A focused review of the implementation and
effectiveness of the QA procedures for RPL
and Assessment at City Education Group

(City College Dublin [CCD] since 1 September
2025)



1. Background and Context

The Focused Review Process

As part of its statutory remit, QQl is empowered to carry out a focused review at institutional level

under section 34(1)(b) of the Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education and Training) Act

2012 (hereinafter ‘the 2012 Act’)!in circumstances where concerns have come to its attention

in relation to the implementation and effectiveness of the provider’s QA procedures®. Such a

review is intended to:

- Determine that the quality assurance procedures established by a provider under the 2012
Act have been implemented.

- Evaluate the effectiveness of a provider’s quality assurance procedures for the purposes of
establishing, ascertaining, maintaining, and improving the quality of education, training,
research and related services offered by the provider.

- Confirm that directions issued previously by QQl in relation to the effectiveness of a
provider’s QA procedures have been complied with.

QAQl has established Procedures for Focused Reviews on the Implementation and Effectiveness of
Provider QA Procedures?, which guide the focused review process.
Identification of Causes for Concern and Subsequent Engagement

In late 2023, concerns were identified by QQl, the Department of Education (DoE) and the
Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth (DCEDIY) relating to City Education
Group’s (CEG) (since 1 September 2025, 'City College Dublin', or CCD) procedures for advanced entry
and for assessment on higher education programmes (see detail of concerns identified on p. 5 of
this report). Following engagement between QQl and the two departments, it was agreed that QQl
would meet with CEG to discuss the concerns. Representatives from CEG and QQl met in January
2024; based on discussions at the meeting and the evidence that QQl had gathered prior to that
meeting, QQI considered that the matter necessitated a focused review of the effectiveness of CEG’s
Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) procedures and their implementation. QQl therefore initiated a
focused review of the implementation and effectiveness of CEG’s quality assurance procedures under
section 34(1)(b) of the 2012 Act. A letter of notification was issued to CEG by QQl’s CEO on 20
February 2024.

Conduct of the Focused Review Process

Terms of reference were developed by QQl and were issued to CEG on 3 April. An independent
external review team was appointed, which comprised expertise in recognition of prior learning,
social sciences, and quality assurance. A provider statement was developed by CEG and, following
its submission to QQl in July 2024, the review team?® undertook a desk review of the statement. A
site visit was held on 13 August 2024.

A report was drafted by the review team and submitted to QQl on 23 August 2024. The provider
had the opportunity to comment on the report’s factual accuracy and submit a formal response to
the report, which it did on 30 August 2024. As part of the response, and in accordance with the
terms of reference, CEG was requested to update its RPL procedures for the review team’s

! The statutory basis for focused reviews is set out in Section 34(1)(b) of the Qualifications and Quality Assurance
(Education and Training) Act, 2012

2.QQl (2017), Procedures for Focused Reviews on the Implementation and Effectiveness of Provider QA
Procedures.

3 The term ‘review panel’ (used in the original version of this report) has been changed to ‘review team’
throughout the report to reflect the language used within the QQl procedures and to ensure consistency of
terminology in the report.
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consideration and approval. The revised procedures were submitted to QQl on 11 October. The
review team subsequently considered the revised procedures, and the review report was
updated to reflect the review team’s evaluation. CEG was asked to review the revised report for
any factual inaccuracies and invited to submit a formal response to the report on 5 December
2024. A formal response was submitted by CEG on 22 January 2025, at which time CEG also
confirmed that it was satisfied that the report was factually accurate.

Identification of Procedural Errors in the Conduct of the Focused Review Process
Following conclusion of the review process, QQl established that there had been procedural errors in
the conduct of the review process. These errors related to the:

1. review objectives set out within the terms of reference, which, as outlined above, provided for the
review team to consider and either approve or not approve a revised version of CEG’s RPL
procedures.

2. possible outcomes available for the review team to recommend to QQl (i.e. the review team was
instructed that it could, where necessary, propose ‘mandatory changes’ and ‘considerations’,
whereas the focused review procedures allow for ‘directions’ and ‘recommendations’); the review
team was not provided with the option of proposing withdrawal of the provider’s QA procedures
where grave deficiencies were identified.

3. absence of a learner representative on the review team, in spite of provision being made for same
within the terms of reference for the review.

In the view of the executive, the errors identified had no impact on the substance of the review
team’s findings.

Actions taken to remedy Procedural Errors

The executive presented the report alongside an overview of the procedural errors to the Approvals
and Reviews Committee (ARC) at its meeting of 31 March. The ARC instructed the executive to
reconvene the review team to agree remedial actions to rectify the errors identified. The review team
was reconvened in April/May and July 2025. The review team members agreed with the QQI executive
that the errors identified did not impact the substance of their findings. It was agreed that:

1. the review outcomes proposed by the review team would be reframed from ‘mandatory
changes’ and ‘considerations’ to ‘recommendations’. Where the review team considered
mandatory changes were critical, recommendations would be directed for action as a matter of
urgency.

2. given the significance and urgency of the review team’s findings, a specific monitoring plan will
be put in place to monitor CEG’s response and progress in addressing the recommendations in
the report. As part of the monitoring plan, CEG will be required to adhere to a specific
timeframe and process to respond to and address the key recommendations. Periodic reports
will specifically include quantitative data about the number of learners entering CEG
programmes through RPL routes and the progression of those learners through those
programmes. Monitoring meetings (to be accompanied by the submission of monitoring
reports) will initially be scheduled for November 2025 and July 2026. Additional meetings and
reports will be scheduled as required.

3. section 8 of the review report, in which the review team considered and commented upon
CEG'’s revised RPL procedures, would be removed from the review report.

Note: It was agreed by QQl and the review team that it was not possible to remedy the absence of the
learner representative, but QQl commits to ensuring that learner representation is included on all
higher education review and evaluation teams going forward.
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This report details the process undertaken, and the associated outcomes. Where necessary,
the report has been annotated to indicate where remedial action has been taken to ensure
alignment with QQI policy and procedure. The original terms of reference, alongside the site
visit schedule, have been appended to the report.

2. Objectives of the Review

The review focused explicitly on the implementation and effectiveness of CEG’s QA procedures
in relation to RPL, when used for assigning credit and as a form of assessment on its degree
programmes.

