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Ladies and gentlemen, 

I am very happy to be here with you today.  This is the first opportunity I have had, since I was appointed Minister for Innovation Policy, to meet with people who are closely involved in, and committed to, progressing guidance in Ireland.  Today is a milestone in the history of guidance in this country and it is an honour to be asked to launch a report of this significance.  

As we have heard, “Guidance for Life: An Integrated Framework for Lifelong Guidance in Ireland” is the final Report of the National Guidance Forum.  The Forum was established back in 2004, during the Irish Presidency of the European Union, as a joint initiative of the Minister for Education and Science and the Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment.  It was set up in response to a recommendation made by the OECD after it had conducted its review of guidance in this country.  It was also during the Irish Presidency that the EU Resolution on Guidance was adopted.  This was another milestone event in guidance, one that set the ground-work for ensuring that the integral role of lifelong guidance in lifelong learning would be formally recognised across all the countries of the EU. 

Guidance policy at second level and the provision of guidance services in our schools come within my functions as Minister for Innovation Policy within the Department of Education and Science.  In undertaking these functions, I am aware that the inclusion of guidance in lifelong learning policies is one of the critical elements in progressing education and training, labour market development and community building.  

Guidance has a key role to play in promoting access to information, lifelong learning and employment, as well as enhancing economic development, social inclusion and promoting personal decision-making and career management skills. The Forum’s report does an excellent job of raising awareness of the need for guidance across the lifespan of the individual.
I am pleased to note that the Forum’s definition of guidance identifies the importance of facilitating individuals, at any point in their lives, to reach their potential and achieve personal fulfilment.  Guidance practitioners have a special role in facilitating individuals to harness their personal strengths and talents so that they can avail of opportunities, gain personal fulfilment and, at the same time, contribute to the economic development and social cohesion of their country. I welcome the Forum’s recognition of the role of guidance in facilitating individuals to contribute to the sustained well-being of society.  Lifelong guidance integrated into education and training and into workplace and community settings contributes to the sustained personal development and career self-management needed for individuals and enterprise to respond to a changing economy.  

Currently in Ireland we are faced with the considerable economic challenge of remaining competitive in a shifting global market-place.  To sustain a quality standard of living for all our people we must move from being an investment-driven economy to an innovation and knowledge-based one.  At this point I would like to acknowledge the role of guidance practitioners in raising awareness of the importance of knowledge workers in building our present and future economy.  Guidance practitioners work at the intersection between education, training, the labour market and the wider community.  They are, therefore, key contributors to the dissemination of quality educational and careers information on the opportunities and supports available to those who can bring innovative and creative intelligence to industry.  Their positioning at this critical intersection also enables them to strengthen the linkages within and between education, training, and enterprise; and to provide valuable inputs into strategies for attracting and developing talent.

I am impressed with the Forum’s success in finding a common language and agreed recommendations among such a wide range of organisations and agencies, drawn from across the education and labour market sectors.  

I see this as an important step in communicating the significance of guidance throughout the lifespan.  The Forum’s success in this regard reminds me of one of the recommendations of the EU Resolution on Guidance; the one which calls for effective cooperation and coordination between providers of guidance services at national, regional and local levels.  I think the Forum’s achievements are a very concrete example of a positive response to this recommendation.

In an age of evidence-based policy formulation, I am impressed with the Forum’s undertaking of research on the views of the general public on guidance.  In reading the report of the research, I noted with interest that the recommendation for lifelong guidance provision, already presented in many national and international guidance policy documents, emerges also in the responses of the members of the public.  The Forum’s scoping paper provides invaluable data on current guidance provision and highlights the need for coordination of this provision and consideration of the gaps identified.  I see a very strong message coming through in both these elements of the Forum’s work.

In our increasingly complex world, guidance practitioners need to be fully prepared to provide a quality guidance service that enables people to be well informed and to self-manage their lives and careers.  This places a considerable responsibility on the educators of guidance practitioners and on professional associations to provide learning and teaching opportunities that promote the development of the appropriate competencies.  The Forum has developed a comprehensive competency framework for practitioners that will provide a sound underpinning of professional practice and that will drive a quality-assured service.

