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Recognising Excellence in Teaching and Learning in Irish Higher Education

The Higher Education Authority (HEA) is developing a National Professional Recognition Framework for Teaching and Learning to support the recognition of teaching excellence across the sector.
The framework builds on the Professional Development Framework (2016) and aims to provide clear, nationally agreed benchmarks for effective teaching practice. It will help inform career development, support institutional processes, and promote a shared understanding of teaching quality in Irish higher education.
This document presents a discussion draft and invites feedback to guide the development of a robust, relevant, and inclusive framework. Feedback is welcome using the feedback form[footnoteRef:1] provided. [1:  https://hub.teachingandlearning.ie/recognising-excellence-in-teaching-and-learning-in-irish-higher-education/#feedback] 
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Figure 1: Conceptual outline presenting the core components and developmental structure of the proposed National Recognition Framework.
1. Introduction
The Higher Education Authority (HEA) has commenced work on the development of a National Professional Recognition Framework for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education (National Recognition Framework). This initiative seeks to address the longstanding challenge that teaching excellence in higher education is sometimes undervalued and insufficiently rewarded relative to research achievements.
This work builds on the Professional Development Framework which was launched in 2016 by the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning.  The Professional Development Framework provides a roadmap for staff on how to frame professional development and leverage it for career advancement. The National Recognition Framework will complement the Professional Development Framework by explicitly setting out principles for the recognition of excellence in teaching and learning. For both those who teach and institutional management it will provide a framework for clearly defined expectations, which can be used to benchmark achievement.
This project is currently led by Dr. Sharon McGreevy (secondee to the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning at the HEA) and supported by a Professional Recognition Advisory Group comprising of national experts.
The following discussion represents preliminary work undertaken since September 2024 and serves to provide an update to stakeholders, whilst also acting as a starting point for a national conversation around the professional recognition of teaching and learning in Irish higher education. Through dialogue with the sector and the HEA’s Professional Recognition Advisory Group, this material will be revised, updated and developed as the work evolves and progresses.
Please engage and reflect on the content and feedback any comments or observations that you may have. Your feedback and observations will support and inform the development of the draft recognition framework. This work is currently ongoing and will result in the publication of a draft National Professional Recognition Framework for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education in Ireland by the end of 2025. This will be followed by sector wide engagement, usability testing and piloting.
2. Policy Context
The HEA Corporate Strategic Plan (2023-2026)[footnoteRef:2] identifies the advancement of work on the Professional Development Framework and a Professional Recognition Framework as a key strategic priority to support the development of staff in teaching and learning. The identification of this strategic priority by the HEA is part of a broader policy context internationally and nationally. [2:  https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2025/01/HEA-Corporate-Strategy-23-26.pdf] 

Internationally, increasing priority is being placed on teaching quality in higher education (HE). UNESCO (2024, p1) stresses that the quality of teaching in higher education influences student engagement, retention and academic success. From a European perspective as far back as 2013 the EU High Level Group on Modernisation of Higher Education stated that “public authorities responsible for higher education should ensure the existence of a sustainable well-funded framework to support higher education institutions efforts to improve the quality of teaching and learning” (EU, 2013). Furthermore, this group stressed that “teaching needs to be acknowledged as a skill” (p.30) and that such skill acquisition will result in professionalisation to achieve excellence (p.19).
Subsequently, the Bologna Follow Up Group Rome Communiqué noted that:
“In a reinforced partnership between self-responsible learners in active physical and digital learning spaces in which teaching and research are mutually supporting each other, teaching and research are valued in parity. Teachers are supported through professional development and attractive career pathways, and innovative ecosystem of learning and teaching can develop.” (BFUG 2020[footnoteRef:3]). [3: https://www.ehea.info/Upload/BFUG_HR_UA_71_6_2_AG2_Draft_Final_Report_V2.pdf] 

An EU Council Recommendation [footnoteRef:4]in 2024 on attractive and sustainable careers in higher education stressed the lack of recognition given to quality and innovative teaching. This recommendation focused on ensuring attractive and sustainable careers in higher education through the following: [4:  https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32024H07282] 

