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Executive Summary

Research Aims and Objectives
This research project was undertaken in order to explore
what is working within the City of Waterford VEC
Community Education Service, and to identify how the
service may be improved, in the context of best practice in
Community Education. The research project aimed to
explore the main outcomes of the activities of the City of
Waterford VEC Community Education Service, and identify
the key processes within the work of the City of Waterford
VEC Community Education Service. Through the
exploration of these processes and outcomes with
stakeholders, the research project also aimed to generate
a greater insight into the current strengths, gaps and
opportunities within the service.

Research Methodology
Qualitative methods were chosen as the primary data
collection tools within this research project, in order to yield
a detailed description of the experiences and perceptions
of stakeholders of the CWVEC Community Education
Service. A quantitative questionnaire was also used as a
method of data collection, as a means of data triangulation
and in order to yield a more detailed understanding of the
topics which were explored throughout the interviews. In
total, qualitative data was collected from: 
n 83 people who participate in courses or programmes
funded by the CWVEC Community Education Service
(herein referred to as learners)
n 16 VEC staff (including tutors) 
n 9 representatives of partner organisations . In-depth, one
to one interviews were conducted with:

n 13 learners
n 7 CWVEC staff
n Two focus groups were conducted with 9 tutors, and 9
representatives from partner organisations. 
n An additional focus group was conducted with 5
learners with disabilities, and additional information was
collected from 1 partner organisation by email
correspondence. 
n A total of 65 questionnaires (43%) were completed and
returned by CWVEC Community Education learners.  Data
collected by the researchers was transcribed by the
researchers and analysed through the systematic method of
Thematic Analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006), allowing a
theoretical framework, described as themes, to be
abstracted directly from the data. 

Summary of Findings
The report highlights a framework of six key themes which
provide a clear insight into what is working within the
activities and work of the City of Waterford VEC
Community Education Service, within the context of
outcomes and processes, and the strengths, gaps and
opportunities which exist in the same. The key themes
emerging from the data, which represent the main
processes and outcomes of the CWVEC Community
Education Service, are as follows:

1. Empowering Individuals
Throughout the data collection process, learners provided
detailed descriptions of the personal empowerment,
confidence and self-esteem building gained directly from
their participation in a community education programme.
CWVEC staff and partner organisations also recognised
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the level of empowerment which is experienced by learners
within community education programmes facilitated by
CWVEC.

2. Facilitating a Positive Learning Experience
It is clear that those working within the CWVEC, see
themselves as working with people, rather than for them.
Learners emphasised the significance of their tutor within
their positive learning experience. CWVEC staff and
partner organisations emphasised the fact that within the
CWVEC community education programmes, content of
learning is secondary to the importance of ‘how’ the
learning is experienced by the individual and the group.
Equality, support, respect, encouragement and participation
emerge as positive aspects of the facilitation of CWVEC
community education programmes. 

3. Supporting Community-Based Learning
Learners participating in community education programmes
located within communities, or as members of an issue
based community or voluntary group, expressed that the
skills and knowledge which they gain are also contributing
to the development of their community.  CWVEC staff and
partner organisations believe in the ethos that community
education is about ‘building and developing the community
whether it be about an area based community or an issues
based community’.

4. Improving Quality of Life for Individuals
The power and potential of CWVEC community education
programmes in breaking down social barriers was
conveyed within the research data. Learners, CWVEC staff
and partner organisations highlighted improvements in
quality of life, and the social aspect of participating in a
community education programme as being significant, in

terms of gaining or developing social skills and a social
network. 

5. Recognising the Complexity of Progression
It was repeatedly highlighted that in the context of
community education, progression is something different
than qualification and further qualification. It is clear that
for learners,  progression within a community education
programme is initially manifested in personal outcomes
(confidence building, discovery of talent, new subject
related skills), and subsequently, in an opportunity to build
on their experience through participation in their community
education programme for a repeated, or further length of
time. Community education emerges as a ‘starting point’.

6. Maintaining Positive Progress within the Community 
Education Service

CWVEC staff, partner organisations and learners reported
experiencing significant changes in the Community
Education Programme in the last two years. In this time the
focus changed from the provision of classes for individuals,
seeking to enhance their personal learning, to the
development of programmes with community groups
working to combat disadvantage.  Implementing change
has brought challenges for all stakeholders. It is clear from
data collected that the CWVEC Community Education
Service is currently operating within a climate of positive
progress, and that the service, and all those working within,
are aiming to deliver community education activities
towards good practice in community education, and
promoting community education principles. 

Summary of Recommendations
Considering the findings and a review of models of good
practice in VEC Community Education the researchers make
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the following recommendations to the City of Waterford
VEC. These recommendations, if implemented, will build on
the successful processes which are currently in operation in
the Community Education Service.  The recommendations
are as follows:

Recommendation One – 
Maintain Positive Progress in a Climate of Change
It is important that all those working within the CWVEC
continue to build on their positive approach during during
this period of change within the Community Education
Service. It is also vital that all those working within the
CWVEC support the Community Education ethos and
practice which is visible in the work and activities of the
Community Education Service. 

Recommendation Two – 
Empower Communities as Collectives
The findings highlighted the success of the Community
Education Service in empowering individuals towards
fulfilling their potential. However, achieving empowerment
for communities (either geographical or issue-based
communities) as a collective and thus supporting positive
social change must be an integral part of the CWVEC
Community Education Service.

Recommendation Three – Prioritise Specific Target Groups
The findings clearly demonstrated that a wide variety of
individuals and groups currently participate in the CWVEC
Community Education Service. However, the ethos and
methods of community education are particularly successful
in empowering those who face barriers to participation in
formal education, and particularly successful in
empowering communities living in poverty. Within this
context it is recommended that the CWVEC Community

Education Service prioritises these groups for service
provision.

Recommendation Four – Develop Innovative Community
Education Initiatives
Structured courses are currently the mainstay of service
provision within the CWVEC Community Education Service.
It is recommended that the CWVEC Community Education
Service further develop community education initiatives in
the context of overall ‘projects’. Community education
initiatives employing good practice in community education
require communities (those facing barriers to participation
in formal education, and/or experiencing the effects of
poverty) to be involved in both the design and delivery of
learning.

Recommendation Five – Extend the CWVEC Community
Education Service
There is an ever growing need for services such as those
that the Community Education Service offers. There is a
particular need to expand the community-based
educational initiatives which can have a positive social
impact in communities facing barriers to participation in
formal education and/or experience the effects of poverty.
Within this context it is recommended that the service is
expanded. 

Recommendation Six – Develop A CWVEC Community
Education Service Strategic Plan
In order to ensure positive, focused momentum within the
CWVEC Community Education Service and to build on the
knowledge gained from this research, it is recommended
that CWVEC complete a facilitated Community Education
Service Strategic Plan with all those working within the
CWVEC Community Education Service.
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Conclusion 
Community Education is a unique space within the
educational system which can offer the least advantaged a
place to find their voice. Community Education offers an
opportunity to its participants to experience a taste of self
directed, reflective learning which is usually the reserve of
third level institutions. This space needs to be supported and
resourced. CWVEC Community Education Service has
been moving successfully from focusing on the individual to
the collective. There is scope for further development in this
direction. 

‘Empowering communities to achieve positive social
change’ is what sets community education apart from adult
education. If the focus of adult education is to educate
individuals, the focus of community education is to educate
communities. Just as individuals may reach their potential
and achieve personal goals by participating in adult
education, communities are empowered to reach their
potential and achieve community outcomes through
community education. Community education is a
development process which, at its core, has the defining
feature of dialogue with communities. Empowering a
community to reach its potential, through community
education, requires the community to be involved in all
aspects of the educational experience, from planning to
delivery. Through learning, community education builds the
capacity of communities to tackle the real issues in their
lives.

“Whatever the problem, 

community is the answer.  

The world changes 

through local communities 

taking action —

there is no power 

for change greater 

than a community 

taking its future 

into its own hands.”

Margaret Wheatley



Building on the Strengths Community Education in Waterford City a snapshot . . .



Chapter 1
Background to the Research Project

Building on the Strengths
Community Education in Waterford City

a snapshot . . .



Building on the Strengths Community Education in Waterford City a snapshot . . .

10

Background to the
Research Project

1.1 Origins and Aims of the Research Project
The research project “A Snapshot of the City of Waterford
VEC Community Education Service” was undertaken in
order to explore what is working within the City of
Waterford VEC Community Education Service, and to
identify how the service may be improved, in the context of
good practice in Community Education. The research
project aimed to explore the main outcomes of the activities
of the City of Waterford VEC Community Education Service,
and identify the key processes within the work of the City
of Waterford City VEC Community Education Service.
Through the exploration of these processes and outcomes
with stakeholders, the research project also aimed to
generate a greater insight into the current strengths, gaps
and opportunities within the service. The research project
was funded by the City of Waterford VEC.

1.2 The City of Waterford VEC
This research was undertaken for the City of Waterford
Vocational Education Committee (CWVEC). The CWVEC
is a statutory education  provider established under the
provisions of the Vocational Education Act 1930 and is one
of 33 VECs in Ireland. The VEC administrative office is the
headquarters of CWVEC and is situated in the city centre
at 30 The Mall, Waterford. Additional information about
the City of Waterford VEC can be obtained from
its website www.waterfordvec.ie .

1.3 The City of Waterford VEC Mission 
Statement

The mission of CWVEC is "To provide high quality,
accessible, integrated education and educational support
services which respond to the lifelong learning needs and
aspirations of all". www.waterfordvec.ie .

1.4 The City of Waterford VEC Adult 
Education Service

The Community Education service of CWVEC is placed
within the Adult Education Service of Waterford City VEC,
which is one of six key elements of the CWVEC, namely
the Waterford College of Further Education, St. Paul’s
Community College, the Waterford Youth Committee,
VTOS, Youthreach & Subla, and the Adult Education
Service, as seen in figure one, below. 

Fig. 1
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The Adult Education Service of CWVEC has a number of
key programmes which are; the Adult Literacy Service, the
Back To Education Initiative (BTEI), Community Education
(CE), and English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL).
The Adult Education Service also has links to a number of
connected VEC programmes. These include Post Leaving
Certificate courses (PLCs), part-time evening classes, and
Vocational Training Opportunity Scheme (VTOS),
Youthreach and Subla. Extended information on all of these
programmes can be viewed on the CWVEC Adult
Education Service website; www.adulteducationservice.ie.
The City of Waterford VEC outlines that, since their
“foundation in 1930, the Vocational Education Committee
have always been to the forefront in providing adult and
community education. From 1979, with the appointment of
Adult Education Officers (AEOs), the Service expanded
greatly in the following years. The Adult Education Centre
in Ozanam St, where the Community Education Facilitator
is housed today, was one of the first to be opened in the
country in December 1981. Since then, several other
premises have been used for the delivery of programmes
throughout the city”. (www.adulteducationservice.ie).

1.5 The Research Steering Group
A research steering group was formed in order to support
the researchers and to monitor the research process. This
steering group comprised of Ms Maeve O’ Grady, W.I.T.
an adult and community education consultant and member
of the steering group of the AONTAS Community Education
Network.  Ms. Angi Meegan, BTEI Co-ordinator City of
Waterford VEC and Ms Helen Rafferty, Community
Education Facilitator of City of Waterford VEC. The steering
group met regularly with the researchers throughout the
process. 

