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Traditions and understanding of Symbols 
 
Working with materials (symbols) is a good way of identifying the current personal attitude towards the 
selected topic. Furthermore, it helps to identify problems, blockades and fears. As soon as these difficulties 
have been properly identified, the trainers can begin with the development of possible solutions.  
Therefore it is important that trainers are aware of the “power of symbols”.  
 
In our daily life, we can easily identify objects, which can be taken as examples of symbol such as the 
following: The dove is a symbol of peace; Black is a symbol that represents evil or death; A ladder may 
stand as a symbol for a connection; A broken mirror may symbolize separation…. 
 
In Business life: Leaders in Marketing know about the power of Symbols: If you like the concept or not… 
People in more than 100 countries will recognize the “golden arches” of the McDonald’s Logo. 
 
In Art & Literature: Symbols have been used in cultures all around the world, evident in ancient legends, 
fables, and religious texts. One famous example of symbolism is the story of the Garden of Eden, in which 
the serpent persuades Eve to eat an apple from the tree of knowledge. The serpent in this story represents 
wickedness and the apple is a symbol for knowledge. Symbolism is equally important in poetry, prose, and 
plays, as well as in all genres of literature, from science fiction to fantasy to fiction for young adults (just 
think of Harry Potter’s scar—a symbol of his being the “chosen one”, as well as his ability to overcome evil). 
When analysing a piece of literature, examining the primary symbols often leads to a greater understanding 
of the work itself. 
 
In Psychology: Freud’s most commonly known use of symbols might be his methods of dream analysis. He 
called dreams “the royal road to the subconscious”, and felt that the biggest function of dreams was to 
show us our underlying wishes. Carl Jung, a Swiss psychotherapist, developed the use of symbology in a 
different direction. He did not agree about the structure of the unconscious but he did agree in psychic 
symbols. Jung devised the concept of archetypes, images and concepts with universal meaning that come 
from the shared past of humanity.  
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Irish Symbols  
 
“Symbols are distinguished from other signs by three important characteristics: the emotional charge which 
they carry, the complex web of associations attached to them, and the fact that they represent ideas or 
emotions which are difficult, if not impossible to express in words alone”.1 
Symbols have be associated with politics and conflict, with romantic national pride, with perceived identity, 
or with the personification of race, their history and they tell us a lot about the history of a country2. Ireland 
has a rich heritage of symbols and it dates as far back as 8000BC and continue in importance and relevance 
today.   
 

 
The harp is Ireland national emblem and references to it can be found as early as the 
13th century. The ancient Irish kings employed a harpists to entertain them and the harp 
was also said to reflect the immortality of the soul3. In more modern days it is still very 
visible and is a symbol used on Irish coins, Guinness glasses and sporting jerseys.  

 
 
The Claddagh ring is another important Irish symbol which has a rich history. 
It is a traditional Irish ring  dating back to the 17th century given which 
represents love, loyalty, and friendship (the hands represent friendship, the 
heart represents love, and the crown represents loyalty)4. To this day this 
ring and the symbol in general is very popular and widely available across 
Ireland because of what it represents. 
  

                                                           1 Morris, Ewan, Our Own Devices: National Symbols and Political Conflict in Twentieth-Century Ireland (Irish Academic Press, Dublin 2005) 
2 Bowe, N. accessed 25 November 2016 from  http://www.gov.ie/en/essays/symbols.html  3The Irish Store, accessed 25 November 2016from http://www.theirishstore.com/blog/2014/02/14/the-symbols-of-ireland/  4 Wikipedia: The free encyclopedia. (2016, Nov 22). FL: Wikimedia Foundation, Inc. Accessed 22 November, 2016, from  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Claddagh_ring  
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A shamrock, a young sprig of clover, is also a symbol of Ireland. It first began as a symbol of Saint Patrick, 
Ireland's patron saint, and was used as a metaphor for the Christian Holy Trinity.The 
shamrock first began to change from a symbol purely associated with St. Patrick to an 
Irish national symbol when it was taken up as an emblem by rival militias, during the 
turbulent politics of the late eighteenth century5. 

 
 
 
 
The Irish Celtic Cross is a symbol of faith and is widely known as a symbol of 
Irish heritage. They can be found all over Ireland and are mainly associated 
with Christianity. The ring is considered a solar symbol of energy, a life 
source6. 
 
 
 
 

The Irish Flag has three vertical stripes, from left to right: green, white and 
orange. And is a very important symbol in Ireland. The green represents the 
older Gaelic tradition while the orange represents the supporters of William 
of Orange. The white in the centre signifies a lasting truce between the 
'Orange' and the 'Green'7.  