1. Diverse Academic Roles: Recognising the multifaceted responsibilities of academic staff, including teaching, research, innovation, leadership, and community engagement.​
2. Inclusive Career Structures: Advocating for career frameworks that value various academic activities, ensuring equitable recognition (of teaching) and progression opportunities.
3. Supportive Working Conditions: Promoting fair, inclusive, and non-discriminatory environments to attract and retain talent in higher education.
In an Irish context, the importance of a National Professional Recognition Framework for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education was highlighted in the National Strategy for Higher Education 2030 (DES, 2011) ‘The dissemination of good practice through national networks for teaching and learning, and the recognition of excellence in teaching should underpin strategy for the ongoing development of higher education’ (p. 59-60). Additionally, the report recommended that ‘all higher education institutions must ensure that all teaching staff are both qualified and competent in teaching and learning and should support ongoing development and improvement of their skills’ (p. 62). Likewise, the National Skills Strategy 2025 (DES, 2016, p.90) stresses the provision of high-quality learning experience and sees teaching and learning as a “core mission of higher education”.
Ireland invests considerably in higher education with over 60% of school leavers progressing to higher education (DES, 2025), while the public perception persists that universities are associated with teaching (Averill 2021, p.7). In this context, ensuring high-quality teaching and student experience is a national strategic priority.
3. Parity of Esteem between Teaching and Research
The National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 (DES, 2011, p.54) stated that
“The roles of teaching and research should be afforded parity of esteem, and this should be reflected in resource allocation, in promotion criteria, and in the metrics used to assess performance at individual, institution and system level.”
Institutional documents such as strategic plans and performance agreements articulate and reflect the increased value and priority placed on teaching and learning. Teaching and learning is a pillar of the HEA System Performance Framework 2023-28[footnoteRef:5], while Strategic Alignment of Teaching and Learning Enhancement[footnoteRef:6] (SATLE) funding is also in place to support teaching and learning at institutional level. [5: https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/04/System_Performance_Framework_2023-2028.pdf]  [6:  https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/funding/#!/Funding-Calls] 

Traditionally research is more highly valued than teaching and that is acknowledged and documented in the academic literature on the subject as a structural imbalance. Recognition mechanisms and metrics for evaluation and achievement in research are widely available and well understood (although contested). They tend to focus on quantitative measures such as quantity of publications and journal rankings (coARA, 2024).   Yet, similar approaches and appropriate metrics and indicators are currently largely absent for teaching. The OECD (2025, p10) notes that aspects of teaching are frequently overlooked as it remains challenging to quantify. This results in low status being attached to teaching in terms of career progression.
The lack of parity of esteem between research and teaching is consistently highlighted internationally (UNESCO, 2024) and at European, institutional and individual academic levels. In particular, the European Universities Association (EUA) trends survey (2024) and the Tirana Communique (EHEA, 2024 p.5) both concede that whilst awareness of parity of esteem for research and teaching activities has increased, many institutions confirm that teaching persists as a less important criterion in terms of academic assessment and career progression.
Foster, Gannaway and Moore (2025) argue that a rebalancing between teaching and research is required to value teaching. Persistent undervaluing and the low status associated with teaching undermines incentives to engage in ongoing learning opportunities and innovative practices.
In order to achieve parity of esteem teaching needs to be embedded in a national and institutional environment that recognises the value of teaching and rewards (through career progression) those who demonstrate excellence in this area. The development of a National Recognition Framework will offer a consistent, nationally benchmarked system to support individuals and institutions to meet this challenge.
4. A National Recognition Framework in Higher Education
A National Professional Recognition Framework for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education will clarify expectations in relation to professional learning, personal growth and innovative teaching practices and provide a framework against which achievements in these areas can be progressively benchmarked.
The key value of the National Recognition Framework is that it encompasses the many facets of teaching and learning and provides clear, transparent benchmarks for effective teaching at progressively higher levels. The National Recognition Framework will foster improvement and development whilst providing structure and consistency to highlight elements of excellent teaching practice which may otherwise be overlooked.
The National Recognition Framework will provide policy makers, Higher Education Institutional management and academic and professional staff with a common language for describing and evaluating teaching quality. This shared understanding will place greater emphasis on teaching enhancement and professional development across the sector. The overall goal is to recognise the quality and impact of teaching in higher education in Ireland using a wide range of both qualitative and quantitative indicators appropriately.
The National Recognition Framework will be useful for those seeking to enhance their teaching effectiveness and self-development within their context, disciplines and departments. It will also provide clear expectations to support individuals in recruitment,  promotion and performance development but will also have application for those serving on promotion, selection, progression panels or committees.
A National Recognition Framework will support and enhance the direction and uptake of continuous professional development (CPD). Clear and explicit guidelines will be provided for staff wishing to use the recognition framework to demonstrate their personal development, growth and achievements in teaching and learning. The framework will be consistent with and part of broader work at European level which explores Academic Career Assessment (ACA) and will apply holistic indicators (both qualitative and quantitative) of teaching and learning practice. Both the European  University Association (EUA[footnoteRef:7]) and the Coalition for Advancing Research Assessment (coARA[footnoteRef:8]) are currently engaged in progressing work on reforming and broadening the scope of academic careers assessment. In addition, the Advancing Teaching[footnoteRef:9] initiative led by Dr. Ruth Graham is informing international approaches to recognise teaching. [7:  https://www.eua.eu/our-work/projects/eu-funded-projects/staffdev.html]  [8:  https://coara.eu/working-groups/working-groups/wg-reforming-academic-career-assessment/]  [9:  https://www.advancingteaching.com/] 