“We can prepare for 

an unknown future by 

creating strong and 

sustainable relationships, 

by wisely stewarding 

the earth’s resources, 

and by building 

resilient communities.”
Berkana Institute
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Context of the Research
Project – A Literature and
Policy Overview

2.1 The Origins of Community Education
At national level in 1984, the Adult Literacy and Community
Education Scheme, funding to support mainly literacy
provision, came into being. With this, AEOs began to work
with local people, mainly women, to organise locally based
courses (www.AONTAS.com 2010). In fact the
development of community education in Ireland is attributed
to self-organising women’s groups of the 80s and 90s, from
disadvantaged communities, as a response to the
oppression women experienced in their everyday lives. The
Waterford Women’s Centre is a local example of a self
organising women’s group whose practice of community
education predates some of the nationally implemented
community education structures (AONTAS, 2009).

2.2 The Policy Context of Adult Education 
in Ireland

In 1997, the OECD international audit on literacy levels
outlined clearly how Ireland fared badly compared to other
countries. In fact, it was the second worst amongst OECD
countries (Galligan, 2007). In many ways this revelation
kick started a new beginning for Adult Education in Ireland.
It is since then, that the body of Irish policy documents with
regard to adult education has begun to be developed. The
publication of The Green Paper: Adult Education in an Era
of Lifelong Learning (DES, 1998), the National
Development Plan (Government of Ireland, 1999) and the
first White Paper on Adult Education (DES, 2000) were
significant governmental developments regarding the

importance of adult education, further education and
lifelong learning in Ireland (O’Gorman, 2008).

2.2.1  The Green Paper
The Green Paper (1998) characterised lifelong learning as
a process incorporating key dimensions, namely: - Lifelong,
Lifewide and Voluntary and Self-motivated. The term lifelong
learning has since permeated its way into everyday
vocabulary and is used to explain how learning is not
confined to childhood or to the classroom. Lifelong learning
can enhance social inclusion, active citizenship, personal
development, competitiveness and employability. The
Green Paper goes on to highlight that Community
Education is depicted by an approach and a particular kind
of relationship rather than a system of provision. The
document also names some key characteristics of
Community Education which are:

n Being firmly community-based, with local groups taking
responsibility for and playing a key role in organising c
ourses, deciding on programme content and recruiting 
tutors.

n An empowering process, working as an equal partner 
with the knowledge, skills and experience a learner can
offer, and taking account of the cultural and other needs
of participants.

n An agent of social change and community 
advancement, which helps communities and individuals
to develop strategies to take a more active role in 
decision-making on issues which affect their lives and 
those of their families and communities.

n A process built on models of active participation, and 
inclusive discourse and decision-making.
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This is a view which essentially equates Community
Education with community development, i.e. as a process
of working in solidarity with marginalised groups towards
objectives of empowerment. (ibid, 1998:98).  The remit of
the VEC’s Adult Education Service was clarified in the
White Paper on Adult Education (2000)
(www.adulteducationservice.ie).

2.2.2  The White Paper
The White Paper (2000) defines adult education as
"systematic learning undertaken by adults who return to
learning having concluded initial education or training." As
such it includes aspects of further and third-level education,
continuing education and training, community education,
and other systematic deliberate learning by adults, both
formal and informal. In setting out a role for adult education
in society, six priority areas are identified: Consciousness
Raising, Citizenship, Cohesion, Competitiveness, Cultural
Development and Community Building. The White Paper is
underpinned by three core principles concerning Adult
Education, namely: - Lifelong Learning as a Systemic
Approach, Equality and Interculturalism. The Paper focuses
on the adult learner in a number of key learning sites
namely: school, community, workplace and higher
education. As such the White Paper was a significant
juncture for the development community education in
Ireland. It outlined a number of key points which guide and
inform community education provision today.

1. It defines community education as “a process of 
communal education toward empowerment, both at 
an individual and a collective level.” Such an 
approach to Community Education sees it as an 
interactive challenging process, not only in terms of 
its content but also in terms of its methodologies 
and decision making processes.

2. It recommended the appointment of a national team 
of Community Education Facilitators with a number 
of key responsibilities including; promoting the 
development and nurturing of new community 
based learning groups; providing support to new 
and existing community education groups in the 
form of technical, administrative and educational 
inputs and helping community education interests to 
access funding.  
The Community Education Facilitators are required 
to demonstrate a deep-rooted knowledge of the 
communities they serve and a clear understanding 
and empathy with  the philosophy and processes of 
community education.

3. It referenced the success of the Women’s Community 
Education movement which had been growing 
organically since the 1980s, and suggested that the 
approaches pioneered within the community-based 
women's groups be applied specifically in relation to:-

• disadvantaged, hard-to-reach men;
• travellers and ethnic minorities;
• people with disability;
• community arts groups;
• the elderly;

The paper goes on to name a number of other specific
target groups including: 

• Refugees and Asylum Seekers
• Isolated Rural People
• Women
• Homeless
• Prisoners and Ex-Offenders.
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4. The paper recommended a number of points regarding
the resourcing of community education groups;
(a) more streamlined funding mechanism;
(b) long-term funding;
(c) a separate budget line for community education in 
the non-statutory sector, to be funded in the longer term
locally through the Local Adult Learning Boards.

5. The White paper also recognised the need for several 
supports for both the potential community education 
participants and the practitioners. Childcare and an 
Adult Guidance.  Service were identified as key support
services for the participants and continued professional
development and training are seen as essential to the 
development of the community education practitioner.

As recommendation 4 (c) above has not been implemented,
the administration of government resources for community
education remains within statutory sector, within VECs.
Other recommendations have been implemented nationally
through the VECs and as such take many different guises
with the models of service provision varying greatly
throughout the country. The appointment of a national team
of 37 Community Education Facilitators, who were placed
within the VECs was a key benefit from this policy paper.
In 2003 a Community Education Facilitator was appointed
to City of Waterford VEC.  The programme is based in
Ozanam St. at the Adult Education Centre.

Despite these significant developments, gains in the level of
service provision and in recognition, community education
has been seen as the poor relation to adult and further
education. (www.AONTAS.com 2010)

2.3 Community Education, Definitions 
and Developments.

Because of its organic roots and many different objectives
the concept of community education has been difficult to
define. The definition mentioned above from the White
Paper has been grappled with and added to on many
different occasions. The National Adult Learning
organisation, AONTAS has embraced this challenge and
as a consequence they have offered two widely accepted
and cited definitions. The first is from 2000:

“Community education is education and learning which is
rooted in a process of empowerment, social justice,
change, challenge, respect and collective consciousness. It
is within the community and of the community, reflecting
the developing needs of individuals and of their locale. It
builds the capacity of local communities to engage in
developing responses to educational and structural
disadvantage and to take part in decision making and
policy-formation within the community. It is distinct from
general adult education provision, due both to its ethos and
to the methodologies it employs” (AONTAS 2000)

This second AONTAS definition was created by the
Community Education Network (CEN) has become widely
cited in contemporary literature:

“Community education is a process of personal and
community transformation, empowerment, challenge,
social change and collective responsiveness. It is
community-led reflecting and valuing the lived experiences
of individuals and their community. Through its ethos and
holistic approach community education builds the capacity
of groups to engage in developing a social teaching and
learning process that is creative, participative and needs-
based. Community education is grounded on principles of
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justice, equality and inclusiveness. It differs from general 
adult education provision due to its political and radical
methodologies.” 

(AONTAS 2008, www.adulteducationservice.ie 2010)
The complexity of accurately defining the concept of
community education means that the question ‘what is
community education?’ remains to some degree
unanswered. The Irish Citizens Advice Website offers the
following information in response which may reinforce
some of the previously mentioned points.

Community education promotes personalised learning and
flexibility within the learning group. Participants are
involved as equal partners in identifying needs, designing
and implementing programmes, and adapting them on an
ongoing basis.

The goals of the community education sector include not
just individual development but also community
advancement, especially in marginalised communities. It
allows participants to challenge existing structures and
enables and encourages them to influence the society in
which they live.

A key feature of community education programmes is that
they provide the supports necessary for successful access
and learning, particularly guidance, mentoring, continuous
feedback and childcare. (www.citizensinformation.ie)

As if to re-affirm some of these points each VEC receives
annual budgetary correspondence from the Department of
Education and Science which includes a brief outline of
how the community education budget should be allocated.
This could be seen as the most contemporary relevant
literature available.

“Community education refers to education and learning,
generally outside the formal education sector, with the aims
of enhancing learning, empowerment and contributing to
civic society. It is firmly community-based, with local
groups, taking responsibility for, and playing a key role in,
organising courses, deciding on programme content and
recruiting tutors”

The grants provided by the Department to the VECs are to
enable disadvantaged adults to avail of community
education at minimal or no cost. This is usually allocated
through the provision of teaching hours, or small grants, to
a range of community and voluntary groups for educational
activities.

2.4 Dimensions of Community Education
As can be seen from the above mentioned White Paper on
Adult Education, the AONTAS definitions, the Citizens
Advice literature and the Department of Education and
Sciences’ current correspondence there are several
important ideas incorporated into the concept of community
education. As a consequence, there have been several
endeavours to create succinct working definitions. The
mission statement of Co. Westmeath VEC’s community
education service is one notable example;

“The Community Education Service is committed to building
the capacity of community groups engaging in diverse,
dynamic and accessible community learning to effect social
change towards a more just and equal society.”
(www.westmeathvec.ie 2010)
This is just one of many attempts to summarise the concept
of community education. The City of Waterford VEC has
also negotiated this challenge and they have included a
Community Education Statement in their 2009 Draft
Community Education Strategic Plan.
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City Of Waterford VEC Adult Education 
Community Education Statement 2010

The Department of Education and Science states that Community Education refers to 
“adult education and learning, generally outside the formal education sector, with the aim of

enhancing learning, empowerment and contributing to civic society”.  
The Purpose of the CWVEC Programme is to deliver a range of educational activities for

disadvantaged adults within their community. For example;
n Programmes that strengthen and increase the skills and knowledge of groups active in community and

voluntary organisations leading to greater community involvement and participation;

n Programmes which support education and learning for community based groups such as; women and men’s
groups, groups working with Travellers and other ethnic minorities, groups working with people with

disabilities and older peoples groups, as per Learning for Life, the White Paper on Adult Education

n Educational initiatives designed to address the impact of poverty, economic disadvantage and social
exclusion in Waterford City.

There is documentary evidence that the City of Waterford VEC has been endeavoring to deliver community
education classes to specific target groups for several years. Similarities can be seen between the following two
lists. The first is from the Community Education Chapter of Learning for Life, the White Paper on adult Education
July 2000 and the second was taken form the Adult Education Organisers report to the Adult Education Board
Meeting which in July 1993.

DES 2000 Waterford Adult Education Service 1993
n community based women’s groups n disadvantaged Womens groups

disadvantaged, hard-to-reach men; n women’s Classes
n travellers and other ethnic minorities; n senior Citizens
n people with disability; n short term Unemployed
n community arts groups; n  long term Unemployed
n older people: n physically Handicapped

n mentally Handicapped

2.5 CWVEC Community Education Then and Now
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2.6 Summary of the Principles Underpinning 
Community Education.

The community based sector is described as "amongst the
most dynamic, creative and relevant components of adult
education provision in Ireland" and the White Paper also
acknowledges the contribution of community education
providers in reaching large numbers of participants
frequently in disadvantaged settings (www.AONTAS.com
2010).