The objectives of the review were to:

e Determine that the quality assurance procedures established by City Education Group
under Section 28 of the 2012 Act were being implemented, were appropriate and fit for
purpose and were applied in 2022 and 2023 in relation to (i) the assignment of credit on
the basis of recognition of prior learning and (ii) the process of assessment of learners
who have been granted advanced entry through RPL.

e Evaluate the effectiveness of information supplied by City Education Group through the
validation process to ensure that RPL would be used appropriately on its degree
programmes.

e Evaluate the changes to QA and academic governance processes made by City

Education Group. [Note from QQI Executive: As set out above, this objective
was not appropriate to a focused review process.]

3. Review Team

The members appointed by QQl to the review team were:

e Dr Anna Kelly, Chair, Adjunct Associate Professor & Co-Director, UCD Inclusive Design
Research Centre

e Dr Michael Hall, Subject Matter Expert, Head of Department in the School of Health
and Social Sciences, MTU

e Ms Alexandra Anton-Aherne, Report Writer, Coordinating Consultant and Research
Assistant, ThreeSixtylnsights

The review team was tasked with focusing on the internal QA processes and governance relating
to recognition of prior learning (RPL) for advanced entry and for assessment.

The review team was also invited to identify any lessons to be learned both in relation to CEG’s
institutional systems and QQl’s ex-ante programme validation process, particularly in the
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context of professional accreditation.

4. Review Methods

The focused review was conducted using a mixture of desk research and a virtual site visit. The
review team were provided with the CEG Provider Statement by QQl and additional supporting
documentation. The review team met with representatives of CEG senior management and
academic staff during a virtual site visit that took place on 13 August 2024.

5. Review Findings Against Objectives of Review

In Ireland, Early Childhood Education and Care is a regulated employment area, with the
Department of Education and the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and
Youth (DCEDIY) both having regulatory roles. The Qualifications Advisory Board (QAB) is an
instrument of these departments to approve higher education qualifications in the area of Early
Childhood Education and Care. In recent years, they have issued Professional Award Criteria
and Guides (PACG) which these programmes must adhere to. One of the QAB’s regulations,
stated in the PACG, is that ‘An NFQ Level 6 further education award in ECCE (or equivalent) can
be deemed to have a maximum credit value of 60 ECTS for the purposes of advanced entry into
a degree programme’. CEG had a Bachelor of Arts (Honours) in Early Childhood Education and
Care programme approved by QAB in October 2020 and validated by QQl in April 2021.

The first Level 7 degree awards were made in August 2023 to learners who had enrolled on a part
time programme in September 2022. QQIl monitoring identified that learners had graduated
on a 3-year Level 7 degree programme in CEG within a year of enrolment. QQl was contacted
by external groups, including the QAB, with queries regarding what had been reported to
them, namely that CEG was enrolling learners into year 3 of a four-year honours degree
programme and that learners were exiting the programme with a Level 7 degree after one year.
Both issues indicated that CEG was offering advanced entry into Stage 2, meaning year 3 of the
CEG four-year programme to learners who met CEG’s criteria. Having met on a number of
occasions in late 2023 and early 2024, QQl and the two departments agreed that this issue
needed to be investigated. QQl met with CEG representatives on 24 January 2024 for a detailed
discussion of the issue, including the RPL criteria, process and quality assurance. The advanced
entry process and criteria (QQl Advanced Certificate in ECCE plus at least one year’s experience
as Room Lead in a childcare setting) were confirmed by CEG. It emerged that there was little or
no academic governance of the RPL process for advanced entry. CEG confirmed that the
procedures and quality assurance of advanced entry were the same for the other Level 8
programme validated i.e. Business Studies. A focused review was initiated, and a formal
process began.

The review team met on Wednesday 7" August and planned the approach that would be taken
during the virtual site visit on Tuesday 13" August. It was agreed for the focus of the site visit to
be two-fold, in line with the objectives of this focused review. First, the review team would aim
to understand the learnings achieved by CEG with regard to RPL and the issues that have led

CEG to this focused review. Second, the review team would seek to understand CEG’s planned
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approach for the future, including the revised RPL policy and procedure document. The
outcomes of the focused review site visit are outlined below in accordance with the relevant
focus areas, highlighted in Section 2 of this report.

5.1 Past Implementation of QA Procedures

Objective 1: Determine that the quality assurance procedures established by City
Education Group under Section 28 of the 2012 Act were being implemented, were
appropriate and fit for purpose and were applied in 2022 and 2023 in relation to (i) the
assignment of credit on the basis of recognition of prior learning and (ii) the assessment of
learners who have been granted advanced entry through RPL.

As indicated by objective 1 in Section 2 of this report, the role of the review team was to
determine whether the quality assurance procedures established by CEG were being
implemented, were appropriate and fit for purpose with regard to 2023 both in relation to the
assignment of credit on the basis of recognition of prior learning and the assessment of learners
granted advanced entry through RPL. The review team engaged with CEG using a
conversational and scenario-based approach in order to gain understanding of the proceedings
that led to this focused review. Attendees were welcomed to answer questions and support
fellow colleagues’ answers as needed.

The review team urged CEG representatives to summarise their understanding of what RPL
offers to them as an education provider. Various CEG representatives answered, outlining that
RPL wasn’t always embedded or explicit within the CEG QA system and noted that RPL in
general perhaps previously wasn’t given enough consideration within the wider education
sector. It was noted that over the last number of years, RPL has grown in importance. More
awareness exists now, in terms of its opportunities but also in its challenges and limitations. It
was further noted that RPL became a focus at CEG over the Covid-19 pandemic, when the
group learned in more detail how RPL can be of benefit. CEG acknowledged that RPL is how
deemed to be an important feature in new programme development. Representatives further
explained that RPL offers education opportunities for individuals with significant experience
and existing

qualifications, and ultimately brings diversity and experience into the classroom and workforce.
The Bachelor of Arts (Honours) in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) programme was
highlighted in particular, as the first to adopt RPL-based advanced entry at CEG. It was noted
that the programme has been delivered for approximately two and a half years.

The review team queried CEG’s understanding of RPL as a strategic approach to advance entry.
Representatives noted that RPL offers an opportunity to recognise prior qualifications and
experience; offers opportunities for further development; brings rich knowledge and valuable
experience into the classroom for everyone to learn from. CEG also noted that the RPL route
brings students with different skillsets, for example critical thinking and communication skills,
as well as students with different outlooks.