 
  

                                                           5 Wikipedia: The free encyclopedia. (2016, Nov 22). FL: Wikimedia Foundation, Inc. Accessed 22 November, 2016, from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shamrock  6 Irish Central (2016), Accessed 23 November 2016, from http://www.irishcentral.com/roots/explore-the-meanings-behind-celtic-and-irish-symbols-237791261 7 Dept of the Taoiseach (2016), Dublin, Accessed 23 November 2016, from http://www.taoiseach.gov.ie/eng/Historical_Information/The_National_Flag/  
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Psychoanalysis in Ireland 
 
Psychoanalysis is a set of psychological and psychotherapeutic theories and associated techniques, created 
by Austrian physician Sigmund Freud and stemming partly from the clinical work of Josef Breuer and 
others.8 
The basic tenets of psychoanalysis include: 

1. a person's development is determined by often forgotten events in early childhood rather than by 
inherited traits alone 

2. human attitude, mannerism, experience, and thought is largely influenced by irrational drives that 
are rooted in the unconscious 

3. it is necessary to bypass psychological resistance in the form of defence mechanisms when bringing 
drives into awareness 

4. conflicts between the conscious and the unconscious, or with repressed material can materialize in 
the form of mental or emotional disturbances, for example: neurosis, neurotic 
traits, anxiety, depression etc. 

5. liberating the elements of the unconscious is achieved through bringing this material into the 
conscious mind (via e.g. skilled guidance, i.e. therapeutic intervention).9 

 
Psychoanalysis only really began to feature in Ireland in the 1980s but to date psychoanalysis has had little 
cultural impact here and still a rather marginal activity. Many believe this is due to the power of the 
catholic Church and the still powerful influence of organic psychiatry on the other. The Irish Council for 
Psychotherapy (ICP), an umbrella group which represents many different strands of psychotherapy, also 
includes psychoanalysis, via the European Association for Psychotherapy (EAP)10. 
 
Aside of the limited use of psychoanalysis in Ireland at the time of writing this report (and following 
                                                           8  Gay, Peter. Freud: A Life for Our Time. Papermac, 1995, pp. xv, 32.  9  Erich Fromm (1992:13–14) The Revision of Psychoanalysis. Westview Press: USA  10 Psychoanalysis Ireland (2016) Accessed 25 November, 2016, from http://www.psychoanalysis.ie/about/history/  
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extensive desk and field research) there is no evidence of Symbol work used in guidance counselling or 
psychotherapy in Ireland. This project represents a fantastic opportunity to introduce this way of working 
with and guiding young people in Ireland. 
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Our primary target group of young people 
 
In Ireland we will target young unemployed people aged between 15 and 24 years who are facing problems 
accessing the labour market. They are primarily the low skilled, early school leavers, and NEET young 
people that are accessing our services or engaging with the local youth club or other organisations.  
 
Many of these young people face multiply barriers to accessing education, training of employment and we 
believe that using Symbol work will assist them in overcoming these. Some of the barriers they face can be 
found below: 
 

 No/little previous work experience or engagement in the labour market 
 From a family with low economic activity/joblessness/low income household 
 Low aspiration or from a family with low aspirations 
 Living in an area with low economic activity 
 Drug/alcohol issues/family with history of drug/alcohol issues 
 Criminal background or engaged in criminal activities 
 Poor literacy and numeracy skill 
 Learning difficulties 
 Mental health problems 
 Remoteness (location) 
 Low levels of motivation 
 Low level of self-efficacy and self-esteem  

 
We will involve young people accessing our services as well as utilising young people accessing other 
services in the area, as we had links with a wide range of local organisations providing services to young 
people, including Ballymun Regional Youth Resource and Poppintree Youth Services, Drug Tasks Force. 
Internally we will host an information session with our guidance practitioners working with young people 
and ask them to inform suitable young people (as described above) of our project and pilot. Young people 
who express interest in being involved will then be referred to work with our guidance practitioners who 
will be trained in the use of the method. As regards involving young people from outside of our 
organisation the project leader at local level will make direct contact with youth services and other support 
services working with young people to advise them of our project and ask them to inform suitable young 
people and arrange referrals. Information sessions could be held with practitioners and young people alike 
if required. 
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Similar methods and possible Synergies 
 
 
At the time of writing this report the author is not aware of any Symbol work being used in Ireland in the 
fields of counselling, guidance or psychology as described above. Therefore this project represents an 
exciting opportunity to introduce a new way of working with young people in Ireland.  Within our service 
detailed profiling (using a form and interview) is used to identify barriers to education, training and 
employment. From this our guidance practitioners utilise various tools and methods to assist our clients 
overcoming these barriers, examples include intensive client centred career guidance process and 
developing action plans, referring them to counselling, personal development courses/programmes, basic 
skills training etc.  
 