2.7 Resources and Expertise Available
The Irish Vocational Educational Association (2010) website
summarises its view on the resources and expertise
available to the community education services by saying;
The appointment of Community Education Facilitators
(CEFs) to VECs, has given them the capacity to facilitate the
participation of those who have traditionally been ignored
by mainstream provision. Particular supports provided
include:
n Assistance with establishing education programmes: The

Community Education Facilitator provides assistance and
support to new or existing community education groups.

n Course Development: Assistance is also available for 
community education groups to develop their own 
educational programmes and courses.

n Funding: There is a small fund for groups to run 
community education projects.

2.8 Pedagogical Approaches to 
Community Education

As outlined in table 1 opposite there are many principles
which underpin the processes and approaches to
community education. Yet in terms of pedagogical
approaches there are some further points which are worth
making at this stage.

Principle / Concept Relevant Literature
Accessibility City of Waterford VEC, Other VEC’s
Active Citizenship White Paper
Anti Poverty CWVEC
Creativity AONTAS, CEN 
Collective Responsiveness AONTAS, CEN
Community Advancement Citizens Advice
Community Based Women’s groups
Community Building White Paper
Contribution to Civic Society Department of Education & Science 

budgetary correspondence 
Consciousness Raising White Paper
Conscientization Freire, 
Critical analyses Freire
Disadvantaged groups (target of) Department of Education & Science 

budgetary correspondence
Empowerment AONTAS, CEN, CWVEC,

White Paper
Equality AONTAS, VEC’s
Facilitation Connolly,
Inclusiveness AONTAS, CEN
Justice (& Social Justice) AONTAS, CEN, QAF
Lifelong learning Green Paper on Adult Education
Lifewide learning Green Paper on Adult Education
Low / no Cost Department of Education & Science 

budgetary correspondence
Marginalised groups (support for) Citizens Advice
Needs based AONTAS, CEN, CWVEC
Participative AONTAS, CEN
Participant – Centred AONTAS, QAF
Political Methodologies AONTAS, CEN
Process focused White paper
Quality AONTAS, QAF
Radical Methodologies AONTAS, CEN
Reflective practice Connolly
Respect AONTAS
Self – motivated Women’s groups, Green Paper
Supports available Women’s groups, citizens advice 
Social change AONTAS, CEN, VEC’s
Social exclusion (addressing) CWVEC
Target Groups (named) White Paper 
Values Experience AONTAS, CEN
Voluntary Green Paper

Table 1: Summary of Community Education Principles
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Many community activists and educators rely heavily on the
theory of Paolo Freire. Freire’s work, as outlined in the
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1972), with illiterate and
disadvantaged communities was revolutionary in terms of
empowering the participants to develop a critical
awareness of the world and the power structures of that
world. “Conscientization” is the term used to describe the
“facilitative process which allows participants to work
collectively to investigate the world around them” (Galligan,
2009).
Facilitation as opposed to teaching “is fundamental to
community education” (Connolly 2003). “In this way the
participants control the process, identifying their own
learning needs. The role of the facilitator is to create the
critical environment and to provide expertise in the subject
or topic” (ibid). Connolly also suggests “the ability to
critically reflect, to understand the issues of concern and
power crucial to community education” (Connolly 2003,
Galligan 2007).

Another key characteristic of the community education
model outlined in Community Education and Social Change
(Galligan, 2007) is holding the lived experience as the
starting point. The women-centred principle of AONTAS’s
Flower Power, Women's Community Education Quality
Assurance Framework (QAF) (AONTAS, 2009), describes
how the lived experience of the women is central to the
process of community education (Galligan, 2007). The
transferability of this quality assurance framework means
that this women-centred principle can be adapted to what
we can call the participant-centred principle.

According to the QAF (2009), along with the women-
centred principle there are three other principles in which
women’s community education is rooted. They are: quality,

equality and justice. These principles, as with all of those
outlined in Table 1, complement each other in making up
the concept that is community education.

2.9 Community-Based Education
While the White Paper states that one of the key
responsibilities of the Community Education Facilitator is
“promoting the development and nurturing of new
community based learning groups” (2000:114) it also
states that community education is much more than adult
education courses located geographically in community
settings. Community Education is rooted in the community,
“not just in terms of physical location, but also in that its
activists have lived and worked for many years within the
community, have a deep knowledge and respect for its
values, culture and circumstances, and an understanding
of community needs and capacity” (ibid: 113) Community
education promotes participative democracy and identifies
itself as a mechanism for transforming society (ibid: 113).

2.10 Benchmarking
Benchmarking is a process used in management in which,
in this case community education providers, evaluate
various aspects of their processes and outcomes in relation
to best practice, usually within a peer group defined for the
purposes of the benchmarking exercise. The Community
Education Services of City of Cork VEC, City of Limerick
VEC and the City of Galway VEC are examples of
Community Education Services which would be ideal for
the City of Waterford VEC to partner in a benchmarking
peer group. This then allows organisations to develop plans
on how to make improvements or adapt specific good
practices, usually with the aim of increasing some aspect
of performance. Benchmarking may be a one-off event, but
as suggested in the QAF (AONTAS, 2009), can be treated
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as a continuous process in which the community education
service provider continually seeks to improve their practices.
The QAF   suggests that benchmarking is carried out at
regular intervals, taking one dimension at a time and as
such the entire community education process is reviewed
over a period of three to five years.

2.11 Intra – Agency Work
CWVEC Community Education Service works closely on
various projects with the other services provided by
CWVEC to adults and  other service providers of the city
of Waterford who have a social inclusion focus. In CWVEC
the Community Education Service has strong working links
with the Adult Literary Service and  the Back to Education
Initiative. 

The Adult Literary Service
The Adult Literary Service provides opportunities for adults
to develop a range of skills in areas such as reading,
writing, spelling, numeracy, form filling, letter writing,
computer literacy (ICT) and personal development.

The Back to Education Initiative-Part-time (BTEI)
The BTEI provides part time opportunities to return to
learning for adults and provides a re-entry route for those
who wish to upgrade their skills. BTEI seeks to offer a wider
range of choices and expand provision of courses leading
to FETAC accreditation. 10% of this strand is specifically
allocated to community education providers.

2.12 Interagency Work / Partnership 
Organisations.

The 2009 Draft Community Education Strategic Plan
outlines the key agencies from Waterford City who are
stakeholders in the Community Education Service, some of

whom are partners at programme delivery level. These are: 
n Community Groups and 

Community Development Projects (CDPs)
n Disability Groups
n Older Person Groups
n Department of Social and Family Affairs (DSFA)
n Health Service Executive (HSE)
n Waterford Institute Technology (WIT), 
n FAS, the City Development Board (CDB), 
n Waterford Area Partnership (WAP) 
n Regional Education Guidance Service for Adults (REGSA 
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Methodology

3.1 Research Aims
This research project was undertaken in order to explore
what is working within the City of Waterford VEC
Community Education Service, and to identify how the
service may be improved, in the context of best practice in
Community Education. The research project aimed to
explore the main outcomes of the activities of the CWVEC
Education Service, and identify the key processes within it’s
work. Through the exploration of these processes and
outcomes with stakeholders, the research project also aimed
to generate a greater insight into the current strengths, gaps
and opportunities within the service.

3.2 Research Design
The research study was initially concerned with the
discovery of the research participants’ experience of
involvement in the CWVEC Community Education Service,
and their perception of their experience. The aim was to
conceptualise the complexities of “what is happening” in
the research situation, through a process of systematic data
collection and data analysis. Bearing in mind the aims of
the research project, qualitative methods were chosen as
the primary data collection tools, in order to yield a detailed
description of the experiences and perceptions of
stakeholders of the CWVEC Community Education Service.
It was envisaged that a qualitative approach would provide
maximum insight into the work of the service. Qualitative
research aims to provide an in-depth understanding of the
lived experiences of people, through exploration of the
meanings people bring to their own experiences. It is
inductive by nature, with regard to data collection, analysis
and reporting. The nature of methods used within qualitative

research make it particularly suitable to exploring topics
which are delicate in content, and personally sensitive for
the target group. 
This is because qualitative research methods have the time
and structure necessary to focus on meanings, perceptions,
processes and contexts. The primary data collection
methods for this study were semi-structured, in-depth
interviews and focus groups. Thematic data analysis
identified concepts in the data which were developed into
categories, based on commonalities and contrasts among
the experiences and perceptions of research participants,
and further developed into key themes with narratives. A
quantitative questionnaire was also used as a method of
data collection, as a means of data triangulation and in
order to yield a more detailed understanding of the topics
which were explored throughout the interviews.

3.3 Literature and Policy Review
The context of the report was set by identifying the location
of the CWVEC Education Services within the relevant
literature and policy documents. 

3.4 Data Collection
The primary data collection methods for this research study
were semi-structured, in-depth interviews, and focus groups.
Data was collected during a three month period from mid-
April to mid-July 2010. Interview and focus group guides
were developed by the researchers in order to ensure rigour
in data collection with all respondents, which is, to guide
the researcher to be consistent in conducting interviews with
all respondents. A number of meetings were held with the
steering group prior to fieldwork, in order to ensure that
data collection instruments focused on the specific aims of
the research. In total, qualitative data was collected from
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83 people who participate in courses or programmes
funded by the CWVEC Community Education Service
(herein referred to as learners), 16 VEC staff (including
tutors) and 9 representatives of partner organisations . In-
depth, one to one interviews were conducted with 13
learners, and 7 CWVEC staff. Two focus groups were
conducted with 9 tutors, and 9 representatives from partner
organisations. An additional focus group was conducted
with 5 learners with disabilities, and additional information
was collected from 1 partner organisation by email
correspondence.

A quantitative, self-completion questionnaire was developed
by the researchers, drawing on data collection elements of
two studies completed in the area of informal learning and
wellbeing nationally and internationally (Mark et. al, 2010,
Golding et. al, 2009). Again, a number of meetings were
held with the steering group prior to field work, in order to
ensure that the data collection instrument focused on the
specific aims of the research. In total 152 postal
questionnaires were forwarded to learners, including a
stamped, addressed envelope to encourage reporting. In
total 65 questionnaires (43%) were completed and
returned. Learners were recruited through a process where
the CWVEC provided the researchers with a data base of
contact details for learners who are currently participating
in the service. Questionnaires were distributed, by post, to
a stratified random sample of learners from across the 4
strands of provision within the CWVEC Community
Education Service (Community Groups, Older Persons,
People with Disabilities, Career and Lifeskills). In addition
data collection was conducted with City of Limerick VEC
and City of Galway VEC, being cities of similar size to
Waterford, in order to explore models of good practice in
community education. A one to one interview and a focus

group were conducted in CGVEC and CLVEC Community
Education Service respectively.  
The in-depth interviews conducted with learners aimed to
understand the meaning of learners’ realities and
perceptions pertaining to their experiences of involvement
with the CWVEC programmes and includes community and
voluntary groups. The interview guide was designed to
encourage participants to talk, and interviews were
facilitated in a conversational tone. Data was collected
through verbatim answers to interview questions, and
participants’ own exploration of the questions. The
interview guide was designed in a way which allowed the
researcher the freedom to follow up significant issues that
emerged in each interview. As themes arose, they were
explored in a "lengthy conversation piece" (Simons, 1982).
During the first part of the interview, the researcher
facilitated a conversation where the participant talked
about the details and content of their course or programme,
in order to provide context for subsequent questions. This
section also helped ease the participant into the
conversation. The researcher then proceeded to enquire
directly about the participants’ experience of the process of
community education, the outcomes of their involvement
and their perception of strengths and gaps within the
Community Education Service. The focus of the interviews
was to derive data that described the experiences and
perceptions of the participants in their own words. Each
interview was audio-taped when permitted, however a
number of participants chose to not give their permission
for audio-taping. In order to maintain a reflexive, sensitive
approach to the data collection process, and thus reduce
bias, field notes were written and maintained after each
interview, in order to identify any challenges or areas for
improvement within the data collection process. 
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In conducting the interviews with learners, the researchers
went to locations arranged directly with the learner by
telephone. Selection of suitable interview venues were
based on ensuring confidentiality and safety for both
researcher and learner, and that learners would feel
comfortable when answering questions and providing
information. To ensure voluntary participation, at the
beginning of each interview, the respondent was made
aware of their right to refuse to participate, and to withdraw
from the interview and the study, without prejudice,
whenever and for whatever reason they wished. All details
from the information sheet were repeated to the respondent
at the beginning of each interview. Respondents were
informed that they were allowed to ask for clarification on
any aspect of the study during all stages of the interview.
Each participant was interviewed for approximately half
hour to an hour. 