5. Definition of Recognition
Recognition is the process of acknowledging a broad range of factors which an individual uses to demonstrate their personal quality in teaching and learning practice and their commitment to ongoing development. Forms of evidence that can be recognised include qualifications (e.g. Post Graduate Diploma or MA in Teaching and learning), accreditations (e.g. Advance HE fellowships), innovations in teaching practice, prizes and awards, digital badges earned, and feedback from students and peers that demonstrates impact. Such evidence will demonstrate their attainment of a given level on the recognition framework.
Significantly, a National Professional Recognition Framework for Teaching and Learning clarifies what is expected in terms of ongoing professional learning, personal growth and innovative teaching practice. It also provides a structured way to progressively benchmark such achievements across an academic career.
An agreed definition of recognition should underpin the development of a National Recognition Framework. The current working definition of recognition is as follows:
Recognition is the appreciation and value shown for another’s achievements, performance, contributions or capabilities in teaching and learning excellence and innovation through a process of peer, student and self-evaluation within a given context.
This working definition has been informed, in part, by international approaches, including the Universitas 21 Teaching Indicator Framework (U21 EISG, 2017, p. 55), and is expected to evolve over time through ongoing consultation with the Advisory Group and other key stakeholders.
An understanding of recognition in the context of the development of a National Recognition Framework is an important initial component of this work going forward.
 6. Aims of a National Recognition Framework
The purpose of developing a National Recognition Framework is to recognise individual quality teaching and learning enhancement and excellent practice. In practice, this means valuing sustained engagement in innovative teaching, ongoing professional development and personal growth, with robust evidence of positive impact on student learning.  The framework will support institutions and practitioners in recognising innovation and teaching and learning excellence and impact in higher education.
A National Recognition Framework represents a significant development in demonstrating the pivotal importance of teaching excellence at national policy level as a key driver of a high-quality higher education system. It seeks to address the widespread perception that teaching is undervalued, may be career limiting and acknowledges the current lack of reward through career progression. A Recognition Framework aims to achieve a better balance between research and teaching in the assessment processes associated with promotion and recruitment. The aims are twofold, firstly to enhance the status of teaching and secondly to provide incentives to staff actively engaged in teaching to consistently develop their practice for promotions and career advancement (Graham, 2025).
The development of a professional recognition framework for teaching and learning will support institutions to recognise, reward and value teaching in a structured, systemic and transparent way. A recognition framework will also provide a template to define and evaluate teaching achievements progressively throughout one’s professional career.
Any recognition framework developed will be rigorous, evidence based and developmental in nature ensuring the recognition process is fair and trusted. A framework that is valued and respected by the wider academic community will encourage engagement from those who are not already invested in teaching and learning.  A transparent, robust, accessible and fair base to evidence excellence in teaching and learning is a vital characteristic to ensure successful adoption.
7. An Irish Framework
Irish Higher Education is uniquely placed to develop a National Recognition Framework in teaching and learning given its scale and the level of collaboration that currently exists in the sector. The development of a National Recognition Framework has the potential to further enhance cooperation and build a strong sense of community within the higher education sector.
When teaching excellence is systematically recognised and encouraged, students benefit from higher quality learning experiences across the board. An Irish framework keeps student success at the heart of the agenda, by ensuring that what’s good for student learning (excellent teaching) is also good for teaching careers.
A National Professional Recognition Framework for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education will facilitate and enable:
1. Strategy and Policy Alignment: An Irish professional recognition framework for teaching and learning in higher education can be explicitly aligned with the HEA legislation, System Performance Framework, Institutional Performance Agreements, Funding Requirements and other national teaching initiatives such as Disciplinary Excellence in Learning, Teaching and Assessment (DELTA) awards and Strategic Alignment of Teaching and Learning Enhancement (SATLE) funding.
2. Contextual Relevance: A bespoke nationally designed framework can be tailored to the Irish context and will ensure national governance (while respecting institutional autonomy), and responsiveness to local policy and strategic priorities. It may also better cater to the unique diversity of Ireland’s higher education landscape (including universities, Technological Universities, Institutes of Technology, Private HEIs and smaller colleges).
3. A Systemic Approach: A national recognition framework can be integrated into institutional promotion, career progression and recruitment processes and will support a coherent approach across the system.
4. Flexibility to Adapt: A national recognition framework allows continuous evolution, flexible improvement and refinement based on Irish needs and evidence from Irish institutions.
5. International Recognition: A national recognition framework better highlights Ireland’s teaching and learning innovation, bolstering Ireland’s international reputation and influence in European and global higher education contexts.
There is the potential for an Irish Recognition Framework to be aligned with Bologna principles, strengthening the case for collaboration and mobility, which could be understood and respected by partner universities in Europe, aiding academic staff exchange.
An approach consistent with practice in Europe is considered advantageous and meets the Pillar 4 goal of “enhanced European influence in education and research” in Global Citizens 2030 Irelands Talent and Innovation Strategy[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  https://assets.gov.ie/static/documents/global-citizens-2030-irelands-international-talent-and-innovation-strategy.pdf] 