Peer buddy support programmes are also not formally developed in Ireland. In some universities first year 
students are matched with older students to assist them in adjusting to university life. In some mental 
health services groups are established with people suffering with similar issues. Outside of these areas and 
within In Ballymun there are some informal peer support systems in place. Ballyrunners is such a 
programme that informally involved peer support to develop young people. Within this programme the 
group is encouraged to support each other in achieving their aims and completing the programme. The 
peer-to-peer support and learning has been found to be a crucial part of the programme. The main aim of 
the programme is to engage young people who are at risk of engaining in anti social activities and help 
them to alleviate their boredom and promote life skills, pro-social attitudes and activities. It was envisaged 
that this in turn would lead to a reduction in anti-social and criminal behaviours, decreased drug use, 
increased engagement with local services, improved self-worth and greater chances of employment. 
 
The main objectives of the programme are as follows: 

 Achieve the Bronze Gaisce Award 
 Promotion of routine and stability 
 Increase civic responsibility 
 Improved Health and Fitness 
 Enrich existing relationships with services 
 Promote positive mental well-being 
 Build positive relationships with young people 
 Promote peer support 
 Improved self confidence 
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The evaluations of two recently piloted programmes the Defence Forces Employment Support Scheme 
(ESS)11 and ‘ReEngage’ also found that the informal peer support system that naturally developed during 
the programmes were found to significantly contribute to the positive outcomes for the young people 
involved. These programmes were developed for unemployed young people aged 18-24 years and involved 
a mix of VET training, personal development, fitness (ESS) and a work placement (ReEngage) and were 
piloted recently in North Dublin. 
 
  

                                                           11 Dept. of Social Protection (2016) Defence Forces Employment Support Scheme Evaluation. Dublin (not yet published)  
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Validation of the SymfoS Learning Outcomes 
 
Level 1: Validation of the train-the-trainer course  
 Léargas is a not-for-profit organisation that manages European, national and international exchange and 
cooperation programmes in education, training, and youth and community work – including Erasmus+ – 
outside of higher education. It is the national contact point for the European Credit System for Vocational 
Education and Training (Ecvet). In Ireland QQI (Quality and Qualifications Ireland) is the statutory body with 
express functions including the validation of programmes of education and training and has established 
these Policies and Criteria pursuant to section 44 (1) of the Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education 
and Training) Act 2012 (the “2012 Act”).  
 
Validation is a regulatory process that in essence determines whether or not a particular QQI award can be 
offered in respect of a provider’s programme of education and training. Currently QQI accepts applications 
for the validation of programmes of education and training − leading to QQI awards at all levels in the 
National Framework of Qualifications − in a range of educa onal contexts (e.g. further educa on and 
training (FET), higher education and training (HET), professional education and apprenticeship, English 
language teaching (ELT), and research education and training) − involving diverse modes (including 
collaborative, transnational and e-learning)12. The Europass Certificate Supplement is also issued by QQI for 
level 5 and 6 major, supplemental and special purpose CAS awards13.  
 
The QQI Credit system, which applies to vocational education and training awards in Ireland, is designed 
with features that are compatible with ECVET.14 The NFQ in Ireland is a system of ten Levels, based on 
standards of knowledge, skill and competence (learning outcomes), which incorporates awards made for all 
kinds of learning wherever it is gained. Irish qualifications are referenced to the EQF using the NQF (see 
below)15.  
                                                           12 QQI (2016) Policies and criteria for the validation of programmes of education and training. Accessed 24 November 2016, from http://www.qqi.ie/Publications/Validation%20Policies%20and%20Criteria%20QP17.pdf  13 QQI (2016) Europass. Accessed 24 November 2016, from http://www.europass.ie/europass/euro_cer.html  14National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (2009) National Report Referencing of the Irish National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) to the European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning (EQF), Accessed 25 November 2016, from http://www.qqi.ie/Documents/Referencing%20Irish%20NFQ%20to%20the%20European%20QF%20for%20Lifelong%20Learning.pdf 15 QQI (2016) Qualifications Frameworks - A European View, Accessed 24 November 2016, from http://www.nfq-qqi.com/qualifications-frameworks.html  
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It is a very time consuming and expensive process to have a course validated by QQI and it could be more 
useful to incorporate the symbols training course into an already QQI approved guidance counselling 
course for example those available in the National University of Ireland Maynooth, Dublin City University or 
the University of Limerick. Ballymun Job Centre will contact Leargas and QQI regarding the validation of the 
SymfoS train the train course as the project progresses. 
 