In-depth, semi structured, one to one interviews were
conducted with 7 relevant members of staff of the CWVEC
Adult and Community Education Service. One to one
interviews were administered in a similar manner as
outlined above. Again, an interview guide was employed
within the interviews. In addition, a focus group was
conducted with 9 tutors working within the Community
Education Service, in order to yield a more detailed
understanding of key themes which were identified
throughout the interviews and from the questionnaires. A
focus group guide was developed by the researchers and
included five key questions which explored the work of the
Community Education service. The focus group topics built
on significant issues raised within the one to one interviews
and were also beneficial in exploring new areas,
serendipitous findings, group reflection on learning and

hopes for the future. In order to gain an insight into the
experiences of the involvement of partner organisations with
the Community Education Service, a number of
representatives of partner organisations were invited to
participate in a focus group as part of this research study.

3.5 Data Analysis
Qualitative data collected, was transcribed by the
researchers and analysed through the systematic method of
Thematic Analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006), allowing a
theoretical framework, described as themes, to be
abstracted directly from the narratives. Thematic analysis
reports the experiences, meanings and reality of those who
participated in the data collection process. Data analysis
was an inductive process, with the researcher exploring
patterns within the data collected and identifying concepts
described in the data. Throughout this research study,
collecting data, organising the data, and analysing the
data occurred in an integrated, inductive manner. The
interpretation of knowledge was constant throughout the
research process. The researcher gathered words, and
analysed them inductively focusing on the meanings of
participants. Firstly, interviews were transcribed, and field
notes ordered after each interview and focus group. The
transcripts were read numerous times so that the researcher
was able to become immersed in words and meanings, as
expressed by the participants. Data analysis began with
breakdown of the interview transcripts into many concepts,
that is, units of meaning, with descriptive codes. This was
conducted through line by line coding. The concepts
represented reported events, happenings and instances,
experiences and perceptions collected through field data.
Concepts emerged from each analysis of the initial
interviews, which were then also confirmed or refuted by
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deliberate exploration in subsequent interviews. Categories
which contained similar and related concepts were then
developed and built on, through data saturation from
ongoing data collection and data analysis. Once no more
information could be deemed to be found which added to
established categories, themes were developed based on
the relationships between categories and a narrative
provided by the researchers. The major themes are
described independently within the findings and discussion
section of this report. 

3.6 Ethics
When commencing the study, the researchers were aware
of ethical questions such as, what are the consequences of
the study for the participants?; and for the wider
community?; how can informed consent of participants be
ensured?; how might the researcher’s role affect the study?
Several key steps were taken by the researcher in order to
address such questions. The confidentiality of records and
data generated by the research was protected at all times.
The protection of informant’s identities was a priority
throughout the research. All identifiers were removed from
transcript material, and throughout the project, all material,
including the notes and tape recordings from interviews,
were securely stored and available only to the researchers.
Great care was taken to prevent data being presented in a
form which could identify the research participants.

“Cos it was a smaller group  and

we had time to get to know the

person......I found up here in this

smaller group we were able to listen

to one another and get to know one

another better ”

(Learner, Community)

“Definitely, I know what I want to

do with myself now........... when

you find something you actually

love………. when I did this, 

I had no expectations and it was

absolutely fantastic you know ”

(Learner, Community)

“It’s more about building something

for the community that they belong

to rather than education just for the

individual, it’s more about building

strength and capacity, about what

the community is going to get out of

it, bringing people together to work

as a unit, how the community 

will gain from it ”

(VEC/Partner Organisation)
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Research Findings - 
Models of Good Practice

4.1 Models of Good Practice
Key staff of CWVEC, identified that progress towards a
model of good practice of community education service
provision can be achieved by endeavouring to reproduce
aspects of what has worked well in other VECs., in
particular, city VECs whose remit is somewhat similar to that
of CWVEC. To this end, two models of good practice of
community education service provision were investigated
by the researchers; City of Limerick VEC Community
Education service and City of Galway Community
Education Service. In this section we briefly outline a
number of the structures and processes which are working
successfully in these services.

4.2 City of Galway VEC, Community Education 
Service (CGVEC).

“Community Education in Galway is much more than
education in the community. It is the empowerment and
social change model.” (CGVEC Staff member)
The City of Galway VEC’s Community Education Service
focuses strongly on providing community skills and
leadership courses to its participants. As well as delivering
a Cert / Diploma in Community Education accredited by
NUIG, CGVEC is consistently providing short community
based courses in community leadership and committee
skills. These short courses are targeted at individuals from
within community groups who have either emerged
organically as  leaders or who have been identified as
potential leaders. These courses are two hours per week for
six weeks and run on an ongoing basis. In the period from
October 2009 until June 2010 approximately 120 people

had attended these courses with the group size ranging
from twelve to twenty. A number of the participants on these
courses may take the opportunity to progress on to the Cert
/ Diploma course.
CGVEC also supports community education through the
provision of grants and not through the provision of tuition
hours. The CGVEC process of CE grant provision has
evolved since the appointment of the CEF in 2003 and they
continue to use this model for a number of reasons:

n The community groups have control over the money.
n The community groups choose the tutors that best suit 

their needs.
n These responsibilities promote capacity building in 

themselves.
n More straight forward in terms of administration for 

CGVEC.

The following is extracted from the CGVEC Guidelines for
the Community Education Grants Programme 2009/2010;

“The purpose of the Community Education Grants scheme
is to promote and/or develop community education
initiatives in local community settings. The community
education grant scheme seeks to create opportunities for
people to identify their learning needs, learn in their own
communities and to support progression routes from this
important base in the community. Thus engaging
communities in a process of empowerment and change.

The aim of the (CGVEC) Community Education Grants
scheme is to involve those who are most excluded from
education in community education courses in order to build
their confidence, to empower them to develop as
individuals and help in the development of
their community.



Building on the Strengths Community Education in Waterford City a snapshot . . .

31

The objectives of the (CGVEC) Community Education
Grants Scheme are:
n To ensure the most excluded communities take part in 

community education initiatives
n To empower people to be part of their community and 

other education initiatives
n To build people’s capacity to participate in education 

courses and the life of their community
n To encourage progression for groups or individuals 

where this is appropriate
n To gather information and research to feed into models

of good practice and for information sharing. 
(CGVEC, 2009)

CGVEC targets disadvantaged groups, particularly those
within RAPID areas. An example of CGVEC targeting a
specific group was in 2009 when the Community Education
Service along with its partners worked with the LGBT
community of Galway. This piece of community education
was preceded by a needs analysis commissioned by
CGVEC and 26 other state and voluntary bodies of the
LGBT communities in Galway, Mayo and Roscommon
(Gleeson & McCallion 2008). In 2009 CGVEC worked
with 1993 individuals, 463 of whom were men, and 1530
of whom were women. CGVEC operates on the principle
of non-accredited learning for community education.

4.3 City of Limerick VEC, Community 
Education Service.

“Community education is much more than community
based education; a lot of people know the difference
between community ed. and adult ed. but not everybody
understands the difference between community education
and community based education” (CLVEC staff member)
The Community Education Programme of Limerick City Adult

Education Service (LCAES) works in partnership with
community groups and organisations to run a huge variety
of courses (www.limerickcityaes.ie, 2010). The staff of
LCAES, which worked with approximately 1,400 learners
in 2009, clearly name achieving social change as a key
aspiration of their community education service. The
Community Education Programme is deeply integrated with
Basic Education Solutions (Literacy) and Upskill Solutions
(BTEI) and all of these services are available to community
groups through the provision of tuition hours to the groups.
CE courses are situated only in community facilities while
Basic Education Solutions and Upskill Solutions are located
in VEC buildings and community facilities.

A very small proportion of the CE courses are accredited;
accreditation is promoted where appropriate but offered
only when specifically requested by the learners. The CE
staff intend to maintain this in order to protect the wider
benefits of informal learning that are often de-prioritised in
an era of “up-skilling and re-skilling”.
Tuition hours are allocated to groups once a year following
an integrated application process. LCAES does not provide
any grants as part of its CE provision. There are a number
of key points pertaining to this system of supporting
community groups, which ensures its success. These include:
n The system is facilitated to continuously evolve in order

to meet the needs of the learners, the community 
organisations and LCAES. 

n Support for the Limerick Community Education Network
(LCEN)
There are three LCEN Community Education 
Development Workers; two full-time and one part-time 
who work closely with the LCEN 
Community Education team.
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n There are three cluster groups of community education 
groups within the city; Northside, Southside and City 
Centre. These groups meet once per year prior to 
application (May) and as such avoid duplication and 
share responsibility for the community education service
provision. 

n The LCEN Development Workers also support the 
groups/clusters for planning and information/resource
sharing. 

n The hours are allocated in June of each year. 
n In order to promote transparency the numbers of hours 

allocated to each group are made publically available 
and circulated to all groups.

n LCAES host a networking event in September each year
where all groups who have been allocated hours and 
tutors can come together for information sharing and 
keeping up to date on programme developments.

n The Community Education programme has a “change of
hours” process for groups who wish to (a) change the 
tutor or the subject depending on learner interest or (b)
share / swap hours with each other in order to get most
benefit from the allocation.  

n Within the Community Education programme community
groups can request a specific tutor via the application 
process. The LCAES gives a list of VEC approved tutors
to the community groups prior to application. 

n CLVEC has developed several documents to facilitate this
entire process most notably the Sample Course 
Catalogue and City of Limerick Adult Education service
Application Form (Community Education, Upskill & BES
programmes)

n The Limerick City Adult Learner Forum is a developing 
group representing the voice of learners initially on the
LCEN and in time on other local fora. 

n The Limerick City Adult Learner Forum drew up a Charter
for Learning in 2006.  

“Never underestimate 

the power of a small 

group of committed people 

to change the world. 