The review team were particularly interested in perceived challenges around the

implementation of the RPL process, as experienced by CEG, that led to the development of the
new RPL policy and procedure being presented to the review team. CEG representatives noted
that the process was initiated by a query from QAB and QQI regarding the RPL process. However,
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the review team was informed that processes are constantly reviewed and updated at CEG. The
involvement of QAB and QQI led to the RPL process being examined in detail, with the aim of
making it more robust. CEG representatives noted that the lack of regulation around RPL was
challenging; they felt that their process was fair, however recognised that certain gaps existed.
The need for more robust and reflective procedures was highlighted as a learning from this
process by CEG representatives.

The review team sought to understand the RPL process historically. CEG representatives
provided detail on the process and provided relevant examples. A challenge was highlighted by
CEG representatives in terms of investigating experience based/non-certified learning. The
review team had further questions around the governance of the RPL committee convened to
assess eligible RPL applications. CEG representatives explained that processes in general are
CEG-wide and upon reflection it was recognised that a higher governance structure would
strengthen the approval process.

CEG clarified that for the NFQ Level 8 ECEC programme, Stage 1 relates to year 1 and year 2 of
the programme, and Stage 2 relates to year 3 of the programme. It was noted that advanced
entry to Stage 2 of the programme was available to applicants through the RPL process. CEG
representatives noted that upon reflection, difficulties existed with regard to the regulatory
body, allowance of credits to students with existing degrees and professional experience. CEG
noted the importance of meeting stage learning outcomes and highlighted changes within the
sector at the time, namely, the development of the professional award standards for the early
years sector (ultimately approved by the QAB). The review team sought to understand CEG’s
process of reviewing admissions and RPL data with a view to the conclusions drawn and the
changes that took place as a result. CEG representatives stated that there were no
issues/complications with regard to the advanced entry applicants and CEG were satisfied with
their overall progression through the programme.

The CEG NFQ Level 8 ECEC programme has an embedded exit award (Level 7 BA in Early
Childhood and Care) which is available for students that cannot continue their studies. The
review team sought clarification as to CEG’s understanding of the reasons students exited the
programme early. Examples noted included students gaining employment; financial difficulties;
personal circumstances. It was also noted that the sector is predominantly female oriented and
so maternity leave may also be an impacting factor. The review team sought to understand
CEG’s main learnings around the RPL process and changes for the future. Representatives from
CEG stated that perhaps students coming from Further Education (FE) didn’t have a good
understanding of the Higher Education (HE) expectations. The need for preparedness and
guidance was noted as a learning by CEG. The minimum requirement for experiential learning
was also mentioned, with CEG representatives noting that upon reflection the one-year work
experience requirement was perhaps not enough. It was noted that the requirement of a longer
duration of experiential learning would be beneficial in future. CEG representatives further
noted the need for transparency around the RPL process and acknowledged this as a further
learning.

The panel sought to understand how, in practice, CEG distinguishes between certified and
uncertified learning in terms of entry requirements for advanced entry. CEG noted that both
certified and uncertified learning was required as part of the eligibility criteria (one year work
experience as well as the NFQ FE Level 6 ECCE). The panel also sought clarification around the
stages of the programme referred to throughout conversation. It was explained that CEG initially
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envisaged the Level 8 ECEC programme to be an accelerated degree (three years). However, due
to change in the sector, it was decided that the NFQ Level 8 ECEC programme would become a
four-year programme where stage 1 was divided into two parts as follows: Stage 1 Part A (year
one), Stage 1 Part B (year 2), Stage 2 (year 3). CEG noted that historically, an NFQ Level 6 FE
qualification (60 ECTS) would grant access to Stage 1 Part A (year 1). An RPL assessment would
then be carried out if experience was available to account for the additional 60 ECTS (Stage 1
Part B, year 2) in order to allow entry to Stage 2 (year 3). It was noted that previously access to
Stage 1 Part B (year 2) was not permitted. This has been reviewed since, and the changes
proposed to the procedure allow advanced entry to Stage 1 Part B (year 2). It was later clarified
that advanced entry to Stage 1 Part B (year 2) was indeed possible, however never availed of, as
those applicants withdrew their application when they realised that they could not advance to
Stage 2 (year 3).

5.2 Effectiveness of Updated QA Procedures

Objective 2: Evaluate the effectiveness of information supplied by City Education Group
through the validation process to ensure that RPL would be used appropriately on its
degree programmes.

Objective 3: Evaluate the changes to QA and academic governance processes made by
City Education Group.

The second session of the review team focused on the CEG proposed RPL Policy. In this

session, the review team aimed to discuss and understand the effectiveness of CEG’s updated
QA procedures. A scenario-based line of questioning was adopted for this session. This involved
a hypothetical applicant being considered through the proposed amended RPL procedure.

The review team sought to clarify and understand CEG’s justification for not acknowledging the
60 credits from the NFQ FE Level 6 ECCE for the purpose of advanced entry to Stage 1 Part A
(year 1). CEG representatives noted that this was a misunderstanding and that CEG do in fact
accept the NFQ FE Level 6 ECCE credits toward advanced entry to Stage 1 Part B. They noted
that the original NFQ FE Level 6 ECCE programme is no longer offered and that a new FE Level 6
ECC has been developed. In order to account for the gaps in professional award standards
between the new programmes, bridging modules have been developed for applicants with the
original ECCE qualification. These ensure that all the learning outcomes are met before
admission to the degree programme. Detail was provided by the CEG team around the bridging
modules.

The review team asked CEG to explain the proposed RPL policy and process. It was noted that
the process begins with a pre-screening stage where the admissions office gathers applicant
information in relation to eligibility. Four main questions are used to determine whether the
applicantis deemed eligible at this stage and is sent the RPL application form, these are:

- Are you working in the sector?

- If relevant, how long are you working in the sector?

- Ifrelevant, what is your role in the sector?

- If relevant, how long post qualification are you working in the sector?

The review team sought to understand whether support or guidance is available to applicants
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completing the RPL application form. CEG representatives noted that support in relation to this
has not been requested previously however, acknowledged that perhaps a Frequently Asked
Questions (FAQ) document would be helpful to applicants, in particular to international
applicants that may not be familiar with the Irish higher education context. The review team
referenced CEDEFOP* and highlighted the importance of counselling and guidance provision to
applicants with regard to completing RPL application forms. The importance of connecting
support with the procedure was further noted. CEG representatives felt that the proposed RPL
policy was created in line with these guidelines, however the review team noted that the main
steps in the CEDEFOP document were not reflected in detail in the CEG RPLdocument.

