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Activity 1: SWOT analysis 
 

Rationale: “During the second year of the Network it is the objective to deepen the understanding of 

the relation and influences of hindering factors in ULLL research and professional practice. Which 

role can local/regional/national/international networks [and other actors] play [in overcoming 

identified barriers and constraints to practitioner-researcher-cooperation]? How do they and how 

could they influence mechanisms and dynamics of the respective LLL-research and practice agenda 

towards a real culture of DIALOGUE and collaboration? “ 

 

Aim of the exercises 

• To identify hindering factors and coping strategies in the cooperation between LLL 

researchers and practitioners based on the produced case studies and national state-of-play 

documents 

• To generalise findings at regional/national level 

• To explore how key actors and networks could help overcoming identified barriers and 

constraints 

 

Description/Tip 

• While the exercise 1 (the SWOT) will be done on your case study, exercises 2-5 work with 

your generalised findings at regional and/or national level. Therefore, we would recommend 

filling in these exercises in cooperation with your institutional partner.  

• We would recommend doing exercise 5 of this activity after activities 2 and 3 (network 

analysis) have been done as this exercise refers to the actors identified in the network 

templates. 

• The overall findings of this activity should then be discussed with identified key actors. 

 

1. SWOT on (cooperation between) ULLL research and professional practice, based on the 

case studies  

Please fill in the SWOT template below based on your case study.  

 

Description/Tip 

• The level of the analysis is determined by your case study (so it is very likely that the SWOT 

will be done for the level of your unit or your institutional level) 

• While strengths and weaknesses address internal factors or origins, opportunities and 

threats address external factors or origins 

• We included some examples of topics for the 4 levels of strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities and threats 
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 Topic assessed: Cooperation between practitioners and researchers at Department of Adult 

and Community Education, NUI Maynooth. 
 Helpful  

in achieving the objective 

Harmful 

in achieving the objective 
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Strengths Weaknesses 

Examples of factors considered under strengths 

could include: 

- Good student research in LL at 

undergraduate, postgraduate and 

doctoral levels. 

- There are no institutional procedures 

forcing cooperation instead people come 

together as a result of common interests 

and personal relationships. These 

relationships occur in some cases as a 

result of attending the same internal 

meetings ( Faculty, Academic Council etc) 

or as a result of other random 

engagements in the institution and/or 

outside it. 

- Philosophy and values – many internal 

collaborations arise as a result of shared 

department/centre values and 

philosophy.  (Edward M. Kennedy 

Institute for Conflict Intervention: 

Department of Adult and Community 

Education and School of Business;  Irish 

Aid Funded research, Transformative 

Education Network: Departments Adult 

and Community Education, Geography, 

Biology).  

- Tradition of LL for almost 40 years 

- Postgraduate studies in teacher 

education for post compulsory education 

including: work based trainers and adult, 

community, further, and higher 

education teachers. 

- Reputation as leader in the sector in 

Ireland 

- Good record of research and publication  

- Maynooth Adult and Community 

Education ( MACE) publishing house 

- Strong tradition of partnership and 

collaboration with a diverse range of 

statutory agencies, community  

        Organisations and state institutions. 

 

 

 

Examples of factors considered under weaknesses could 

include: 

-  Cooperation between practitioners and 

researchers at institutional level difficult due to 

differences in what is defined as research and 

what is not.  More conventional approaches 

dominate research practice while newer 

innovative forms are less widely understood and 

therefore less acceptable eg narrative inquiry, 

collective biography, visual methods, action based 

methods. 

- Institutional procedures – Currently the institution 

has no mechanism for recognising collaboration 

either for course delivery or reserach.  When 

departments collaborate around course delivery 

the allocation of FTES becomes problematic and 

usually one department looses out. At the level of 

public recognition it is normal for only one 

department to be named as responsible or else 

there is confusion about who is responsible.  The 

same applies to research.  The question of which 

department takes on the administration can cause 

problems internally.  It is not the case that the one 

holding the administration receives the credit.  It is 

often assumed that the courses could not be 

delivered or reserach carried out if it were not for 

the involvement of the more traditional 

disciplines.  This is problematic for the institution 

as it can cause frustration for staff engaged in 

collaboration.   

- Lack of mutual interest, lack of mutual reference 

- Practice as research.  Academic administrators and 

managers have no identity as researchers thus no 

expectation that they should carry out research or 

have the capacity to do so although many have 

Masters and some have PhDs 

- Lack of time AND money!  This is the greatest 

barrier at present as department resources are 

reduced due to the recession and teaching 

responsibilities have increased due to higher 

student numbers.  

- Decreased staff or staff changes – Early retirement 

means that many experienced staff are leaving.  

The Employment Control Framework for Higher 

Education which came in to existence as a result of 
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2. Can the hindering factors (weaknesses and threats) be generalised and applied at 

national level? Which other hindering factors can be identified? 

 

Yes, the recession in Ireland is having a very negative impact on motivation and on potential for 

 the recession, does not allow replacement of 

permanent staff as a result of early retirement.  

Temporary short term contracts are becoming the 

norm. Contract posts do not always attract high 

quality staff thus competency levels may be less 

than required consequently new staff can be 

resource heavy as ongoing monitoring is required 

and it can take a long time for some to become 

accustomed to the ways of the institution.   
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Opportunities Threats 

Examples of factors considered under 

opportunities could include: 

- The establishment of a strategic 

alliance for ULL in Ireland 

- Recent establishment of 3U 

Strategic Alliance between NUI 

Maynooth, Dublin City University 

and the Royal College of Surgeons 

in Ireland could be capitalized upon 

by creating a 3U LL Network as a 

starting point for creating a 

national organization.   