8. Towards a Recognition Framework
The development of a National Professional Recognition Framework for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education will allow staff to benchmark teaching and learning practice to support career development and progression. This framework will not replace existing awards or fellowships but will instead provide an overarching structure into which such accolades can fit, integrating current recognition into a broader career context.
It is anticipated that the recognition framework will consist of clear levels and indicators for each level across dimensions of teaching and learning (which will be agreed with input from the Advisory Group and relevant stakeholders).  This will represent a consistent approach to recognising excellence in teaching and learning practice.
It is initially envisaged that the National Recognition Framework for teaching and learning will consist of four levels and recognise educators at four phases of professional growth: Emerging, Developing, Advancing, and Leading. The levels progressively identify growing impact and influence over a sustained period. Each subsequent level builds cumulatively on the skills and achievements of the previous one, reflecting growing expertise, impact on student learning and leadership in teaching. The levels and dimensions in the recognition framework will be broadly designed to capture the full range of teaching activity, including but not limited to teaching practice, educational design, reflective practice, disciplinary contribution and scholarly practice.
The National Professional Recognition Framework for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education will not simply rely on progression based on tenure or stage of career, but rather a more nuanced, developmental or growth approach is being suggested. The levels progressively identify increasing impact, influence, depth of practice over a sustained period.  In this sense the framework is not simply linked to career progression but more directly to recognising skills, experience, and expertise in relation to teaching and learning.
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