The review team sought to understand the next stage in the RPL process and asked CEG
representatives to explain the procedure by which RPL applications are assessed. It was noted
that once the application has been submitted, a Course Committee is convened. The first task
of the Course Committee is to ensure that all necessary information is available and once
satisfied, proceed to evaluate whether the applicant meets the learning outcomes per stage.
CEG representatives informed the review team that an updated form exists such that the most
up to date version of the proposed RPL policy now includes detailed questions within the
portfolio, which map more directly to module learning outcomes. The review team did not have
sight of this version in advance of the meeting and therefore could not comment on it. The
review team referenced Section 10, Part D of the proposed RPL policy, with reference to the
assessment of a learner’s application. It is noted that ‘A range of assessment mechanisms may
be used (e.g. portfolios, interviews, essays, examinations, etc.). This stage must be appropriate
to the application and fit for purpose’. Members of the review team queried the use of ad-hoc
bespoke assessment rather than using the established module assessment strategy for the
relevant module(s), which have been already validated. CEG representatives noted that they
had not considered providing an assessment in that regard but welcomed the suggestion from
the review team.

The review team had concerns in terms of the minimum experiential learning required for the
RPL process, where duration of experience seems to be regarded more highly than quality of
experience (e.g. nature of duties, diversity, etc). The review team queried whether duration is a
valid criterion to so heavily influence determination of eligibility and noted that the professional
award criteria guidelines state that practice placement must be supervised, structured, varied
and assessed within a Tusla registered setting. The review team therefore sought to understand
CEG’s approach to mapping/assessing prior work experience against the professional award
criteria guidelines. CEG representatives argued that in future the practice placement element
will be accounted for, both on the new NFQ FE Level 6 ELC award (150 hours of work
experience/placement) and via the access to year 2 pathway (300 hours of supervised
placement). CEG noted that employment hours can also be counted towards placement
hours/supervised work placement hours.

The review team further sought to understand CEG’s proposed approach in terms of assessing
certified learning, namely the process for confirming that learning outcomes for Stage 1 have
been satisfied. CEG representatives stated that for advanced entry to Stage 1 Part B of the Level
8 ECEC programme, applicants would be exempted for 60 credits. The review team highlighted

4 Cedefop, European guidelines for validating non-formal and informal learning, Publications Office of the European
Union, 2023, https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2801/389827

9/45


https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2801/389827

that section 8.1 of the proposed RPL policy states the following: ‘CEG recognises up to 60 ECTS
in respect of undergraduate advanced entry admission to a programme of 180 ECTS at NFQ
Level 7, and 120 ECTS to a programme of 240 ECTS at NFQ Level 8’. The review team
recommend that any exceptions to this policy be included in the policy as an appendix, for
clarity. This encompasses the inclusion of professional award criteria (or other requirements) in
regulated professions such as the early learning sector. The review team advised the CEG team
to consider how the QAB and other regulatory bodies might be consulted in the case of RPLin
regulated programmes.

In terms of credit recognition for module exemption, the review team outlined that various
sections of the proposed RPL policy make reference to certified prior learning being ‘typically’
required (sections 7.2, 8.1, 9.2). The inclusion of language such as ‘typically’, ‘normally’,

‘should’, ‘may’ was queried by the review team. The review team encouraged CEG to review the
language used in the policy, for example the use of the word ‘typically’ because such terms may
suggest non-binding elements to a procedure, which is not appropriate in this context.
Furthermore, the review team noted that the proposed policy does not reference informal learning
and sought to understand whether this was a purposeful limitation or an error. CEG
representatives noted that the intention was to create a policy representative of all programmes
while also being more conservative. The CEG team were encouraged to consider the consequences
of this potential limitation to the RPL policy, as presented. Upon review, CEG representatives stated
that the new resources, processes and procedures need to be pilot tested to ensure transparency.

The review team expressed concern in regard to the assessment procedure for RPL and the lack
of transparency around the mapping of learning outcomes process in the proposed procedure.
The review team were of the view that the scoring rubrics provided, for the assessment of
learning outcomes, did not contain enough information and detail and generally lacked
transparency that would be needed to ensure consistency. CEG representatives noted that the
scoring rubric has been further enhanced and developed since the submission of
documentation for the focused review. The review team understood that a maximum of 100
marks can be awarded, and a minimum of 50 marks must be reached to be eligible for an offer.
A score above 50 is interpreted to mean that the minimum level of stage learning outcomes has
been satisfied. Those with a score of below 50 have not met the minimum learning outcomes.
The panel encouraged CEG to provide feedback to applicants that are not deemed eligible for
RPL, keeping in line with the CEDEFOP guidance and counselling guidelines discussed earlier.

The review team queried the appeals process, noting a contradiction in section 12 of the
proposed RPL policy; section 12.1 states that an applicant may appeal an unsuccessful RPL
decision if it is believed that an error was made in the RPL review process, whereas section 12.3
states that an appeal will only be considered on the basis of new RPL evidence that was not
submitted in a previous application. CEG representatives acknowledged that this is an error and
would be amended.

The review team sought clarification from CEG representatives in relation to the RPL training for
CEG staff. It was noted that RPL training will be provided to relevant staff at annual training days.
It was also noted that certain CEG staff have completed digital badges in RPL, and further
training would be envisaged, particularly to staff that would be directly involved in the RPL
process. The review team support this and recommend that all staff involved or potentially
involved in RPL at CEG partake in relevant training so as to create a pool of such staff.

The review team highlighted that the Provider Statement makes reference to maintaining
flexibility. It is therefore important to be mindful of imposing limitations on the process. The
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review team further noted the importance of maintaining confidence in the assessment process
as the core element of valid recognition of prior learning and encouraged CEG to collaborate
more closely with the QAB in the process of approving RPL applications. The review team outlined
the importance of transparency across the RPL process such that every detail can be traced back
to a particular step of the process for each applicant.

5.3 Other Matters Identified in the Terms of Reference

The review team was asked to consider what, if any, changes or improvements could be made
to QQl’s RPL policy approach. A wealth of QQl RPL-related material exists and the QQl website
offers a wide range of key information and guidance.