In fact it is the only thing 

that ever has.”
Margaret Meade
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Research Findings - 
Local Research

5.1 Overview
Within this section, findings related to the aims of the
research project are reported in an integrated, descriptive
manner with supporting quotations from data generated
through focus groups and interviews, and references from
the statistical analysis. The findings are reported within a
framework of six key themes which have been developed
through the recognition of the relationship between
concepts within the data. The themes provide a clear insight
into what is working within the activities and work of the
CWVEC Community Education Service, within the context
of outcomes and processes, and the strengths, gaps and
opportunities which exist in the same. Within the reporting
of qualitative data those who have participated/do
participate in CWVEC Community Education programmes
are referred to as ‘Learner’, with corresponding strand
noted, while all other stakeholders, including CWVEC
tutors, are referred together as ‘VEC/Partner Organisation’:

The key themes emerging from the data, which represent
the main processes and outcomes of the CWVEC
Community Education Service, are as follows;

n Empowering Individuals
n Facilitating a Positive Learning Experience
n Supporting Community-Based Learning
n Improving Quality of Life for Individuals
n Recognising the Complexity of Progression
n Maintaining Positive Progress within the 

Community Education Service

Firstly, it is important to note the following statistics, derived
from the quantitative data, which provide an insight into the

breakdown of individuals currently participating in CWVEC
community education programmes. The percentages noted
in Table 2 below refer to percentage of total questionnaires
completed and returned.

Table 2 – Learner Profile Gender, Age and Education

Gender

Male 20% Female 80%

Age Group
Under 25 5%
26 – 35 8%
36 – 45 8%
46 – 55 12%
56 – 65 11%
66 – 75 41%
76 – 85 12%
86+ 3%

Highest Educational Level to Date

Primary Education 23%

Lower Secondary 
Level Education 31%

Upper Secondary 
Level Education 22%

Other 
(Third Level responses) 18%
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Table 3 - Main Quantitative Findings 

Table 3 is a summary of main findings derived from the quantitative data. The numbers refer to the
approximate percentage of respondents who answered the category in question (percentages have been
rounded to exclude decimal points). The shaded areas refer to 0%
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Community Development
Courses organised with Community development groups and projects.

Partner Organisations Courses

Ballybeg Community Development Project Creative Writing
Community Choir

Ceim Eile Art

Larchville Lisduggan CDP Art
Introduction to Literary Arts

Sacred Heart Family Resource Centre Gardening

Saint Brigids Family Resource Centre Inter-Generational Project:
Stories from Waterford Past and Present.

Sr. Philomena’s Group Music, Personal Development, Computers

Solas Art

Waterford Traveller CDP Community Education, Health and Fitness

Older Learners
Courses organised with groups  responding to the needs of older people

Partner Organisations Courses

Waterford Active Retirement Association Cookery and Art

Comeragh Active Retirement Association Creative Writing, Art, Cookery, Computers

Deise Active Retirement Association Cookery, Art, Dance

Waterford Lifetime Bible Studies, Art

Table 4

The following tables are an outline of the CWVEC community education programmes facilitated in 2010, at the time of the
research study.
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The allocation of hours within the Community Education
Service 2010 is as follows:

People with Disabilities
Courses organised with groups working to meet the needs of people with disabilities

Partner Organisations Courses

Brothers of Charity 
Parkside Cookery, Art

Brothers of Charity 
Tory services Cookery, Art

Acquired Brain Injury 
Ireland Gardening

Deaf Hear
Aural Rehabilitation

Alzheimers Association Art, Dance 

Career and Lifeskills
Courses for people who are unemployed

Partner Organisations Courses

Waterford Area Partnership Career & Lifeskills
Dept. of Social & Computers
Family Affairs Personal Development

Art

Strand Hours
Careers & Life Skills 120
Older Persons 260
People with Disabilities 150
Community 80

Table 5

The allocation of hours within the Community Education Service 2010 is as follows:
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5.2 Empowering Individuals
“It transforms people’s lives, you can see things changing
for them”. (VEC/Partner Organisation)

Throughout the data collection process, learners provided
detailed descriptions of the personal empowerment which
they subjectively experienced through participating in a
community education programme. Within one to one
interviews, this concept was particularly expressed by a
significant number of learners from community-based
programmes (delivered in partnership  with community
development groups), with reference to confidence and self-
esteem building gained directly from their participation in
a community education programme.

“Confidence-wise, it’s really built up for me”
(Learner, Community)

Similarly, within the quantitative data 85% of all
respondents agreed with statements to the effect that from
being part of a community education group, their self-
esteem and confidence has improved. Throughout one to
one interviews, learners also expressed personal
empowerment through the ‘discovery’ of personal talent,
gaining new skills, and re-discovering of ‘old’ skills, from
being part of a community education programme.

“It just kind of opened up something inside me that wasn’t
open for a long time,  I’d be artistic but it got me back in
touch with that side of me;  for a long time it was there but
wasn’t used” (Learner, Community)

“For me;  that I’m able to sit down and I can write a story
from my imagination, I’m able to put words together!”
(Learner, Community)

An illustration of this concept also lies in a description
provided by one learner who noted that the personal
empowerment and confidence building which they
experienced as an individual could be seen in their newly
acquired recognition of themselves as an ‘artist’, following
participation in a community-based art programme for a
number a years. For a number of learners, subjective
personal empowerment was articulated throughout
interviews within personal descriptions of new-found ability
to actively take part in activities which form part of their
programme, such as ‘speaking out in the group’, or giving
or receiving feedback within the group. The description
below outlines the personal challenges which such activities
can initially present for learners.

“When you’re getting your feedback, I used to be out there
with the head down, going red, when they were saying
stuff, I didn’t know whether to say thanks or what!”
(Learner, Community)

CWVEC staff and partner organisations also recognised
the level of empowerment which is experienced by learners
within the community education programme. Significantly,
one respondent noted that the community education
programme delivered by CWVEC in partnership with their
community-based organisation ‘develops people’s
confidence and empowers them to take a leap’. CWVEC
staff and partner organisations consistently emphasised that
through community education programmes people are
empowered to find their ‘voice’, and are given a voice
through the methods used within community education
programmes, such as ‘letting go of the power of the tutor’.
CWVEC staff and partner organisations noted the
significance of such an empowering approach, for people
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who have negative experiences of formal education,
and/or who are experiencing the effects of poverty.

“People find a voice, and a place and their place is equal,
they had been made to feel lesser in some way in the
education system” (VEC/Partner Organisation)

5.3 Facilitating a Positive Learning Experience
It is clear that those working directly with people, within the
CWVEC, see themselves as working with people, rather
than for them. Those interviewed consistently expressed that
they endeavour to engage with people in a way that does
not intimidate people, or place themselves, as a worker, in
a distinct position of authority. This viewpoint was
consistently expressed through a respect for the learner as
a person ‘coming with a huge rich store of knowledge’,
and respect for the community education programme as a
space ‘where life experience is valued and built on’. 
Those working within the Community Education Service

emphasised that the experience of learning within

community education can be: n discovery n revolutionary

n  liberating n emancipatory n needs based n a facilitated

process, rather than anything taught n an equality n a

partnership and not a chalk and talk process.

Within the quantitative data, respondents reported a high
level of positive regard for their learning experience within
the community education programme. 85% of respondents
reported their overall experience of participating in a
community education programme as ‘interesting’ and 92%
of respondents described their overall experience as
‘enjoyable’. In terms of content and delivery 82% of
respondents reported that the content of their course was
‘excellent’ or ‘very good’, 80% of respondents reported that
the facilities for their course was ‘excellent’ or ‘very good’,

83% of respondents reported that the tutor delivery of their
course was ‘excellent’ or ‘very good’ and 86% of
respondents reported that the atmosphere of their course
was ‘excellent’ or ‘very good’. The information generated
through interviews and focus groups provided a further
insight into the positive learning which is experienced by
learners within CWVEC community education programmes.

Firstly, learners emphasised the significance of their tutor
within their positive learning experience.

“The tutor was the foundation for us and I think when you
have a good foundation, you can build on it” (Learner,
Community)

CWVEC community education tutors were described

within the qualitative data as: n amazing n encouraging

n brilliant n supportive n visionary n marvellous. Delivery
methods used by various tutors within community education
programmes were described by learners as ‘encouraging’,
‘relaxed’ and with ‘no pressure’, and as such promoted
individual learning for the learners within the course,
sometimes even ‘without knowing’!

“You  all sit in a circle, and they give ye a prompt to write
and ye write it out and you’d be absolutely amazed how
creative you can be and seriously you’d be absolutely
amazed, it’s fantastic, it’s actually the best thing I’ve ever
done to be honest” (Learner, Community)

“She’d put background music on the radio and the two
hours would just fly away.....” (Learner, Careers and
Lifeskills).
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Significantly, CWVEC staff and partner organisations
emphasised the fact that within the community education
programmes, content of learning is secondary to the
importance of ‘how’ the learning is experienced by the
individual and the group. Equality of participation,
encouraged by tutors, was another significant factor which
learners described as contributing to a positive learning
experience. Learners noted such aspects of their courses as
‘everybody is taught at the same level’ and ‘nobody is
excluded’. It is also significant that on one reported
occasion where learners had a difficulty with the manner
in which a tutor was delivering a particular course, positive,
effective communication between the particular group and
the VEC Community Education Facilitator was paramount
in resolving the concerns of learners immediately.

CWVEC staff and partner organisations emphasised
throughout the data collection process that within
community education programmes the learning and
development of the group as a collective, is as important
as individual learning.

“It’s about the whole group moving along together”
(VEC/Partner Organisation)

A number of learners described their experience of group
dynamics as contributing to their positive learning
experience within a community education programme.
Learners consistently reported a high level of positive,
supportive interaction between learners, and again
consistently expressed the significant role of the tutor in
promoting and maintaining positive group dynamics.

“She made us all feel at ease, the whole class was made

to feel at ease ………I suppose first of all when you go into
classes like this you’re inclined to panic, I don’t know it was
just the way she explained everything to us, put us all at
ease and she reminded us that it wasn’t a competition”
(Learner, Community)

A significant number of learners reported experiencing
support from other learners within their group in regard to
work within the course and on a personal level, such as
showing concern for each other by phoning learners who
were not in attendance. 82% of questionnaire respondents
reported that they did ‘value being part of the group’, while
79% reported that they ‘get support from group members if
I need it’. Within the qualitative data, learners also reported
working together to create a positive learning experience
for themselves, through practicalities such as sharing
responsibilities for bringing refreshments for the group, and
primarily showing genuine empathy for the lives and
situations of others within the group.

“There was nobody laughing at anybody you  know......a
lot of the stories were… although made up…, there was a
little bit of us, a bit of life experience in the stories that some
of the women were speaking from the heart”
(Learner, Community)

There were also a number of practical elements of course
delivery which a number of learners highlighted as
contributing to the creation of a positive learning
experience for them. Free parking, warm, comfortable
premises (both within the Adult Learning Centre and within
the community), a regular tea break, low or no cost, and
small numbers within a group were described as key
aspects of course delivery which simply made access,
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participation, and learning, that bit ‘easier’ for a number
of learners.

“Because it was a smaller group  and we had time to get
to know the person......I found up here in this smaller group
we were able to listen to one another and get to know one
another better” (Learner, Community)

It is also important to note that learners consistently
expressed the supportive and friendly atmosphere which
they experience within the CWVEC Adult Education Centre
(Ozanam Street), as a whole.

“Everybody in the whole centre from the office down to the
people that you’d meet having coffee, everyone was very
pleasant” (Learner, Older Persons )

69% of respondents reported that they ‘strongly agree’ or
‘agree’ that they ‘overcome worries or fears about
education’ from being part of their group. Related to this
concept CWVEC staff and partner organisations also
emphasised the need for community education programmes
to effect change within the individual and within their own
life, in terms of counteracting the fear which an individual
may have of education. 

