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My role as an Adult Education Guidance 
Counsellor with Co. Monaghan VEC 
involves helping clients to become more 
informed about the range of educational 
options available to them based on their 
current capabilities. My main aim in 
applying for the study visit was to help me 
see the` bigger picture’ in relation to how 
adult education is organised.  I hoped that 
it would provide me with an opportunity to 
experience a range of educational systems 
and practices in Spain as well as to learn 
about new and innovative methods being 

implemented in other European countries.  I was also looking forward to networking  and  to sharing 
experiences and ideas with group members, as well as absorbing the culture of Northern Spain, 
which I discovered has many similarities with Ireland.  The week-long visit more than fulfilled my 
hopes and expectations. 

Our hosts in Galicia, a region in Northern Spain (with a similar climate to Ireland – rain!) provided us 
with a well-focused and excellently-structured five-day visit.  Each morning myself, and twelve other 
participants (from 11 European countries) were picked up from our hotel in Santiago De Compostela  
by coach and accompanied by our organisers travelled to various educational settings in the region.  
Throughout the week, wherever we went, we were made feel extremely welcome, in some cases 
even the local Newspaper was on-hand to capture our visit!   While all visits were worthwhile, a 
number of experiences stand out as being particularly beneficial and memorable.   

We visited a Lifelong Learning Centre, (Forum Metropolitano) which displayed a wonderful example 
of  how a disused shopping centre could be utilised for other purposes, in this case lifelong learning.  
The facilities included a library, conference centre, cinema, computer suites, classrooms, information 
centre, exhibition centre, crèche, coffee shops, meeting areas etc, all under the one roof.  Here we 
met a group of ‘active age’ people who were being taught history and geography of the region 
through field trips, discussions, and film.  This group also participate in ‘mind gym’ classes as well as 
regularly meeting friends for board/card games.  Classes are non-accredited and are organised 
around the interests of the participants.  The Forum also encourages young people to use its 
facilities and acts as a meeting place for young mothers and children as well as college students.  A 
cultural ‘sleep-over’ had been organised that particular weekend, where 150 children from the 
region would come together to enjoy cinema, theatre and games in a supervised environment, and, 
according to the organiser, to ‘give their parents a break’.  

Another project in the region aims to raise the skills levels of construction workers by retraining 
them in the area of sustainable construction of buildings and the rehabilitation of older buildings.  
Stone-craft was an important aspect of training as well as language training for younger construction 
workers. With 70% of large construction companies being international it is felt that this will equip 
multilingual construction workers to work abroad on large projects in the future.  An example of 
good practice in this area is the introduction of a Professional Construction Card which is credit-card 
size and is available to all construction workers in Spain.  The idea is that all training hours, health 



and safety certificates, professional qualifications etc. are encrypted within the card, which must 
simplify the process of recruitment. It is hoped to extend this professional card to other career areas 
in the future. 

We visited a local 
dis-used factory 
that provides 
vocational 
training in areas 
such as 
healthcare, 
welding, pottery.  
The centre also 
has a recycling 
plant 
(dismantling old 
computers) on-
site which 
provides people 
with special 
needs with 
employment and 
occupational 
therapy close to 
home.  This 
project is based 
on the needs of 
the local community and is the result of the vision of the Mayor, the local education department, is 
part funded by European Funds and is a wonderful example of best practice.  

During the week we were lucky enough to have lunch each day at one of the regions many catering 
colleges. The standard of the food (and drink!) was equal to what one would expect in a top-class 
restaurant in Ireland.  Vocational training in culinary arts is big business in Spain due to their thriving 
tourism industry.  Some of the colleges are equipped with state-of-the art facilities, such as food 
science labs alongside well equipped kitchens and restaurant facilities, cheese-making and meat 
curing facilities, all part-funded through European funding.  

Other visits that I found enlightening include a trip to an association working with drug addicts and 
alcoholics. We had a guided tour of the facilities which were previously utilised as a monastery and 
expansive farm / gardens.  The centre (several hundred acres), has been loaned by the Church, and is 
part-funded by state subsidies, sponsorship and private funding.  It caters for 50 residents and, 
through a range of activities and non-accredited education in areas such as equine management, 
horticulture, trout fishing, cooking it aims to assist residents in their rehabilitation and social 
integration.  We visited a high-security prison where 70% of inmates are non-Spanish nationals (50 
different nationalities) and the focus of education was on language learning, literacy and numeracy.  
We visited a number of secondary schools where the focus was on academic classes for full-time 
students in the morning and vocational training in the same premises in the afternoons and 
evenings.  Distance learning appeared to be a growing feature of adult education, complimented by 
classroom education. The Aula Mentor (online learning) project is promoted by the Ministry for 
Education in Spain and Portugal in collaboration with local authorities and autonomous 
communities. It involves short courses (2 month duration) in areas such as languages, office admin, 
science, ICT, tourism, engineering and is widely utilised for pre-internship and CPD purposes.  



I found the study visit programme to be extremely beneficial for a number of reasons. Firstly, it gave 
me an opportunity to step back from my own role and to ‘see the bigger picture’ in relation to how 
adult education is organised, how processes evolve, and how various aspects can complement each 
other. It made me realise the importance of  being able to ‘think outside the box’ in order to adapt 
to the future needs of an uncertain environment. Throughout the visit I enjoyed communicatng with 
people from other countries and cultures.  While I did not speak their language, I was able to help 
them to speak mine. As an adult guidance counsellor, I regularly meet people who have studied in 
other European countries. I now have a better understanding of the education system in these 
countries which will help me to better assist my clients with their career planning.  

I have returned from  my study visit energised and eager to share my experiences with others.  This 
is a time of great change in my work environment (with the amalgamations of VEC’s, and the new 
ETB’s) and is also a good time to consider possibilities for change, new ideas, and improvements in 
policy and practice.  My recent study visit has presented me with much food for thought, as well as 
wonderful memories as well as personal and professional links with the people I met throughout my 
week in Spain.  

 



 