Having reflected on potential gaps, the review team advises the following:
e More clearly signpost RPL on the QQl website homepage

e Update relevant publications, including,

Principles and Operational Guidelines for the Recognition of Prior Learning in Further
and Higher Education and Training June 2005,

QQl Policy Restatement Policy and Criteria for Access, Transfer and Progression in
Relation to Learners for Providers of Further and Higher Education and Training, 2005

e Consider closer alignment and links with RPL developments in the tertiary education
sector, including, the Recognition of Prior Learning and Lifelong Learning in Higher
Education Project, sponsored by the IUA and THEA.
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6. Summary of Findings

6.1 Summary of review team observations

It is clear that CEG is at the early stages of its RPL journey. The review team is of the view that
the RPL experience has been both challenging and instructive to CEG.

The review team are of the view that that proposed RPL procedures warrant amendment, as
specified in the proposed recommendations outlined in Section 6.2 of this report.

6.2 Summary of review team recommendations:

The review team recommends that QQl make the following recommendations to the provider, to
be implemented as a matter of urgency:

1. Align CEG RPL policy and processes with QQI RPL criteria (see QQl, Assessment and
Standards, Revised 2022: QQI Policy Restatement Policy and Criteria for Access,
Transfer and Progression in Relation to Learners for Providers of Further and Higher
Education and Training, 2005).

2. Align CEG RPL policy and processes with CEDEFOP RPL requirements, which highlight
the importance of counselling and guidance provision to applicants with regard to
completing RPL application forms. The importance of connecting support with the
procedure was further noted.

3. Align CEG RPL policy and processes with the criteria and requirements of relevant
regulating/validating/professional bodies, such as, QAB, QQIl module learning outcomes
and/or any professional standards as relevant.

4. Ensure that the RPL approach is embedded in the CEG QA system.

5. Use established assessment strategies for assessing module learning outcomes rather
than ad-hoc bespoke assessments.

6. Review the language used in the RPL policy to ensure consistency and clarity.

7. Develop a process for the provision of feedback to applicants that are not deemed
eligible for RPL, keeping in line with the CEDEFOP guidance and counselling guidelines.

8. Review the RPL process for transparency and flexibility, while ensuring a robust and
rigorous approach to assessment is in place.

9. Review the RPL policy to ensure that it is clear and free of errors.

10. Require all CEG staff involved in RPL undertake relevant RPL training.

11. As this programme relates to a regulated area, any requirements stipulated by the relevant
regulating body should be adhered to as a condition of validation.

4 Cedefop, European guidelines for validating non-formal and informal learning, Publications Office of the European
Union, 2023, https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2801/389827
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The review team proposes that QQl make the following recommendations to the provider:

1. Be mindful of exceptions to policies, and where relevant include any possible
exceptions within the policy as an appendix.

2. Include a glossary of terms in the appendix.

3. Review communication arrangements to strengthen RPL knowledge and awareness
among CEG’s community.

6.3 Overall Commendations

The review team commended CEG for:

e Their recognition of the value that a diverse student group that brings rich knowledge
and valuable experience into the classroom and offers opportunities for enhanced
learning for all.

e The supply of CEG RPL documentation, including the self-assessment report.

e The active participation and engagement with panel members throughout the virtual site
visit.

e The positivity and cooperation of CEG representatives to recommendations/
suggestions made by panel members.

6.5 Review Team Recommendation to QQl on CEG’s QA of RPL/Advanced Entry

The review team finds the proposed RPL procedures inadequate, and in need of amendment in
accordance with the directions detailed in Section 6.2 of this report. These directions should be
implemented within a six-month time period. The review team recommends that RPL needs to be
explicitly embedded in CEG’s QA systems.
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7. Concluding Remarks

The Chair, on behalf of the review team, thanked the CEG representatives for their active
engagement and contribution to the process. Acknowledging the challenges surrounding the
review context, she commended their commitment and willingness to address the issues
arising. Indeed, the review team was encouraged by the ongoing work of CEG to amend the
RPL process and procedures: however, the Chair stressed that the panel could only review
material that had already been submitted to QQl.

This review is undertaken against the backdrop of the national commitment® to RPL. The
panel underscores the importance of this feature of the Irish education landscape, in
particular, its potential to offer diverse student cohorts additional pathways to formal study.
The national RPL architecture has been established by QQJ and the criteria published®. RPL is
increasingly recognised as a legitimate route to formal learning. The review team emphasises
that RPL is not a ‘back’ door but rather, another ‘door’ to higher education, and encourages
CEG to frame its approach to RPL in this context.

The panel also wishes to emphasise the importance of the implementation of RPL at
provider level. This demands a robust systematic process, and a thorough assessment
against the published QQI criteria and approved module outcomes. The assessment process
must also

reflect the standards of relevant professional bodies, as well as offering a supportive
experience to potential students. Such a transparent approach will demonstrate integrity,
fairness, and will help engender the confidence of stakeholders in the provision of RPL at
CEG.

Dr Anna M. Kelly, Chair, Review Team

Date: 30 August 2024

5 Recognition of Prior Learning for Providers, https://www.qai.ie/what-we-do/qgi-awards/recognition-of-

prior- learning-provider.

6 QQl, Assessment and Standards, Revised 2022: QQI Principles and Operational Guidelines for the Recognition
of Prior Learning in Further and Higher Education and Training June 2005: QQI Policy Restatement Policy and
Criteria for Access, Transfer and Progression in Relation to Learners for Providers of Further and Higher
Education and Training, 2005;
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Revised version of the review report approved 8 July 2025:

/Z\rkw—x AM)

Dr Anna M. Kelly, Chair, Review Team

Date: 8 July 2025
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1. Introduction

As part of its statutory remit, QQl is empowered to carry out a focussed review at institutional level in
circumstances where concerns have been raised through its monitoring function regarding the
implementation and effectiveness of a provider’s QA procedures. QQl has established Procedures for
Focused Reviews on the Implementation and Effectiveness of Provider QA Procedures

A focussed review of City Education Group is being initiated on the basis of concerns relating to
procedures for advanced entry and for assessment on higher education programmes.

These concerns arose following

(i)
(ii)

QQl monitoring of awards data.

communications from Department of Education (DoE) and Department of Children,
Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth (DCEDIY) who have joint responsibility for degree
programmes offering qualifications for those working in early learning and care sector.

