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The National Guidance Forum was a joint initiative of the Minister for Education and Science and the Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment, which was launched at an international guidance conference during the Irish Presidency of the European Union in April 2004.  In a subsequent letter setting out the mandate of the Forum, the ministers cited the EU Commission’s definition of the Forum as an ‘assembly of all the relevant actors concerned with the development of policy, systems and practices for lifelong guidance’ (EU Commission 2004, cited in letter from ministers, June 2004).  

INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT FOR THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE FORUM
OECD Review of Guidance Policy

The provision of quality lifelong guidance is recognised as a public policy priority at international level.  This was evident at the Career Guidance and Public Policy Symposium held in Toronto from the 6th-8th October 2003.  The Symposium, entitled ‘Bridging the Gap,’ was hosted by the Canadian Government to showcase the outcomes of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Career Guidance Policy Review and the parallel reviews conducted by the European Commission (EC) and the World Bank.   Delegates included guidance policy makers, trainers, and practitioners from across the world.
The OECD Review examined how guidance services can help advance important public policy objectives.  In particular it focused on the contribution that guidance makes to lifelong learning, economic development, labour market efficiency and social cohesion.  For the purposes of the review, career guidance was defined as ‘services intended to assist individuals, of any age and at any point throughout their lives, to make educational, training and occupational choices and to manage their careers.’(OECD 2004, p19)   However, it is important to note that in some countries, including at post primary level in Ireland, career guidance and personal counselling form an integrated service.  Fourteen countries, including Ireland, took part in the OECD review.  An additional 24 countries were reviewed in parallel studies undertaken by the EC and the World Bank.  As a result, the largest set of data ever collected on national approaches to career guidance now exists. 

European Guidance Policy

The provision of lifelong guidance is a priority on the European agenda for access to lifelong learning, and creating economic prosperity and social inclusion.  This is reflected in many European Union policy documents, for example:

· The Council of Ministers approved the Resolution on Guidance as agreed during the Irish EU Presidency (2004).
· The Commission also endorsed the role of lifelong guidance as a supporting strategy for the implementation of the agreed Employment Guidelines (2003).

· The Commission Communication Investing Efficiently in Education (2003) acknowledged the role of guidance in improving matching and retention in the education and training sectors. 

· The Commission Communication Action Plan for Skills and Mobility (2002) noted that occupational and geographical mobility in Europe and workforce up-skilling can be enhanced by providing better access for workers and employers to information, guidance and counselling.

· The Copenhagen Declaration (2002) called for the strengthening of policies and practices that support information, guidance and counselling in member states.  

· The Report on the Concrete Future Objectives of Education and Training Systems, endorsed by the Stockholm European Council in 2001, identified access to guidance services, quality assurance of services, the role of guidance in human resource development, and guidance to facilitate mobility for learning and employment in Europe as priority areas for development in the implementation of the Education and Training 2010 work programme.

· The Communication on lifelong learning, Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality (2001), identified information, guidance and counselling provision as a key strategy in implementing lifelong learning policy.  Lifelong guidance is recognised as essential to raising awareness of the individual, social and economic benefits of learning and to supporting access to learning opportunities.  

· The Lisbon Strategy (2000) set the priority strategic target for the European Union that by 2010 it will be the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion.
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THE NATIONAL CONTEXT FOR THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE FORUM

Guidance Policy of the Irish Government
Policy developments in Ireland influencing the provision of guidance services include: 
· The National Development Plan (2000-2006) set out four key areas for social and economic development: infrastructural, education and training, the productive sector, and social inclusion.  Education and training development included reference to enhancing guidance in second level, further and adult education.
· The FÁS Statement of Strategy (2002-2005) stated that for those who remain unemployed after 3 months, FÁS would guarantee more intensive guidance and counselling in relation to the range of job placement, training or other employment supports available. The plan envisaged 'focusing on the needs of the individual, and in particular marginalised people, by providing the appropriate level of intensive support to facilitate entry/re-entry into the active labour market'.
· National Employment Action Plan (2003) made recommendations on social inclusion, increased employment, fostering entrepreneurship and developing skills for change, adaptability and mobility in the workforce.

· The Programme for Prosperity and  Fairness (2000-2002) agreed by employers, trade unions and the voluntary sector whose core objective was to build a fair and inclusive society contributing to economic and social wellbeing.
· The Report of the Taskforce on Lifelong Learning (2002).  The Taskforce was set up by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment in collaboration with the Department of Education and Science in order to develop a strategic framework for lifelong learning.  One of the essential elements identified by the Taskforce was the provision of comprehensive and coherent guidance and information.