“There’s no point in learning something new if you are not
going to attach it within yourself…….I would always like
people to leave knowing they can learn, they have a right
to learn and that somehow transforms into their other life”
(VEC/Partner Organisation)

It is very clear from the qualitative data that participating
in a positive learning experience contributes to an

eagerness to learn more, and participate in further
community education programmes and encourage others
to do so.

“People would benefit from my experience in that if they
were actually going on a course and they were thinking ‘I
don’t want to do this, I can’t do this’, I would be supportive
of them” (Learner, Community)

Similarly, the next quotations below illustrate the positive
learning experience within community education
programmes, and the ‘ripple effect’ which this experience
can create for those who have discovered a new way of
learning.

“When they discover this way of learning, you hear things
like ‘wow, I didn’t think it could be like this’, I wish I could
do this with other groups now” (VEC/Partner Organisation)

“Definitely, I know what I want to do with myself
now...........it’s really hard to explain because it’s after
doing so much, when you find something you actually love,
like I said, when I did this, I had no expectations and it was
absolutely fantastic you know” (Learner, Community)

CWVEC staff and partner organisations emphasised the
value of the ‘organic’ process of learning within community
education programmes, and consistently described the
need for community education programmes to be designed
to accommodate the specific needs of a group, and be
delivered with independent timescales firmly based on the
needs and aims of the specific group. Most importantly it
was expressed that community education programmes are
very often a place in which many participants and groups
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find a positive place to grow and learn and as such require
time to stop, within the community education environment,
before they move to the next step.

“It’s a tentative stepping stone....people want to sit on the
stone for a while” (VEC/Partner Organisation)

In this context CWVEC staff, partner organisations and
learners also reported that when a group is ‘comfortable’
working together, which is often after a ten week
programme, this is the time when a group is working
effectively together, eager to remain together and develop
further as a group. In addition, CWVEC staff and partner
organisations highlighted the potential of those who have
participated within community education programmes to
work directly with others within their community, sharing
their learning.

“Over the next five years, I believe that the skills developed
in CWVEC programmes, could be utilised in the
development further programmes to benefit others”
(VEC/Partner Organisation)

5.4 Supporting Community-Based Learning
Within the quantitative data 56% of the respondents either
‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that they feel more connected
to their community and 42% of respondents reported that
they ‘strongly agreed’ or ‘agreed’ that they can give back
to their community, and are more likely to do something
about issues in their community or society, from their
participation in their community education programme.
However, within the quantitative data, overall outcomes for
community and society were reported significantly lower
than for the individual. On average, 23% of respondents
reported community and society gains from their

participation in a Community Education programme as
being ‘not relevant’.

Again, qualitative data revealed further insight through
concepts relating to the impact of content and location of
course delivery on a positive learning experience. It is clear
from accounts provided by learners participating in
community education programmes located within
communities, or as members of an issue based community
or voluntary group, that the skills and knowledge which
learners gain are also being attached to an aspect of the
development of their community. For example one
respondent participating in a community-based art
programme reflected on the impact of the visibility of the
particular group’s art work on the community, as it is
displayed within the community building in which the
course takes place. The learner emphasised that the artwork
opens up dialogue within and between members of the
community. Similarly, a member of an issue based voluntary
group, who had participated in an I.T programme noted
the contribution which new found skills were making within
administration of the voluntary group. However, such
examples of positive community impact were reported
significantly lower than individual gain from community
education programmes.

It is clear from qualitative data that CWVEC staff and
partner organisations believe in the ethos that community
education is about ‘building and developing the community
whether it be about an area based community or an issues
based community’.

One respondent reported that community education at it’s
‘core’ is as follows:
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“More about building something for the community that
they belong to rather than education just for the individual.
It’s more about building strength and capacity, about what
the community is going to get out of it, bringing people
together to work as a unit. How will the community gain
from it” (VEC/Partner Organisation)

CWVEC staff and partner organisations emphasised that
community education can, and should, provide an
opportunity for people within a community to come
together as a group specifically to look at their lives,
society, community and think, what can we do together?.
However it was noted by one respondent: that CWVEC
Community Education Programmes, at present, are
provided as an opportunity for people to get together to
develop a personal hobby or interest, they may, or may not,
also begin to look at the issues which affect them. This is a
more activity based approach to community education,
compared to bringing people together with the single
objective of collectively looking at their community or
society.

CWVEC staff and partner organisations clearly promoted
the potential benefit of community education programmes
based within communities experiencing poverty and
financial disadvantage, and advocated for the potential
gain for society at large when change happens within and
for communities living in poverty. Community-based
learning was also advocated as a means of creating
accessible, ‘comfortable’ learning opportunities for those
who may experience barriers to accessing learning
opportunities outside of their community (fear, lack of
resources/transport, childcare). The account below
describes the development which one respondent would

like to see within the community education service, in
relation to community based learning, which was echoed
in accounts from CWVEC staff and partner organisations.

“to set up more classes in the community with the
disadvantaged groups.......a way of empowering people
to be active citizens in their community…… find the things
that had caused the situation of disadvantage, and begin
to challenge the inequalities of society” (VEC/Partner
Organisation)

5.5 Improving Quality of Life
Within the quantitative data collection respondents clearly
reported an improved quality of life as a result of being part
of a community education programme. 83% of respondents
strongly agreed, or agreed, that they ‘feel happier’ from
being part of their community education programme, while
58% reported that they ‘feel healthier’. 74% of respondents
reported that they have a ‘more active lifestyle’ from being
part of their community education programme. 67% of
respondents reported, within the quantitative data
collection, that they feel happier at home, from being part
of a community education programme.

“The first thing is that I love it, it absolutely makes me feel
good” (Learner, Older Persons)

Learners, CWVEC staff and partner organisations also
highlighted the social aspect of participating in a
community education programme as being significant, in
terms of gaining or developing social skills which improve
the quality of life. Within the quantitative data, 78% of
respondents reported they had made new friends from
being part of a community education group.
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“If you’re not getting out of the house very often you lose
the knack of making small conversation and joining the
group….. you wouldn’t know what you’d end up talking
about......different people say different things.......socially
I think it was very good for myself to get out and mix with
other people.” (Learner, Careers and Lifeskills)

A number of learners also noted the power of community
education programmes in breaking down barriers.
Participation in a group and the methods of delivery
support and promote dialogue and shared learning. 82%
of respondents reported, within the quantitative data
collection, that they had mixed with people from different
backgrounds within a community education programme.
Within one interview a learner noted, “it’s a small world
really, once you get chatting”.

The role of the social aspect of participating in a community
education programme was highlighted by CWVEC staff,
partner organisations and learners as important. Within the
quantitative data, 89% of respondents reported that the
‘social aspect’ of being part of their community education
group is important for them. Within the qualitative data, in
particular, among learners participating in the ‘Older
Persons’ strand of the community education programme,
the social aspect of participating was consistently
highlighted as an important personal outcome, and in some
cases a significant factor in counteracting social isolation.

“I used to look forward to coming, getting out....make you
do things that you haven’t been doing for a while”
(Learner, Careers and Lifeskills)

Within the qualitative data, it is also significant that a
number of learners also reported applying their learning in

subjects such as I.T, art, cookery and creative writing, to
their own lives and developing their learning further as an
interest within their own lives. 72% of respondents, within
the quantitative data collection, reported that they can use
at home, the skills they have developed by participating in
a community education programme.

“It was only the two hours here at the centre, but when you
go home like of an afternoon you  could sit down and try
something out yourself which is something you wouldn’t
normally do” (Learner, Career and Lifeskills)

The qualitative data also shows however, that when asked
if they felt they had a better chance of getting a job, 77%
of respondents either answered not relevant or didn’t
answer. Similarly when asked if they felt if they now wanted
to go on to a higher level of education, 72% of respondents
either answered not relevant or didn’t answer. The data
analysis would indicate that these results can be directly
linked to the fact that 55% of respondents are 66 years of
age or older. 

5.6 Recognising the Complexity of Progression
The concept of accreditation was discussed widely
throughout data collection, mainly by CWVEC staff and
partner organisations. In general, it was highlighted that
those working directly with people within community
education are of the opinion that accreditation can bring
restrictions, time limits and pressures which are not always
in line with the ethos of community education. It was
repeatedly highlighted that in the context of community
education, progression can be experienced by learners as
gaining accreditation for their learning, but equally it can
be experienced as something different than qualification
and further qualification.
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“(Community education is) not all about progressing in
education, it can be progressing in your community,
making changes in your own life or family” (VEC/Partner
Organisation) “Progression – it’s not always straight
forward, it’s movement” (VEC/Partner Organisation)

Within the quantitative data collected, 72% of respondents
reported that they learned new skills from being part of a
community education programme. However, on average
43% of respondents subjectively reported ‘not relevant’ to
the outcomes of ‘I have gained a recognised certificate’, ‘I
now have a better chance of getting a job’, and ‘I now
want to go onto a higher level of education’. From analysis
of the qualitative data collected it is clear that for learners,
progression within a community education programme is
primarily manifested in personal development outcomes
such as confidence building, discovery of talent, subject
related skills, and an opportunity to build on their
experience through participation in their community
education programme for a repeated, or further length of
time. 

Similarly, service providers described the distinct ability of
community education to support progression in terms of
capacity building, through the provision of a ‘space’ that is
different from other forms of education.

“Community education allows that space, almost a no
man’s land for some people, a building block............that
space that a lot of other institutions forget about, community
education fills” (VEC/Partner Organisation)

It is the case that the CWVEC Community Education Service
faces challenges in resolving progression with, and for
people whose participation in a community education

programme is coming to an end.  A challenge which has,
and does, present itself for the Community Education
Service is finding the balance between allowing a sufficient
and paced process of learning for learners and also
ensuring consistent access and funding to community
education programmes, for a wide spectrum of groups. 

“People don’t leave, they want to stay on, it happens out
in community groups and it happens here in the centre”
(VEC/Partner Organisation)

The research also reveals that learners who aim to
participate in further accredited levels of learning, post
participation in a CWVEC community education
programme often face the challenge of a lack of affordable
progression routes.

Within the data it is also clear that a large number of
learners view their involvement in community education
programmes as actual progression, as they are progressing
to CWVEC community education programmes, directly
from their existing voluntary involvement in the activities of
community-based, or issue-based community groups, and
through established links between their community group
and CWVEC Community Education Service.

5.7 Maintaining Positive Progress within the 
Community Education Service

“Change is not a bad word” (VEC/Partner Organisation)

CWVEC staff, partner organisations and learners reported
experiencing significant change within the activities of the
CWVEC in the last two years. Research participants
discussed the fact that the last two years has brought with
it changes in terms of the length of time which an individual
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can participate in the CWVEC Community Education
Service, and how people can access the Community
Education Service. Accessing the CWVEC Community
Education Service is open to groups of people who are
participating together, as members of a community (local
or issue-based), in line with good practice of community
education. CWVEC staff and partner organisations
reported the changes which have been implemented as
progressive with regard to implementing best practice in
community education, while a small number of learners,
described the changes as being negative and ‘unfair’, with
regard to the fact that some individuals are no longer
eligible to participate in the Community Education
Programmes.

Implementing such change has brought challenges for all
stakeholders. However, the following description provides
an insight into the positive outcomes which have been
achieved through focusing the Community Education
Service towards service delivery based on good practice
of community education.