2. Context for the Review

Early Childhood Education and Care is a regulated employment area, with the Department of
Education and the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth (DCEDIY)
both having regulatory roles.

The Qualifications Advisory Board (QAB) is an instrument of the departments to approve higher
education qualifications in the area of Early Childhood Education and Care. They have issued
Professional Award Criteria and Guides (PACG) which these programmes must adhere to.

One of the QAB’s regulations, stated in the PACG, is that ‘An NFQ Level 6 further education
award in ECCE (or equivalent) can be deemed to have a maximum credit value of 60 ECTS for the
purposes of advanced entry into a degree programme’.

City Education Group (CEG) had a Bachelor of Arts (Honours) in Early Childhood Education and
Care programme approved by QAB in October 2020 and validated by QQl in April 2021.

The programme was validated to have part-time and full-time versions with two intakes per
year i.e. February and September. The first intakes were in February and September 2022.

The first Level 7 degree awards were made in August 2023 to learners who had enrolled on a
part time programme in September 2022.

QQl monitoring identified that learners had graduated on a 3-year Level 7 degree programme in
City Education Group within a year of enrolment.

The two departments contacted QQI to query what had been reported to them i.e. that City
Education Group was enrolling learners into year 3 of a four-year honours degree programme
and that learners were exiting the programme with a Level 7 degree after one year.

Both issues indicated that City Education Group was offering advanced entry into Stage 2 i.e.
year 3 of a four year programme to learners who met CEG’s criteria.

Having met on a number of occasions in late 2023 and early 2024, QQl and the two
departments agreed that this issue needed to be investigated.

QQl met with CEG representatives on 24 January 2024 for detailed discussion of the issue,
including the RPEL criteria, process and quality assurance. The advanced entry process and
criteria (QQI Advanced Certificate in ECCE plus at least one year’s experience as room lead in a
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childcare setting) were confirmed by CEG. It emerged that there was little or no academic
governance of the RPL process for advanced entry.

e Learners with no previous experience in HE are given entry to the third year of a L8 degree and
were assessed for exit with an ordinary degree after one academic year, a significant portion of
which was on placement.

e CEG confirmed that the procedures and quality assurance of advanced entry were the same for
the other Level 8 programme validated i.e. Business Studies.

e Prior to the initiation of this review QQI directed that CEG should suspend the practice of
advanced entry to Stage 2 of Level 8 programmes.

3. Terms of Reference for the Review Process
3.1. Purpose

The purpose of this focussed review is to confirm that the recognition processes related to
recruitment, admission and assessment on City Education Group’s higher education programmes
are quality assured and subject to effective academic governance.

3.2. Appointment of Review Team

QQl will establish an external review team to undertake a focussed review of City Education Group’s processes. The
review team will comprise:

(i) A chairperson who is a senior leader in a higher education and training provider.

(ii) A coordinating reviewer with experience and understanding of QA in the higher
education sector and a familiarity with providers of similar type.

(iii) A student representative selected from a provider of similar type

The review team will focus on the internal QA processes and governance relating to recognition of
prior learning (RPL) for advanced entry and for assessment and will determine if corrective
actions have now been satisfactorily implemented.

The review team will also be invited to identify any lessons to be learned both in relation to CEG’s institutional
systems and QQl’s ex-ante programme validation process particularly in the context of professional accreditation.

3.3. Objectives of the Review

The review will focus explicitly on the implementation and effectiveness of CEG’s QA procedures
in relation to RPL, when used for assigning credit and as a form of assessment on its degree
programmes.

The objectives of the review are to:

a) determine that the quality assurance procedures established by City Education Group
under Section 28 of the 2012 Act were being implemented, were appropriate and fit for
purpose were applied in 2023 and 2023 in relation to (i) the assignment of credit on the
basis of recognition of prior learning and (ii) the assessment of learners who have been
granted advanced entry through RPL.

b) evaluate the effectiveness of information supplied by City Education Group through the
validation process to ensure that RPL would be used appropriately on its degree
programmes.



c) evaluate the changes to QA and academic governance processes made by City Education
Group.

3.4. Possible Outcomes of the Review
Following its evaluation of the QA procedures in CEG, the review team may recommend that:

(i) QQl issues directions to the provider in relation to the effectiveness of that provider’s
QA procedures.

(ii) QQl approves any amended QA procedures presented by CEG.
(iii) QQl refuses to approve any amended QA procedures presented by CEG.

(iv) QQl initiates a full review of the validation of one or more programmes. This would be
where the review team finds that there are serious deficiencies in the implementation
of the provider’s QA procedures in respect of one or more programmes.

In the interests of equity and reliability, the review team will set out in its report the grounds
for each of its findings and recommendations.

Where appropriate, the review team will commend the provider’s QA procedures and their
effectiveness.

3.5. Inputs to the Review

a) QQl will submit that information, pertinent to the terms of reference, which it holds on
record, e.g. documentation relating to the QA approval of CEG, programme validation
reports, Annual Quality Reports and any other information held by QQI that is sought by the
review team.

b) The provider will submit a provider statement’ by the agreed date to the review team.

¢) The provider will submit updated or new QA procedures for RPL to be considered by the
review team.

3.6. Review Team Report

For this review the coordinating reviewer will take responsibility for producing the report on
behalf of the review team and in consultation with QQl.

The report will set out the key findings of the review team in relation to:
(i) The past implementation of QA procedures.

(ii) The potential effectiveness of updated quality assurance procedures, with particular
reference to any areas of concern identified in the terms of reference.

(iii) any other matters identified in the terms of reference.

7 The Provider Statement, referred to in Procedures for Focused Reviews on the Implementation and Effectiveness
of Provider QA Procedures is a self-evaluation of the implementation and effectiveness of a provider’s QA
procedures, to be prepared by the provider and submitted as part of the review. The Statement will be developed
with reference to the ToR for the review.



https://www.qqi.ie/sites/default/files/2021-11/qp-19-procedures-for-focused-reviews-by-qqi-of-the-implementation-and-effectiveness-of-provider-qa-procedures.pdf
https://www.qqi.ie/sites/default/files/2021-11/qp-19-procedures-for-focused-reviews-by-qqi-of-the-implementation-and-effectiveness-of-provider-qa-procedures.pdf

Based on its findings, the review team will make recommendations to QQl regarding directions
to be issued to CEG concerning the implementation and effectiveness of its quality assurance
procedures.