· The Education Welfare Act (2000) established an Educational Welfare Board to monitor school attendance and to keep children at risk in school.  Under the Act school managers are required to support children not attending school regularly by developing a pro-active approach to school attendance.  Guidance counsellors may have a role to play in the provision of advice and support to school managers and children at risk.  
· Learning for Life, the government White Paper on lifelong learning from the Department of Education and Science (August 2000) set out the principles and priorities for the development of lifelong learning opportunities including the establishment of an Adult Educational Guidance Service.
· In July 2000 the vocational guidance and job placement services for people with disabilities were transferred to FAS.  This was in response to a suggestion in ‘A Strategy for Equality – Report of the Commission on the Status of People with Disabilities.’  This initiative was a step towards a more inclusive society. 
· The FÁS Action Plan for the long-term unemployed (1999) set out specific targets for the inclusion of those most marginalised from society on FAS specific skills training courses. 
· The New Deal published by the Department of Education and Science in 1999, set out a number of initiatives to deal with educational disadvantage through the National Development Plan.  Guidance in second level was recognised by the New Deal as playing a major role in enabling young people at risk to remain within the formal education system, and highlighted an increase in the existing provision through additional funding.  
· The Education Act (1998) outlined the responsibilities of the Minister of Education and schools in relation to the provision of support services, which include guidance and counselling.  Under the Education Act all students are to have ‘appropriate guidance’ in second level. The Act also places responsibility for the preparation of a school plan with the Board of Management of the School.  

· The National Qualifications Framework has guidance implications for facilitating progression through different levels and forms of learning and transfer to new fields of learning.
OECD Report on Guidance in Ireland

The OECD review of guidance policy and practice was an initiative of its Education and Employment, Labour and Social Affairs Committees. Participating countries completed a detailed national questionnaire, and then hosted a short one-week visit by an expert team.  Ireland was the first country to complete a draft of its national questionnaire and hosted a review team visit on December 3-7, 2001.   The expert team reported that compared with many other countries guidance in Ireland is fairly well developed in the areas of schools’ resources, training arrangements, qualifications and innovations. However, gaps were identified in the following areas:

· Coordination;

· Policy steering;

· Input monitoring;

· Accountability mechanisms;

· Delivery mechanisms;

· Training;

· Provision;

· Weaknesses in career information.
The national seminar held during the review visit showed the value of bringing the key players in guidance together to address issues of common concern.  One of the recommendations of the review team was to create an Irish guidance forum, to strengthen joint and cooperative work between the major guidance providers.

In August 2003, recognising the value of collaboration between guidance providers, the Department of Education and Science (DES) and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment (DETE) requested that a Working Party be set up to convene and support  a National Guidance Forum.  The Working Party consisted of representatives of the Department of Education and Science (DES), the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment (DETE), FÁS, the Institute of Guidance Counsellors (IGC), the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD), and the National Centre for Guidance in Education (NCGE). 

The subsequent establishment of the National Guidance Forum in June 2004 was an innovative response to the challenge to implement national guidance policy, providing a unique opportunity to harness the expertise and resources from across the education and labour market sectors in order to provide a comprehensive service for all citizens.

Remit and objectives of the National Guidance Forum

The remit of the National Guidance Forum was to explore how individuals, at any point throughout their lives, can access quality guidance appropriate to their needs; identify collaborative action across the guidance continuum and agree recommendations in collaboration with other stakeholders (Letter from Minister for Education and Science and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment, April 2004).  

The agreed objectives of the Forum were to

· Ensure that guidance becomes central to the public policy and planning process in education, the labour market and social strategies

· Develop, communicate and implement meaningful models of guidance that underpin a vision of personal fulfilment, a fair society and sustainable employability

· Urgently harness and proactively manage the wealth of existing guidance resources and agree mechanisms for measuring relevant and realistic outcomes 

· Move from a fragmented provision of guidance to a cohesive multi-faceted professional, accessible service, responsive to the needs of the individual and society.

European Dimension of the Forum

The work of the Forum was to be informed by international and national research and policy in guidance and through a wide consultative process with stakeholders.  In this regard an application for funding was approved by the European Commission Joint Actions Programme ‘Creating European Networks of National Forums for Lifelong Guidance.’  This funding enabled the National Guidance Forum to exchange expertise and information with partners in the UK, Estonia, Slovenia, Malta and Denmark.
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