“There is a distinct difference between adult education and
community education. There is room for both in a perfect
world, but you know community education as it is
highlighted in all sorts of Green Papers and White Papers,
is supposed to target certain groups and it’s important that
it does, ….. and where there’s finite resources, priority has
to be given to certain groups.” (VEC/Partner Organisation)

It is clear from data collected that the CWVEC Community
Education Service is currently operating within a climate of
positive progress, and that the service is aiming to deliver
community education activities and focusing the resources
and budget within the Community Education Service ‘in the

spirit of what was intended in the White Paper’.

‘The community education budget is now freed up, to be
used in the community in the spirit of what was intended in
the White Paper, up to a point’ (VEC/Partner Organisation)

Within the data collected, several concepts reflect the fact
that a very clear and positive understanding of the
principles of Community Education exists among
Community Education Service tutors, who described their
passion and belief in the ethos of community education.
Community Education Service tutors consistently described
their work in terms of the practice and principles of
community education. Tutors also expressed that the
potential gain for the groups and communities that they are
working with could be restricted by accreditation, or by the
defined length of time for a course. The description below
describes the challenges of this situation for all involved.

“One of the most liberating and freeing things is to be able
to do it at your own pace (in community education). With
FETAC, even if you’re creative, it’s the result that counts ‘did
you get an A or a B” (VEC/Partner Organisation)

Community Education has an ethos, principles and methods
which were clearly expressed by those working within the
CWVEC Community Education Service. Tutors also
expressed that recent opportunities to come together as a
team, for peer support and shared learning, have
contributed positively to the development of their community
education practice, and consequently that of the Community
Education Service. Another positive development within the
CWVEC, which was described within qualitative data, is
the strengthening of links between the Community Education
Service and other sections of the VEC, namely Adult
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Literacy, Adult Education and the Back to Education
Initiative. 

These links are of benefit to learners, in terms of progression
from activities within one CWVEC section, to activities
within another. In general the ‘evolving’ nature of the
Community Education Service was recognised and
appreciated by all stakeholders. Partner organisations
reported that within this climate of change for the
Community Education Service, that communities would
benefit from clarity of how funding can be accessed through
the Community Education Service. Finally, within this
concept also was a concern for the Community Education
Service within the current climate of economic restrictions,
and a call for further inter-agency work in order for
programmes to be maintained, and include supports such
as childcare, in order to support development within
communities facing poverty and economic disadvantage.

“Community Education is a space that needs to be
protected, and it is a space that might be lost, now that the
focus is going back on 18-35, unemployed, men and
everything is moving in the direction of  labour market
outcomes ....this space is in danger, under threat. Anything
that might promote challenge and critical thinking might be
pushed aside, and community education may get pushed
further into the margins and into the background”
(VEC/Partner Organisation)

Figure 1 overleaf is a visual model of the cyclical
relationship between the concepts within each theme, as
described above. The model represents the processes within
CWVEC Community Education Service which are working,
and the main outcomes of the CWVEC Community
Education Service.

“The first thing is that I love it, it

absolutely makes me feel good”

(Learner, Older Persons)

“(Community Education is) not all

about progressing in education, it

can be progressing in your

community, or making changes in

your own life or family”

(VEC/Partner Organisation)

“Community Education is a space

that needs to be protected, and it is
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lost,.............this space is in danger,

under threat. Anything that might

promote challenge and critical

thinking might be pushed aside, and

community education may get
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into the background ”

(VEC/Partner Organisation)
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Figure 1 –

Processes and Outcomes within CWVEC Community Education Service

Empowering
Communities to
Achieve Positive 
Social Change

Achieving Community Outcomes
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Recommendations
Considering the information outlined in Section 2 ‘Context
of the Research Project – a Literature and Policy Overview’,
the reported findings outlined in Section 4, and the models
of good practice outlined in Section 5, the researchers
make the following recommendations to the CWVEC. These
recommendations, if implemented, will build on the
successful processes which are currently in operation in the
Community Education Service.  These recommendations will
lead to the further development of the service in a way that
supports communities.  Recommendations include key
actions and references to those VECs who currently employ
similar strategies. The recommendations and actions are as
follows:

Recommendation One 
Maintain Positive Progress in a Climate of Change
It is important that all those working within the CWVEC
continue to build on their positive approach during this
period of change within the Community Education Service.
It is also vital that all those working within the CWVEC
support the community education ethos and practice, which
is visible in the work and activities of the Community
Education Service. CWVEC Community Education Service
is going through a period of growth and development
towards a model of community education, as defined by
the AONTAS Community Education Network and which is
practiced in VEC Community Education Services as outlined
in the models of good practice.

n Resource and develop ‘Celebration of Learning Days’ 
in conjunction with all learners  and partner 
organisations. The City of Galway VEC currently 
organise such events.

n Further develop and maintain a community education 

tutor training and peer support collective, building on 
the positive tutor support work to date, in which all 
community education tutors would be expected to 
participate.

Recommendation Two 
Empower Communities as Collectives
The findings highlighted the success of the Community
Education Service in empowering individuals towards
fulfilling their potential. However, achieving empowerment
for communities (either geographical or issue-based
communities) as a collective and thus effecting positive
social change must be an integral part of the CWVEC
Community Education Service.

n In order to further promote sustainable outcomes for 
communities, as well as individuals, it is recommended
to deliver programmes which specifically aim to 
support community capacity-building, and critical 
thinking skills such as Community Development, 
Equality Studies, Leadership Skills,Youth Work, Human 
Rights, Committee Skills, Peer Education, Conflict 
Management and Mediation Skills.

n Prioritise and name ‘empowering communities to 
achieve positive social change’ as a key aim of the 
CWVEC Community Education Service. Include this 
statement within all relevant CWVEC literature, 
documents and marketing material.

n Focus Community Education Service delivery on 
community-based learning opportunities, 
designed in conjunction with community-based or 
issue based partners.
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Recommendation Three
Prioritise Specific Target Groups
The findings clearly demonstrated that a wide variety of
individuals and groups currently participate in the CWVEC
Community Education Service. However, the ethos and
methods of community education are particularly successful
in empowering those who face barriers to participation in
formal education, and particularly successful in
empowering communities living in poverty. Within this
context it is recommended that the CWVEC Community
Education Service prioritises these groups for service
provision.

n Strategically plan and prioritise service provision, so 
that the CWVEC Community Education reaches more 
communities living in poverty, and those who face 
barriers to participation in formal education.

n Further develop Community Education programmes 
within geographical communities experiencing poverty
and for issue-based communities experiencing poverty 
and/or social exclusion, in conjunction with relevant 
partner organisations.

Recommendation Four
Develop Innovative Community Education Initiatives
Structured courses are currently the mainstay of service
provision within the CWVEC Community Education Service.
It is recommended that the CWVEC Community Education
Service further develop community education initiatives in
the context of overall ‘projects’. Community education
initiatives employing good practice in community education
require communities (those facing barriers to participation
in formal education, and/or experiencing the effects of
poverty) to be involved in both the design and delivery of
learning.

n Consider the operation of a Community Education 
Small Grants Scheme as employed by
City of Galway VEC.

n Ensure equality of opportunity through the facilitation 
of supported networking events for partner 
organisations, and opportunities for partner 
organisations to share learning and experience 
of the Community Education Service.

Recommendation Five 
Extend the CWVEC Community Education Service
There is an ever growing need for services such as those
that the Community Education Service offers. There is a
particular need to expand the community-based
educational initiatives which can have a positive social
impact in communities which face barriers to participation
in formal education and/or experience the effects of
poverty. Within this context it is recommended that the
service is expanded. Some of the steps to this end include;

n The relevant management and staff of the service avail
of any funding opportunities which may arise from 
both national and international sources.

n That if necessary existing CWVEC resources be 
realigned in order to further develop the community 
based aspect of the CWVEC Community Education 
Service.

n The Community Education Facilitator’s participation on
a wide range of interagency and community fora is 
developed further in order to maximize the potential of
such initiatives. 
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Recommendation Six
Develop A CWVEC Community Education Service 
Strategic Plan
In order to ensure positive, focused momentum within the
CWVEC Community Education Service and to build on the
knowledge gained from this research, it is recommended
that CWVEC complete a facilitated Community Education
Service Strategic Plan with all those working within the
service. It is recommended to incorporate the concept of
benchmarking in this process. The Community Education
Services of the City VECs of Cork, Limerick and Galway
would be ideal benchmarking partners. 
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Conclusion
This research project was undertaken in order to explore
what is working within the CWVEC Community Education
Service, and to identify how the service may be improved,
in the context of best practice in Community Education. The
research project aimed to explore the main outcomes of the
activities of the CWVEC Community Education Service, and
identify the key processes within the work of the Service.
Through the exploration of these processes and outcomes
with stakeholders, the research project also aimed to
generate a greater insight into the current strengths, gaps
and opportunities within the service. The research
generated extensive data which through systematic analysis
was reported within a thematic framework of six themes
representing the processes within CWVEC Community
Education Service which are working, and the main
outcomes of the CWVEC Community Education Service. 

These are: 
n Empowering Individuals
n Facilitating a Positive Learning’ Experience 
n Supporting Community-Based Learning 
n Improving Quality of Life for Individuals 
n Recognising the Complexity of Progression 
n Maintaining Positive Progress within the 

Community Education Service

Considering the findings within the context of good
practice of Community Education within VECs in Ireland,
recommendations and key actions for future practice within
the CWVEC Community Education Service are outlined. 
Community Education is a unique space within the
educational system which can offer the least advantaged a
place to find their voice. Community Education offers an
opportunity to its participants a taste of self directed,

reflective learning, which is usually the preserve of third
level institutions. This space needs to be supported and
resourced. CWVEC Community Education Service has
been moving successfully from focusing on the individual to
the collective. There is scope for further development in this
direction. 

It is clear from the literature review and the exploration of
models of good practice that the concept of “empowering
communities to achieve positive social change” is what sets
community education apart from adult education. If the
focus of adult education is to educate individuals, the focus
of community education is to educate communities. Just as
individuals may reach their potential and achieve personal
goals by participating in adult education, communities are
empowered to reach their potential and achieve community
outcomes through community education. Community
education is a development process which, at its core, has
the defining feature of dialogue with communities.
Empowering a community to reach its potential, through
community education, requires the community to be
involved in all aspects of the educational experience, from
planning to delivery. Through learning, community
education builds the capacity of communities to tackle the
real issues in their lives.
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Appendix A: Participant Consent Form

Respondent Consent Form

Please circle Yes or No as appropriate for you

I have received a research project information sheet from the project researcher Yes / No

I understand the aims of this research piece Yes / No

I agree to participate in a one to one interview Yes / No

I give consent for my interview to be tape-recorded Yes / No

I give consent for notes to be taken during my interview Yes / No

I understand that I am free to withdraw from the interview at any stage Yes / No

I understand that all information I give will remain anonymous Yes / No

Signed: __________________________

Date: __________________________
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Appendix B:  Learner Interview Guide 
Interview Guide – Learner
One to one interviews with learners will explore the outcomes (personal and wider-community/family/society) of
their participation in Waterford City VEC Community Education Service programmes/groups/courses, from the
learner’s experience.  The interviews will also explore the processes of the work of Waterford City VEC Community
Education Service as experienced by the learners themselves.  Strengths, gaps and opportunities within the VEC
Community Education Service will be explored with learners throughout the interview process.
The aim of the interview guide is to provide a flexible framework for the facilitation of a one to one interview.  
It is focused on generating information which meets the overall research aims.  The interview will be facilitated in 
a conversational tone.  Respondents are free to explore areas which are significant to them, and their experience.  
The aim will be to create an informal environment in which the respondent can participate at a level they are
comfortable with.