3.7. Provider Response to the Review Team Report

a) CEG will receive a copy of the draft review report and will have two weeks to comment on
matters of factual accuracy contained therein.

b) CEG will also be invited to prepare a response to the review team report. The response, to
be submitted within a month of receipt of the review report, may include a plan for the
implementation of any recommendations made by the review team. That response and
implementation plan will be subject to the approval of the provider’s Academic Board (or
equivalent) prior to submission to QQI for its consideration.

3.9. Consideration of the Outcomes of the Review by QQl

The review team'’s report, the factual accuracy confirmation (if any) and provider response (if
any) will be considered by QQlI. Following consideration, QQl may:

(i) Approve CEG’s updated procedures for RPL;

(ii) Refuse to approve, outright or with mandatory changes, CEG’s updated procedures for
RPL;

(iii) propose a review of the validation of one or more programmes.

3.10. Publication of Review Documentation

QQl will publish the terms of reference, the review team report, and any response to the
report provided by CEG. All relevant agencies and bodies with a vested interest in CEG or its
programmes will be informed of the review and its outcomes.

3.11. Post-Review Follow-Up

At the conclusion of the review, QQI will agree with CEG a timeline and process to follow up
any directions imposed, or recommendations made during the review. Initial follow-up will
occur not later than 12 months following the review.
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Entry to
:I'otal P/Tor Year 1li.e. | Advanced | Advanced L7 (exit award) 4 L8 Awarded 4
Programme Intake date intake no Entry to Entry to
F/T Awarded date(s) | Awarded date(s) Awarded
number advanced | Year2 Year 3
entry
BA (Hons) in 13 F/T 13
Business Studies Feb-22 N/A
F/T 30 36 Oct-23 34
Sep-22 66 / ‘ |
N/A
12
feb.23 26 F/T 13 | 1| ”
N/A
1
Sep-23 30 F/T 11 | | 9
N/A
feb.24 44 F/T 27 | 3 | 14
N/A
BA (Hons) in 17 F/T 17
Early Childhood gebg2s 18 P/T 10 8
Education and 17 /T 17
Care Sep-22
9 P/T 9 Aug-23 | Oct-23 9
Feb-23 8 F/T 8
4 P/T 4
Sep-23 8 F/T 8
28 P/T 28
Feb-24 14 F/T 14
0 P/T 0




Appendix B —Site Visit Schedule

Focused Review
City Education Group’s RPL Policy and Process for RPL for
Advanced Entry onto Higher Education Programmes
- asapplied and as proposed

13 August 2024

Meeting Agenda

09:00 Private Meeting of Panel

09:30 Meeting 1
Introductions
Purpose and potential outcomes of the meeting (Chair)
History of issue i.e. CEG to present with interaction from panel
e CEG 2019 policy and process for RPL
e RPL process and criteria as applied to degree programmes, particularly L8 ECEC
e Issues arising
e Self-evaluation — process and findings

¢ Independent evaluation — process and findings

10:30 Private Meeting of Panel

10:45 Meeting 2

CEG to present revised policy and process for RPL (Appendix 8 of document and associated
documents)

Panel to discuss policy, section by section

12:15 Private Meeting of Panel

12:30 Meeting 3



Panel feedback on RPL process as applied previously and
Panel feedback on revised RPL policy and process and

Panel recommendation to QQl on approval of revised RPL policy and process.

12:45 Meeting ends



Appendix C—Provider Response to Review Report

City Education Group
Wicklow House
84-B6 South Great George's 5t.,

Dublin 2

D02 TXB4
Mairéad Boland,
Quality and Qualifications Ireland (Q01)
26/27 Denzille Lana
Dublin 2,
D02 P266 217 July 2025
Dear Mairédad

Thank you for your email of 18" July 2025,

Wiz fully support the objectives you outlined regarding Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC)H
programmes, specifically:

*  Ensuring CEG graduates of ECEC programmes have demonstrably achieved the knowledge,
skills and competence required for working with vulnerable individuals in this regulated area,
and

+ Eguipping leamers enrolled on these programmes with the experience and learning that
makes it possible for them to succeed.

Aswe outlined at our meeating and subsequent email of July 7" we are committed to resolving all the issues
surrounding RPL expeditiousiy.

Since receiving the Panel report in August 2024 and engaging in subsequent exchanges through December
2024, we have significantly enhanced our RPL systems with input from nationally recognised exparts. We
are confident that our processes now fully comply with:
« QO {farmally NQAI Principles and Operational Guidelines for the RPL (2003} (Guidelines)
« Q1 Policy and Criteria for Access, Transfer and Progression (2015) (ATP Policy and Criteria,
Restated 2015)
» Q0 Assessment and Standards (Revised 2022} (Assessment and Standards, Revised 2022
* FEuropean guidelines for validating non-formal and informal learning, Third Edition (2023}
[Cedefop & European Commission)
*  The recommendations of the QO Panel

Wiz welcome the opportunity to collaborate through the monitoring plan and appreciate Q0Q1's approval far
CEG to implerment its RPL procedures for the 2025/26 academic year. This confidence in CEG is well
placed, and we are prepared to demonstrate our compliance during the upcoming review. | will reach out
to you after the ARC meating to plan and schedula how you would like to handle this.

Regarding the foregaing, we would like you to present this letter and the supporting documents to the
Approvals and Reviews Committee on a without prejudice basis for their consideration on August 77 2025,
when considering the Appendix 3. Final CEG Focused Review Report 271124 updated 13 May 2025,

The supporting documents are attached, namely:
®  M5-02-010 TOR for Course Committes for RPL at City Education Group
*  M5-05-002 Recognition of Prior Learning Policy
*  QMS5-05-003 RPL Guidance Document
*  M5-05-004 APL Assessors Toaol Kit

In relation to each item in Section 6.2 now reframed as recommendations, we have (since April 2025)
implemented the changes mentioned above and you can See that they address the panel's
recommendations as follows:



Align CEG RPL policy and processes with QQI RPL criteria

*  Wea have rewritten our relevant documents to address this point and we would draw your
attention to Section 11 in QMS5-05-002 Recognition of Prior Leaming Policy and Section 3 &
6 in QMS5-05-003 RPL Guidance Document

Align CEG RPL policy and processes with CEDEFOP RPL requirements
* Please refer to Section 5 of QMS-05-003 RPL Guidance Document and the leamer

assistance that our admission office will provide to all RPL applicants as stated in QMS-05
002 Recognition of Prior Learning Policy section 6,7, B 10 ete.