- Develop research collaborations 

across the U3 for practice based 

research 

- Foster the research identity of 

practitioners by facilitating a MACE 

publication based on contributions 

from administrators and managers  

- Strengthen the role of practitioner 

research in the institution by 

seeking research funding on 

common themes that affect 

academic departments and student 

services departments equally eg 

student support. Establish 

collaborations between both to 

carry out research 

- Seek university recognition for 

these endeavors through university 

standing committees. 

 

 

 

 

Examples of factors under threats could include: 

- Any obstacles – Funding for reserach is 

problematic.  Without funding institutions are 

reliant on individual academics and student 

research.  Sourcing funding can be time 

consuming and there are no guarantees of 

success 

- Legislation and external procedures - In some 

cases legal stipulations put in place by funding 

bodies are a deterrent.  The Research Centre at 

NUI Maynooth would not allow the submission of 

research proposals  ( Grundvig) to the European 

Commission recently because the legal 

implications were too great and carried risks that 

the institution was not prepared to underwrite.  

- Economic context – as mentioned elsewhere the 

current economic crisis in Ireland  has resulted in 

a reduction in staffing, an Employment Control 

Framework has reduced salaries and constrained 

recruitment of new staff.  

-  Students do not have the finances to pay for LL 

due to recession.   

- The hike in fees for full-time higher education 

means that families are prioritising education for 

their young people and putting their own 

educational needs in a secondary position.  

- Teaching and research a priority in higher 

education, practitioner research is under-

recognised 

- Little or no finance available for the 

implementation of research findings/outcomes 

- Little or no recognition for community 

engagement 
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networking, collaboration and cross fertilisation between departments and institutions.  Lac of 

resources is a constant pressure within institutions.   

 

3. Once you have identified the general hindering factors, please try to analyse their 

reasons to find out how these factors are embedded in your respective learning and 

research culture. 

 

 

- Insufficient network- There are many adult education related networks in Ireland.  Sadly the 

most successful are the associations whose remit was established by legislation eg The National 

Access Associaton; Aontas; NALA; IVEA; AEA. There is no national network for university adult 

although attempts have been made to do so eg Higher Learning Network.  A regional network 

has been established in the Dublin area called the Widening Participation Network however its 

focus is access, progression and transfer, it has not established itself as a university lifelong 

learning  or adult education network.   

- Different backgrounds 

Education in Ireland is divided into two groups – compulsory education and post compulsory 

education.  Adult education comprises the latter including: further education, community 

education, work based training and education, higher education.  Its remit is very broad.  It 

operates at the level of teacher education  and research across all post compulsory education 

but also it is identified with course delivery eg workplace courses, community education courses, 

social purpose education, short higher education courses, continuous professional development.  

This latter area of adult education is also called lifelong learning.   Adult education requires 

definition and an identity that clearly identifies it traditional role and its further role in higher 

education.   

The underpinning principles of adult education focus on equality of opportunity, inclusive 

education practices and democracy outside and inside the classroom. It is opposed to the 

‘banking’ model of education exploring more participatory approaches to knowledge creation. It 

is learning and learner centred and promotes models of flexibility not on the basis of serving the 

economic needs of society but because they serve individuals and promote participation.  It is 

committed to student/teacher engagement through small group learning and fosters personal 

development in all its activities.   Lifelong learning has not yet articulated a position, 

underpinning principles or a philosophical basis.  It is argues here that it is most often  

associated with work and the economy and its inclusion and equality agenda relates more 

readily to these needs.  These differing traditions, values and principles make comparisons 

between adult education and lifelong learning problematic.   

The funding structure for university adult education/ULL  in Ireland is under review. Up to 2012 

funding was sourced through student fees and some agency funding for specific courses.   It 

desperately needs examination and a general strategy.  Some courses have recently been 

funded to upskill the population for work though a ‘Springboard’ initiative.   

 
4. Actions that could be carried out to overcome these identified reasons for barriers and 

hindering factors to cooperation between ULLL researchers and practitioners or solutions  

Please identify and explain possible solutions for the identified reasons of barriers.  

 

A culture of research could be fostered in all areas of practice and the role of practitioners as 

intellectuals should be promoted.  Thus reserach training could become an integral part of CPD for 
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practitioners and it could become part of their job description also.  The goal would be that all 

practitioners would become researching professionals or in some instances professional 

researchers.  Good published research may motivate government to invest in LL and 

implementation of research outcomes/findings could contribute to the enhancement of society, 

culture and economies. 

 

 

5. Actors which (could) play a role in carrying out these actions (based on the network 

analysis of activity 2 and 3) and reason: 

Please reflect on how the identified actors of the network analysis could help to overcome 

identified barriers and constraints. 

 

Actors Reason 

Ministry of Education and Higher 

Education Authority 

Provide a comprehensive funding strategy for education 

including university adult education and lifelong learning. 

University President and senior 

officers 

Explicitly recognise work involving community engagement 

and practice based research as valuable by including it as 

part of the promotion criteria. 

Research administration Explore ways to overcome legal barriers to submission of 

research proposals; 

In- service training in research methods including emerging 

methods suitable to practice based research. 

LL/ Adult Education manager and 

administrators 

Change job descriptions to include research which in turn 

should change the promotions opportunities for this cohort 

of worker.  It will also challenge the ‘glass ceiling’ faced by 

many working in university administration. 

Students  Student research forms an important part of research in 

universities and in the case of adult education departments 

much of the research focuses on practice, systems and 

education structures of adult education in various areas eg 

community, workplace, further and higher education.  This 

research needs to find its way into the public domain 

through publication and general dissemination of results.  

Students need to be supported and encouraged to publish. 

Academics Support colleagues who wish to research and be 

instrumental in advocating for practitioner research in 

university  standing committees and recognition for 

community engagement and learning 

  

 


