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Ireland 

The Republic of Ireland adopts an open economic system, which very much depends on international 

trade and access to other countries’ markets. Such a system requires a strong link between the 

education sector, the labor market, and different sectors of industry. For these reasons, Ireland was one 

of the countries which decided at an early stage to develop and implement a qualification framework. 

Its leading role in this regard has been recognized at an international and European levels- as is 

evidenced, for example, by the fact that the Chief Executive of QQI (Quality and Qualifications Ireland) 

has for some years also served as the Chair of the Board of the European Qualifications Framework 

(EQF) and the senior official from the Department of Education and Skills (DES) responsible for this area 

in Ireland is also Chair of the relevant European Bologna Process Committee. 

The Qualification (Education and Training) Act was enacted as early as 1999, and followed up with 

intensive consultation, research, and development. The National Qualification Framework was launched 

in 2003, with systems of awards introduced for higher education and training in 2004, and for vocational 

(Further Education and Training) education in 2006. In 2012 the Quality Assurance (Education and 

Training) Act was enacted and the Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) was established.  

The NQF Ireland is a 10 levels qualification, demonstrating the coherence of quality assurance, 

recognition of prior learning, national skills strategy, workforce development, and job recruitment. 

(Diagram attached, mapped onto the European Qualifications Framework). There are four institutions 

involved in awarding qualifications, namely the Quality and Qualification Ireland (QQI), the State 

Examination Commission (SEC) under the Department of Education and Skills, Dublin Institute of 

Technology, and the seven universities.  

 

 



The strong link between the education sector and the labor market makes the Irish system of particular 

interest for examination. The fully integrated qualifications system with quality assurance systems in 

Ireland, covering vocational education and higher education, is a particularly important and interesting 

aspect. Targeted funding has also been used to support innovative work and sharing of good practice- 

for example, in connecting education with work-based learning and RPL. 

Although a small system, Irish higher education is also interesting to the extent that over a 

comparatively short period of time (15 years or so) it has grown from a relatively low base to combine 

innovation with a strong research output and recognition in international rankings. For example: in 

terms of younger universities (under 50 years of age) 3 Irish universities are in the Times Higher 

Education Global Young Universities Top 100 institutions, and 1 is in the QS Global top 50. In overall 

global rankings, Ireland has 1 university in the Global QS Top 100, and 2 in the THES Global Top 150. 

 

Quality and Qualification of Ireland 

In its brief excerpt the QQI can be described as the followings, 

a) QQI is a state agency under the auspice of the Department of Education and Skills. It was established 

in November 2012 following the amalgamation of the following 4 bodies,  

i. Further Education and Training Awards Council,  

ii. Higher Education and Training Awards Council,  

iii. National Qualification Authority of Ireland, and  

iv. Irish University Quality Board.  

QQI has assumed all functions of those bodies in addition to new functions to develop. QQI will 

develop an International Education Mark for providers of education and training programs to 

international students and will establish a database of programs and qualifications. QQI is expected 

to be able to bring coherence between qualifications and quality assurance in further and higher 

education and training, build on the successes of the legacy bodies, and promote public confidence 

and trust. 

b) The implementation of NQF is very much affected by the economic situation, particularly the supply 

and demand of workers. For example, in the period of economic boom, many construction workers 

do not possess the proper qualifications as required by the NQF. But after the economic crisis in 

2008, they became the first batch to be laid off.  

During the economic boom Ireland experienced a demographic change due to the influx of workers 

from EU countries. The new citizens required certification based on their prior working experiences 

as well as recognition of their previous learning experiences in their previous education. The NQF 

has served well such needs with its systematic qualification system.    

c) The scheme of “apprenticeship”, which is an important element in the Irish education, even before 

the NQF was introduced. Apprenticeship is an alternating education scheme between college and 

workplace, whereby the degree is awarded by the QQI. In order to participate in such program, 

students are required to pay tuition. 

An apprenticeship council was established under the QQI to oversee the programs to ensure that all 

programs comply with the NQF. Apprenticeship scheme was popular among vocational fields such as 



accounting and nursing. Instead of taking a full time course work in the college and earn degree, 

students tend to choose concurrent in-service education program, allowing them to alternate 

between college and work place. The degree is awarded by the QQI.  In recent years, however, the 

profession of accounting and nursing are becoming more academic and requires more college works 

before eligible to enter the profession. 

d) Although QQI is a state agency, it could charge fees in conducting certification process. Around 50% 

of its budget comes from such revenue, whilst the remaining comes from the government budget 

allocation. QQI awards around 150,000 certificates annually, and supported by 70 full time staff.  

e) The ENIC-NARIC system allows individuals from around the world to directly interact with the QQI, 

either for finding information, applying for recognition, or other specific purposes. 

f) In general, universities are self-accrediting institutions in which accreditation is not applicable to 

them. Institutes of technology and other private providers are required to comply with the 

standards and qualifications published by the QQI. 

In carrying out its role as a QA agency, QQI also conducts “meta evaluation” for universities. It 

evaluates and reviews the QA mechanisms and procedures, and produces reports and 

recommendations. All reports and recommendations are publicly available to assure accountability 

and transparency. 

 

 