Align CEG RPL policy and processes with the criteria and requirements of relevant

regulating/validating/professional bodies, such as, QAB, QQI module learning outcomes

and/or any professional standards as relevant.

*  Please refer to Section 3 of QMS-05-002 Recognition of Prior Learning Policy

*  Inrelation to module learning outcomes, we would refer you to Section 5 of QMS-05-003
RPL Guidance Document, and section B of QMS-05-002 Recognition of Prior Learning
Policy

Ensure that the RPL approach is embedded in the CEG QA system.

*  Asyoucan ses we now have a structured Quality Management Systerm which is available to
all staff for which they have received training. RPL processes are imbedded in the system
through the attached Documents. These documents specifically address the Panels
commeants on Support and Guidance for the applicants

Use established assessment strategies for assessing module leaming outcomes rather

than ad-hoc bespoke assessments.

* Section 5of JM5-05-003 RPL Guidance Document highlights how we use Module Learning
outcomes as well as our approach to non-farmal f informal leaming. We fully suppart the
appropriate use of Module Learning Outcomes as well as the appropriate use of Stage
Leaming Qutcomes.

*  Section & of QM5-05-003 APL Guidance Document provides infarmation to the applicant
on what constitutes evidence of prior learning attainmeant.

«  JM5-02-010TOR for Course Committee for RPL ensures that there is 8 consistent approach
to the evaluation of the submitted evidence .

Review the language used in the RPL policy to ensure consistency and clarity.

*  Wa have restructured all our documents in relation to RPL and specifically generated an
applicant focused RPL Guidance Document [QMS-05-003) to ensure consistency and
clarity for all readers.

Develop a process for the provision of feedback to applicants that are not deemed eligible

for RPL,

*  Please refer to Section 11, Stage 3 of both QMS-05-002 Recognition of Prior Learning Policy
and QM5-05-003 RPL Guidance Document

*  We have trained members of our Admissions team to provide dedicated guidance and
suppaort to all RPL applications as well as to provide empathetic feedback to unsuccessful
applicants. They will support the unsuccessful applicant through the appeals process and
can engage our student support officers to provide counseling as necessary,

Review the RPL process for transparency and flexibility, while ensuring a robust and

rigorous approach to assessment is in place.

*  The creation of QM5-05-003 RPL Guidance Document is specifically to ensure that the RPL
process is as open and transparent to all users. This document will be available to all
potential applicants through the web site. A copy of it will be sent to all potential RPL
applicants. The assessment process is clearly outlined and is flexible while assuring
academic excellence.

Review the RPL policy to ensure that it is clear and free of errors.

# The RPL documents attached are the result of taking on the comments of the QQI
assembled Panel through the Panel report as well as the informal feedback received from
tham.

+ The documents have been reviewed and are supported by recognized RPL experts whao have
represented Trinity College and SETU Carlow at the Mational RPLin HE Project.
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Require all CEG staff involved in ARPL undertake relevant RPL training.

All staff invalved in assessing RPL applications through the Course Committees receive
detailed instruction on these documents and their application by our nationally recognized
RPL expert.

Many senior members of staff have completed the RPL Digital Badge and RPL Facilitator
Badge training provided by the Mational Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and
Learning in Higher Education. All staff will be encouraged to engage with the RPL Digital
Badge [full programme) aoffered by Mational RPL in Higher Education project.

CEG have designed a customnised RPL training course aligned to the learning outcomes of
the RPL Digital Badge, but further customised to CEG policy. processes and
proceduras. The CEG RPL training course was provided to all RPL stakeholders in January
2025,

11

As this programme relates to a regulated area, any regquirements stipulated by the relevant
regulating body should be adhered to as a condition of validation.

CEG remain committed to rermain current with all the regulations set out by all our
regulatory bodies and we will ensure that all our policies, procedures and practices are
routinely updated as these regulations evalve.

We are confident that we meet this recommendation today and will on receipt of the
farthcoming guidance on RPL from QAR incorporate it into our Quality Manual / Systerns.

We are confident these measures address the Panel’s recommendations comprehensively and look
farward to 8 positive outcome from the ARC meesting on 7 August 2025,

Should you require further information, please do not hesitate to contact me. | look forward to continuing
our productive collaboration.

Tony Kennedy
Chair of the Academic Baard for City Education Group.




Appendix D —Independent Expert Observations on Revised City Education Group Draft
RPL Procedures

Independent expert observations on revised City Education Group RPL

procedures, submitted following the focused review of 13 August 2024
21 August 2025
Introduction
In July 2025, QQl requested that two independent expert evaluators undertake a review
of City Education Group’s (CEG) revised RPL procedures and associated documentation.
This review of the procedures was undertaken in the context of a focused review of the
implementation and effectiveness of the Quality Assurance (QA) procedures for RPL and
Assessment at CEG carried out in August 2024, with a report issued on 13 August 2024.

The version of the revised procedures for consideration was submitted to QQl by CEG
on 21 July 2025 in response to the focused review report — version of 8 July 2025.

The independent expert reviewers are:
- Dr Deirdre Goggin, Recognition of Prior Learning and Work Integrated Learning,
Munster Technological University
- Martina Needham, Independent Quality Assurance and Education Consultant

Both reviewers have confirmed that they have no conflict of interest in respect of the
provider, and the provider has also confirmed that they are not aware of any conflict of
interest in relation to either reviewer.

The reviewers’ observations within this document are intended to inform the
determination of the Approvals and Reviews Committee in relation to the focused
review of the effectiveness and implementation of CEG’s RPL and assessment
procedures.

Context
Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) is an important assessment process within education
and training. It gives formal recognition to the learning an applicant has prior to
registering on a programme of study. CEG implements the RPL process to facilitate non-
standard entry, advanced entry and exemption.
In this context, CEG’s RPL policy, process and procedures underpin the integrity of the
award, with implications for CEG as a provider and for learners.

This review was conducted with reference to the eleven focused review
recommendations that proposed to be implemented as a matter of urgency (see focused
review report — version of 8 July 2025 and appendix below). The following three linked
documents formed the focus of the review ac