Starting point:
Tell me about how you became involved in (name of group)..........
Tell me about your group and what your group does?
Why did you become involved in the group?
What motivated you to become involved?
What did you expect from the group/course when you began initially?

Outcomes:
Have you gained personally from taking part in this group/course?
What benefit do you get out of participating?
Has anyone else gained from your involvement in this group? Your family/community? How?
Has anyone else benefited from the work that your group/course does?
What have you learned from taking part in this group/course?
What difference has being part of the group made to you?
What difference has your group/course made to your community?

Processes:
What do you like about how the group/course is run?
Is support provided within/for your group? From other learners? From Tutors? 
Is support provided from anyone else?
Is there anything that doesn’t suit you about how the group is run?
Is there anything that you don’t like about how the group is run?
Strengths/Opportunities/Gaps:
What are the strengths of the group/course you are part of here?
How can these strengths be built on/continued in the future?
Would you change anything about your group/course?
What would be needed for these changes?
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Appendix C: Interview Guide – Service Provider
Interview Guide – Service Provider
One to one interviews with service providers will explore the outcomes (personal and wider
community/family/society) of their participation in Waterford City VEC Community Education Service
programmes/groups/courses, from the indiviudals experience.  The interviews will also explore the processes of the
work of Waterford City VEC Community Education Service as experienced by the learners themselves.  
Strengths, gaps and opportunities within the VEC Community Education Service will be explored with learners
throughout the interview process.
The aim of the interview guide is to provide a flexible framework for the facilitation of a one to one interview.  
It is focused on generating information which meets the overall research aims.  The interview will be facilitated in a
conversational tone.  Respondents are free to explore areas which are significant to them, and their experience.  
The aim will be to create an informal environment in which the respondent can participate at a level they are
comfortable with.

Starting point:
Tell me about how you became involved in the Community Education Service

Outcomes:
Have you gained personally from taking part in this group/course?
What benefit do you get out of participating?
Has anyone else gained from your involvement in this group? Your family/community? How?
Has anyone else benefited from the work that your group/course does?
What have you learned from taking part in this group/course?
What difference has being part of the group made to you?
What difference has your group/course made to your community?

Processes:
What do you like about how the group/course is run?
Is support provided within/for your group? From other learners? From Tutors? 
Is support provided from anyone else?
Is there anything that doesn’t suit you about how the group is run?
Is there anything that you don’t like about how the group is run?

Strengths/Opportunities/Gaps:
What are the strengths of the group/course you are part of here?
How can these strengths be built on/continued in the future?
Would you change anything about your group/course?
What would be needed for these changes?
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Appendix C: Interview Guide – Service Provider
Interview Guide – Service Provider
One to one interviews with service providers will explore the outcomes (personal and wider community/family
/society) of their participation in Waterford City VEC Community Education Service programmes/groups/courses,
from the indiviudals experience.  The interviews will also explore the processes of the work of Waterford City VEC
Community Education Service as experienced by the learners themselves.  Strengths, gaps and opportunities within
the VEC Community Education Service will be explored with learners throughout the interview process.
The aim of the interview guide is to provide a flexible framework for the facilitation of a one to one interview.  
It is focused on generating information which meets the overall research aims.  The interview will be facilitated in a
conversational tone.  Respondents are free to explore areas which are significant to them, and their experience.  
The aim will be to create an informal environment in which the respondent can participate at a level they are
comfortable with.

Starting point:
Tell me about how you became involved in the Community Education Service

Outcomes:
Have you gained personally from taking part in this group/course?
What benefit do you get out of participating?
Has anyone else gained from your involvement in this group? Your family/community? How?
Has anyone else benefited from the work that your group/course does?
What have you learned from taking part in this group/course?
What difference has being part of the group made to you?
What difference has your group/course made to your community?

Processes:
What do you like about how the group/course is run?
Is support provided within/for your group? From other learners? From Tutors? 
Is support provided from anyone else?
Is there anything that doesn’t suit you about how the group is run?
Is there anything that you don’t like about how the group is run?

Strengths/Opportunities/Gaps:
What are the strengths of the group/course you are part of here?
How can these strengths be built on/continued in the future?
Would you change anything about your group/course?
What would be needed for these changes?
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Appendix D: Research Information Sheet
Research Information Sheet

Overview
This research project is being undertaken in order to explore what is working within the Waterford City VEC
Community Education Service at the moment, and identify how the service best continue, or be improved, in the
context of best practice in Community Education.

Methodology
One to one in-depth interviews with a random sample of learners, and service provider stakeholders, will explore
the outcomes (personal and wider-community/family/society) of  Waterford City VEC Community Education Service
programmes/groups/courses.  The interviews will also explore the processes of the work of Waterford City VEC
Community Education Service.  Strengths, gaps and opportunities within the VEC Community Education Service will
be explored throughout the interview process.  Quantitative questionnaires will be distributed to a random sample of
learners.  Focus Groups will be conducted with a further sample of learners and service provider stakeholders in
order to yield a more detailed understanding of key themes which are identified throughout the interviews and from
the questionnaires.  Finally, 2 case studies of learners will be compiled.

Respondents will be free to explore areas which are significant to them, and their experience.  The aim will be to
create an informal environment in which the respondent can participate at a level they are comfortable with.

Analysis
The data will be analysed using Thematic Analysis, identifying the key concepts within the data provided by
respondents.  All information provided will remain anonymous throughout reporting.
If you have any further questions about this research piece please contact the project researchers -

John Evoy (0877743665) or Anne McDonnell (0894316353)

The project is funded by City of Waterford VEC Community Education Service.
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Appendix E; Community Education Learner Questionnaire
Community Education Learner Questionnaire

Part A: Firstly, Please Tell Us About You (Please answer by placing a tick √  in your chosen boxes)

(i) Your Gender: Male  □ Female  □

(ii) Your Age Group: <25 □
26-35 □
36-45 □
46-55 □

(iii)Your Highest Educational Level achieved to date:  (Please answer by placing ticks √ in your chosen boxes)

Primary Education □ �Lower Secondary Level Education □ �
(Group Cert, Junior Cert or equivalent o FETAC Level 3 or equivalent) 

Upper Secondary Level Education □ �
(Leaving Cert or equivalent or FETAC Level 4/5 or Equivalent) 

FETAC Level 6 (Full Award) □ �Other: □ Please specify: 

Thank you for agreeing to complete this questionnaire. It has been sent to you as a participant of Waterford
City VEC Community Education Service. The aim of the survey is to find out about what you get from your
participation, and explore ways in which the Community Education Service could be improved. 
You do not need to tell us your name and we will not be reporting any information that can identify y
There are 15 questions in total.  Please complete all questions. It is very important to us that your views are
taken into account as we plan for the future.  
Then, when you have completed this questionnaire please place it in the accompanying stamped, addressed
envelope and return it to us as soon as possible, preferably no later than the 14th of May 2010.
By completing and returning this questionnaire, you’re giving your consent that the information you provide
may be used in the research.

55-65 □
66-75 □
76-85 □
86+ □



1. Have you gained personally from being part of the group?

Strongly Strongly Not
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree Relevant

I have made new friends

My self-esteem and confidence has improved

I get to mix with people from different backgrounds

The social aspect is important for me

I have overcome fears / worries about education

I value being part of the group
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Part B: Tell Us About Your Experience of Participating in Your Group
(Please answer by placing a tick √  in your chosen boxes)

2. Have you gained in terms of education / employment  opportunities from being part of the group?

Strongly Strongly Not
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree Relevant

I have gained a recognised certificate

I have learned new skills

I now have a better chance of getting a job

I now want to go on to a higher level of education

I would encourage others to do a course like this

I have set higher goals / targets for myself
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3. Has your health and wellbeing improved from being part of the group?

Strongly Strongly Not
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree Relevant

I feel happier

I feel healthier

I am more likely to talk to someone if I have a problem

I have access to health information

I have a more active lifestyle

I get support from group members if I need it

4. Have you or your family gained from your participation in the group?

Strongly Strongly Not
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree Relevant

I am happier at home

I can use what I’ve learned at home

My family see positive changes in me

My family would support me to do further courses

I am better able to help some family members

I am likely to have more / deeper conversations 
with family members
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5. Have you or your community / society gained from your participation in the group?

Strongly Strongly Not
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree Relevant

I feel more connected to my community

I can give back to my community

I am more aware of issues in my community

I am more aware of issues in our society

I am more likely to do something about issues 
in my community or society

I am more likely to do something about issues 
in my community or society, as part of a group

Part C: Tell Us About The Course (Content and Delivery)
(Please answer by placing a tick √  in your chosen boxes)

6. How do you rate?

Very Not
Excellent Good Good Average Poor Relevant

The content of the course?

The facilities for the course?

The tutor delivery of the course?

The pace of delivery of the course?

The atmosphere on your course?

The course overall?
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7. What part of the course has been of most benefit to you?

8.  What changes, if any, would you make to the course?

9. Please circle 5 words that sum up your overall experience.

Interesting boring confusing basic
irrelevant nothing new rushed useful
comprehensive unfocused terrible practical
thought provoking enjoyable waste of time ok
enlightening fun confidence building difficult

12. Did you need to overcome any of the following issues in order to take part in the group? 
(Please tick as many as you need to) 

Childcare issues □
Transport issues □
Eldercare issues □
Financial issues □
Other □ Please specify:

13. How did you find out about the course?

Family member □ Community group □
Friend □ VEC Worker □
Other □ Please specify:

14. Please tell us anything you feel relevant about the course which we may not have asked?

15. Any other comments?
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Glossary of Abbreviations

AEC Adult Education Centre
AEO Adult Education Officer
ALO Adult Literacy Organiser
AONTAS The National Adult Learning Organisation
BTEI Back To Education Initiative
CDB City and County Development Board
CDP Community Development Project
CE Community Education
CEF Community Education Facilitator
CEFA Community Education Facilitators Association
CEN Community Education Network
CGVEC City of Galway Vocational Educational 

Committee
CLVEC City of Limerick Vocational Educational 

Committee
CWVEC City of Waterford Vocational Educational 

Committee
DES Department of Education and Science
DSFA Department of Social and Family Affairs
ESOL English for Speakers of Other Languages
FÁS Foras Áiseanna Saothair 

(Training and Employment Authority)
FETAC Further Education Training Award Council

FRC Family Resource Centre
HSE Health Service Executive
ICT Information Communication Technology
IVEA Irish Vocational Educational Association
LCEN Limerick Community Education Network
LGBT Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender
LLL Lifelong Learning
NDP National Development Plan
NUIG National University of Ireland, Galway
OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development
PLC Post Leaving Cert
QAF Quality Assurance Framework
RAPID Revitalising Areas through Planning 

Investment and Development
REGSA Regional Education Guidance Service

for Adults
VEC Vocational Educational Committee
SPIDAS Special Initiatives for Disadvantaged 

Adults Scheme
VTOS Vocational Training Opportunities Scheme
WAP Waterford Area Partnership
WAVE Waterford Area Vocational Enterprise
WIT Waterford Institute of Technology
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For information on Community Education, please contact:
Helen Rafferty, Community Education Facilitator, Adult Education Centre, Ozanam Street, Waterford
tel: 051 873195  email: comed@adulteducationservice.ie  web: www.adulteducationservice.ie 




