

Reporting

The ASRG will submit periodic reports outlining details of its activities at agreed intervals to the QQI 
Executive

Composition 

The ASRG will consist of approximately eight members (including the Chairperson) made up of 
representatives of communities of practice, FET and HET providers, professional and occupational 
associations, employers and where appropriate regulators and funders. A dedicated subject matter 
expert will be assigned to each group. The executive will appoint a chairperson to each ASRG. 

Assignment to a review group will be on the basis of:

• expert knowledge and/or experience of the issue(s) under consideration 

• capacity to contribute a wide range of viewpoints

• representation of affected stakeholders 

Frequency of Meetings 

The ASRG will meet on a schedule to be determined in agreeing the Terms of Reference. 

Draft minutes of each meeting will be provided to the executive.
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