 
Level 2: Validation for the Young People taking part in the SymfoS training 
  
The 2012 Council recommendation on validation of non-formal and informal learning seeks to promote a  
systematic approach to ‘validation’, to increase the visibility and value of learning taking place outside 
formal education and training systems. A key objective of the 2012 recommendation is for EU Member 
States to work together towards national arrangements for validation by 2018. The aim is to enable all 
citizens to have their non-formal or informal learning identified and documented, as well as, assessed and 
certified. Several tools have also been developed at European level to assist countries in implementing 
national validation systems for non-formal and informal learning. To clarify the basic features of validation, 
the recommendation identifies four distinct phases16: 
 
                                                           16 Cedepfop (2015) European guidelines for validating of non-formal and informal learning, Accessed November 25, 2016,  from http://www.qqi.ie/Publications/European%20guidelines%20for%20validating%20non-formal%20and%20informal%20learning%20-%20CEDEFOP%202015.pdf  
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1. ‘Identification of an individual’s learning outcomes acquired through non-formal and informal 
learning;  

2. Documentation of an individual’s learning outcomes acquired through non-formal and informal 
learning;  

3. Assessment of an individual’s learning outcomes acquired through non-formal and informal 
learning;  

4. Certification of the results of the assessment of an individual’s learning outcomes acquired through 
non-formal and informal learning in the form of a qualification, or credits leading to a qualification, 
or in another form, as appropriate.’ (Council of the EU, 2012, p. 3, points 2a to 2d). 
 

In Ireland this type of learning is more commonly referred to as Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL)and 
Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) are responsible for validation of this type of learning including RPL 
in Ireland. In Ireland the recognition of this type of learning was made law in 1999 with the introduction of 
the Education and Training Act, which gave individual citizens the right, in law, to have prior learning 
validated by the further and higher education system.  
 
Therefore if you have acquired prior learning (formally or informally) you can present it to the formal 
education system and have it formally validated. RPL and the NFQ are very closely linked in Ireland. It 
requires a person to present evidence of prior learning to gain entry, exemption, credit or a full award. 
However this is not an easy process and requires them to produce lots of evidence of their learning and to 
transform their informal or non formal learning into declarative /de contextualised /procedural knowledge 
that is applicable to course specific outcomes17. 
 
 Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) is the designated National Europass Centre in Ireland. However 
Europass is not very popular or recognised in Ireland currently. However it could be utilising to capture 
some of the informal and non-formal learning undertaken by our youth people as part of our project.  
 
As regards Youthpass, Leargas are the main Youthpass contact point in Ireland. However, from the Leargas 
website it states it is only available to those taking part in the following activities which is outside the remit 
of our project: 

 Youth Exchanges 
 European Voluntary Service 

                                                           17 Pavee Point (2014) National Report Ireland, Accessed 24 November 2016, from http://www.paveepoint.ie/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/National-Report-Ireland-final.pdf  
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 Youth in the World  
 Youth Support Systems (training courses) 

That being said much content of the Youthpass could be helpful in terms to looking towards how best to 
capture the non-formal and informal learning gained by our young people. 
 
As regards incorporating this method into the Youth Guarantee within Ireland we suggest that a 
comprehensive evaluation of the method which captures its impact would be key in terms of influencing 
policy-makers to adopt this method within the public employment services and local employment services 
implementing the Youth Guarantee in Ireland.  
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Annex 1: Field Research & Interview Partner 
 
 
  DATE  

 INTERVIEW PARTNER / INSTITUTION 
 TOPIC / ACTIVITY & OUTCOMES 

24/11/2016 Discussion with 2 Ballymun Local Employment Services guidance practitioner  
 Use Symbol work and other similar methods  Target group for project  This informed my research in report above and helped identify target groups 

25/11/2016 Discussion with 2 Ballymun Local Employment Services guidance practitioner 
Use Symbol work and other similar methods Target group for project  This informed my research in report above and helped identify target groups 

25/11/2016 Discussion with qualified psychotherapist Jennifer Hughes 
Use of Symbol work in Ireland  This informed my research in report above and helped identify target groups 

27/11/2016 Ballymun LES coordinator/ manager  Recognition of prior learning, use of Symbol work  This informed my research in report above  
28/11/2016 Discussion with Youth service: Ballymun Regional Youth Resource 

Use Symbol work and other similar methods   This informed my research in report above  
30/11/2016 Discussion with member of the North Dublin training and education committee and former trainer 

Recognition of prior learning, use of Symbol work  This informed my research in report above  
27/11/2016 Ballyfermot LES coordinator/ manager Recognition of prior learning, use of Symbol work  This informed my research in report above  
14/12/2016 Contacted QQI re the NQF and was referred to the website for all relevant information.  

The information on the website has been included in the report 
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