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submission to Higher Education Strategy

AMA  (Access made accessible)
AMA  is the national network of HE Access officers and practitioners which has been in existence since 1997.   There are approximately 21 member groups represented in the network.  Its mission is to act as an advocate for socio-economically disadvantaged school leavers and ethnic minority students and as a support network for its members.  As such AMA works vigorously to collaborate among HE institutions, to share information and to disseminate models of good practice.  AMA also aims to foster professional development, to contribute to policy forums, and to raise the profile of access issues, through the identification, commissioning and carrying out of relevant research.
A.
Nationwide Strategic Promotion of Access

1) Strengthening of linkages between HE and primary and post primary sectors which build on current models of good practice, established by ‘pre-entry’ divisions of access offices, admission offices, Faculties, etc.   This relationship will allow for exchange of best practice among HE Staff and Primary/ Post primary staff.  Will also help build a ‘college going culture’ within schools (irrespective of the student/ community profile) that will inevitably result in the increased natural progression of under-represented students to HE.  

2) Robust data collection system which creates a ‘lifelong student learning record’ for each person in the state, and captures their educational experience, student profile, results and credits received.  This system will allow for all HEIs and primary and secondary schools to monitor and evaluate the retention and progression of students, and to assess their performance in relation to national and international targets for under-represented students.

3) Information and guidance provision which is characterised by: 

1. easily accessed and reliable information on learning opportunities, transfer and progression routes for non-traditional students; 

2. ensures that the rationale for programmes which support equity and social inclusion are clearly articulated and that the benefits to society and individuals are demonstrated to the public; 

3. ensures that professionals with an IAG brief across the education sector have access to complete, up-to-date information and requisite professional development in order to deliver a high quality and comprehensive service.

B. Higher Education Experience 

1) Diversity within the staff and student cohorts of all Higher Education Institutions.   Ensure that high level support structures and resources are in place to assist a diverse staff/ student population to derive equal benefit from and to contribute fully to their learning/ working environments.

2) To continue to build and improve on the teaching and learning environment so that it is characterised by reflection, evaluation and modernisation, demonstrating best practice in teaching methodologies, technologies used and resources, materials, etc.   The teaching methodologies, curriculum and materials/ resources should be equality proofed and meet/ exceed criteria associated with universal design. 

3) Models which incorporate and recognise APEL/APL/RPL, work based learning, service based learning, tend to cluster at the lower end of the framework of qualifications and also are not integrated into mainstream learning programmes.  These systems need to be further strengthened and to form a meaningful part of the HE learning package

4) A Higher Education system with Quality Student Support Services and a Funding Framework

Participation in and equity of outcome within HE for under-represented cohorts needs to be supported by a broad-based quality student support system, including high quality accessible supports in the areas of learning supports, assistive technologies, counseling, career services, college health, college clubs and societies, etc.  
However, the most pressing area of student support in relation to non-traditional students is funding to pursue third level education, meeting the costs associated with tuition, travel/ accommodation, child care, learning resources (most acutely for students with disabilities), etc.   

AMA advocates the establishment of regional student financial aid centres. These centres would undertake to assist students with the provision of information, assistance with filling in application forms, and decision making/ award allocation in relation to grants, scholarships and loans.   The system would address the needs of both full and part-time learners and would take into account eligibility criteria related to non-traditional learners.  The allocation of individual student financial aid ‘packages’ would be timely and would be sufficient to meet the financial needs of  under-represented students through a combination of grants, interest free loans, and scholarships (private/ state).  

C.
Higher Education that promotes genuine options for Access, Transfer and Progression into, within and beyond the HE framework

1.) Access: New and Expanded Models of Entry to HE

We envisage that HE would be part of a seamless educational system which would include links with formal and informal education providers from the FE sector, the post-secondary and the community sector.  These links would allow learners an optimal range of course choice and flexibility of entry and exit points within the system.  Such sectoral ‘linking’ would be driven by principles of collaboration and co-ordination.  Linkages at regional and local level would be reinforced, widely expanded and regularly reviewed.

The alternative Access routes created would be widely publicised, transparent and pervasive to the extent that they would facilitate Access for a critical mass of those from cohorts currently under-represented in HE.  Entry qualifications to HE would be attainable beyond the formal secondary school sector and achieved through open and continuous access to learning, bridging programmes and prior learning assessment and recognition.

This increased diversity in HE models would provide a wide variety of learning opportunities utilizing diverse modes of delivery – traditional degrees, short courses, part-time study, flexible schedules, modularized programmes, credit accumulation, blended learning etc. to the benefit of the whole HEI community and diverse student population.   

2.) Transfer and Progression   

AMA recognizes the need for transfer and progression systems that will facilitate fluid transfer within and among HEIs.   Ideally, the vision of the National Qualifications framework would be fully realised in the form of an internationally recognised credit transfer system which allows for smooth transfer and progression opportunities for learners interested in transferring from FE to HE or learners who have already accumulated credits and are interested in transferring within the HE sector at all levels of learning including. This would include transfer at 4th level for learners on research/taught masters/PhD programmes.

 
3.)
Transferable Skills 

The debate within HE as to whether or not transferable skills such as personal and professional development and business skills should be taught in HE has moved on to how these skills and qualities can be learned.  The ‘how’ for this type of learning is part of our vision for HE. 

We see a model of HE which would link with the world of work to jointly develop and assess learning processes which integrate theory and on-the-job training at all levels of learning.  This embedding of career planning, particularly, at undergraduate level and across all learning disciplines is especially beneficial for non-traditional student cohorts many of whom lack the know-how, experience and social contacts which smooth the transition to employment for students from more privileged backgrounds.  Additionally, it offers HEIs another way to promote the fundamental principles of civic society and encourage a sense of social responsibility among learners.  

These learning processes would cross the spectrum from work experience, work shadowing, focused projects, service learning, short and long-term placements to and from HEIs.  They would focus on a range of learning from discipline specific to ‘soft’ skills and qualities required to successfully participate in the workplace.   

Perceived obstacles to achieving the vision described in sections A, B and C:

1) Resources which include funding for human resources, operational costs associated with developing courses and outreach programmes, development of materials, etc.   

Most acutely, the resources required which support student financing of 3rd level education and the likely re-introduction of tuition fees is of paramount concern.

2) Historical and philosophical debate about the role of HEIs in society.  Many HEIs cling to the idea of 3rd level as being a purely academic realm and would disapprove of a move toward more ‘vocationally oriented’ learning programmes.   Furthermore, there is a contradiction between the desires for HEIs to continue to expand their cohorts of non-traditional students, despite the fact that the system is finding it difficult to meet the needs of the current students due to inadequate resources.  The anomaly that academics are mainly incentivised and rewarded for their contributions to research, leaving less  time for academics to seriously focus on developing and delivering a high quality teaching and learning environment for both traditional and non-traditional students, needs to be addressed.

3) Insufficient leadership, political will and innovation which would pave the way for greater transformation and co-ordination between all stages and players within the education pyramid.   A long-term vision for HE which is foreword thinking and remains at arms length from short-term party-politics, is vital.     