Guidance is a term not easily explained in everyday language.   I have always felt this and, now that I know the struggle Forum members had in agreeing terminology, I am convinced of it.  It is therefore of real significance that the Forum has provided a national lifelong guidance framework which outlines for the first time in Ireland the knowledge, skills and competencies that guidance aims to develop among individuals.  The framework which covers the life stages from early childhood to adulthood also recognises that guidance should be needs-based rather than age-based.  

I believe that this framework will both support guidance practitioners in the delivery of a cohesive, integrated guidance service across the lifespan and help others understand what is involved and expected.

Of course, guidance practitioners do not work in isolation.  They need the support of their management agencies to implement good quality assurance measures that will enable them to design, deliver and evaluate the provision of guidance in collaboration with other staff, agencies and services as appropriate.  The quality assurance framework developed by the Forum will prove an excellent tool in ensuring agreed standards of guidance provision across the education and labour market sectors, and will facilitate the identification of guidance outcomes. 

I would like to commend the Forum for its collaboration and communication with other government agencies throughout its work.  In particular I am pleased that the Forum Steering Group drew on the experience gained by the National Centre for Partnership and Performance in establishing the Forum on the Workplace of the Future.  

I also know that the Forum supported the research on careers information coordinated by Forfás on behalf of the Expert Group in Future Skills Needs.  Successful networking such as this illustrates how the intelligent use of resources and expertise can benefit all.

The participation of the Forum in the European-funded project for the establishment of a network of guidance forums is equally commendable.  It is a source of pride that Ireland was one of the first countries in the network to establish a National Guidance Forum.  The opportunity provided by the network to share our experience and learn from that of the partner countries was invaluable.

For the members of the National Guidance Forum your work is in many ways just beginning.  You have achieved a huge amount in a very short time period.  Now the challenge is to disseminate your achievements, to promote the implementation of the frameworks you have developed and to continue to work in collaboration with each other to improve the quality of guidance provided to the people of this country.

It is clear from your Report that there is a need for all aspects of guidance to be supported by appropriate structures at local and national level.  It is my view that we must achieve optimum synergy and co-ordination in the delivery of this important service.  To do this, we intend to learn from good practice in other countries, to examine the guidance support service provided by FÁS and the National Centre for Guidance in Education, and to determine how these agencies can build on the spirit of collaboration initiated by the Forum.  It is essential that we learn from the experience of the Forum in bringing a wide range of stakeholders together to achieve common aims and use this to build on what we already have to address gaps in guidance provision.  

As an initial step I am pleased to announce that the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment and the Department of Education and Science have jointly notified the Secretariat of the European Lifelong Guidance Policy Network that Ireland wishes to be involved in the proposed network. The objective of the Network is to promote cooperation among members in the development of national policies and systems for lifelong guidance.  

This will involve policy sharing, and the advancement of a broader EU policy framework for lifelong guidance.  Through our involvement in the Network we will have exciting opportunities to learn alongside our European partners and also, to share our achievements and experiences with others.  I am very pleased that Dr. Raimo Vuorinen, Head of the Network Secretariat is with us today and I can assure you, Raimo, of Ireland’s commitment to the success of the Network.

Finally, I would like to thank each member of the National Guidance Forum for the huge commitment and hard work that went into the production of this report. I especially want to thank the Chair of the Forum, Professor Joyce O Connor and to acknowledge her enthusiasm, commitment and skill in driving the work of the Forum and in ensuring such a successful outcome. My thanks also to the National Centre for Guidance in Education and which provided the vital back-up supports to the Forum since it was established. I think that you will all agree with me that Eileen Fitzpatrick deserves particular mention for her leadership, vision and commitment.

I will conclude by saying that Guidance for Life: An Integrated Framework for Lifelong Guidance in Ireland is an impressive accomplishment.  It will inform the development of a national lifelong guidance service for this country and I congratulate everyone associated with its development.

Thank you very much.
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