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Introduction

Athlone Institute of Technology is pleased to contribute this submission toward the National Strategy for Higher Education.  The institute welcomes the proposal to manage a structured process of consultation and will willing partake.  The three significant changes are provided in bold type through the course of this return.
On the nature of Higher Education

Heralding a national strategy for higher education affords opportunity to reflect on first principles: what is higher education for?  One objective of the development should be to engage again with this debate and to place it in a current Irish context mindful of the massification of higher education, increasing international exchange, and the impact of the European Higher Education area.  Such a debate will raise familiar themes.  Cardinal John Henry Newman makes for uncomfortable reading in this regard:

I say, a University, taken in its bare idea, and before we view it as an instrument of the Church, has this object and this mission; it contemplates neither moral impression nor mechanical production; it professes to exercise the mind neither in art nor in duty; its function is intellectual culture; here it may leave its scholars, and it has done its work when it has done as much as this. It educates the intellect to reason well in all matters, to reach out towards truth, and to grasp it.

This will inevitably be countered by those citing Francis Bacon’s belief in a knowledge that is primarily utilitarian.  But such a reading of Bacon may be too simplistic:

But the images of men's wits and knowledges remain in books, exempted from the wrong of time, and capable of perpetual renovation. Neither are they fitly to be called images, because they generate still, and cast their seeds in the minds of others, provoking and causing infinite actions and opinions in succeeding ages: so that, if the invention of the ship was thought so noble, which carrieth riches and commodities from place to place, and consociateth the most remote regions in participation of their fruits, how much more are letters to be magnified, which, as ships, pass through the vast seas of time, and make ages so distant to participate of the wisdom, illuminations, and inventions, the one of the other?

There is evident danger inherent in forging a strategy for higher education in a period of economic downturn.  This can result in too close a focus on structure and system at the expense of purpose and quality.  The inculcation of wonder, the transmission of learning, the creation of new knowledge, the development of skills, and the linking and contextualization of knowledge in order to educate the intellect to reason well in all matters should remain in harmony notwithstanding the immediate pressures.  The relationship to the world of work and the dialogue between industry and academia that is a feature of the institute of technology sector will remain to the fore but we are mindful too of the requirement to form graduates that are good communicators, flexible, literate, and equipped with transferable skills for ongoing development.  We should also be mindful of the responsibility to the individual; assisting in the formation of the judicious graduate is not inimical to social development or economic progress.  Thus the debate should engage with a value-driven approach to knowledge and its use, conscious equally of the impact upon the individual and society.   It is predicated on the assumption that there will ready support for the view that the quality and the operation of the Irish higher education system, taken as a coordinated entity, will be a critical determinant of the nation’s quality of life, prosperity, and social cohesion.

Consolidation

Notwithstanding, the economic retrenchment will bring with it a pressure for consolidation.  Thus the debate requested above will necessarily extend to the form of higher education.  Whither the binary system?  The OECD Report on higher education (2004) confirms the national espousal of a binary provision and guards against a blurring of that division and inevitable pressures for a rationalization of institutional titles and possibly functions.
  In April 2005 the then minister, Ms Mary Hanafin TD, outlined the government’s agreement to key elements of the OECD report, including the need to retain the diversified roles of universities and institutes of technology, the need to develop an overall unified strategy for the sector, and the need for a single policy and funding oversight body for the sector.  It is this response and the commitments therein that provide the foundation for the current discussion.  In that speech the minister set out national priorities for higher education:

· the need for increased participation and improved access; 

· the need to encourage a greater flexibility of course offerings to meet diverse student population needs in a lifelong learning context; 

· the need to promote the quality of teaching and learning; 

· the need to increase PhD numbers; 

· the need for effective technology transfer; and 

· the need to safeguard and re-enforce the many roles of higher education as a key driver of our economic development, in providing independent intellectual insights and in contributing to our broader social, human and cultural understanding.
Considerable advance has been made in advance of the national strategy now under consideration and in the absence of defined agencies and funding models flagged in the OECD report.  If the architecture of Irish higher education is to change as a result of the strategic review, then it should be for academic reasons and be consistent with delivery of the national priorities as identified.  This will require decision on the maintenance of the binary approach; or a shift from diversification to a clustered regional approach; or a model that builds upon disciplines in order to realize strengths of scale.  It may well be that the growing influence of the professions will result in disciplines seeking increasing cross-sectoral cooperation.  Collaborative disciplinary schools in given domains employing effective real-time IT network structure resulting in virtual schools might be one innovative expression of this model.  Furthermore, if consistency of approach is valued, then the differentiated system will endure but will require a transparent mechanism to achieve appropriate disciplinary balance and make the most effective use of collective resources.  If the accessibility and equity inherent in the National Framework of Qualifications is valued, then such a transparent mechanism will have to acknowledge all knowledge, skills, and competence equally; this has implications for the level of autonomy across the sectors.  Discovering the necessary balance between national priorities and funding constraints on the one hand and academic autonomy on the other will constitute a significant challenge and conceivably could, contrary to the view of the OECD, involve a rationalization of functions and titles.

Much of the debate is likely to concentrate on structures.  The underlying principle adopted here is that form should follow function.  A first prerequisite must be that clear objectives and targets be set for higher education; that national targets be identified and promulgated and that a single quality assurance agency be established.   

Redefinition of the differentiated tertiary system is desirable as the charge of mission drift can be made in both directions.  The applied sector has significant strengths in the research – scholarship nexus and in the proximity to market.  The existence of the sector has greatly supported the widening of access and while the inherited work practices can be loosened further in the interest of flexibility, the support of staff for the distinct cohort of learners is impressive and increasingly effective as can be evidenced in increasing retention rates and graduation statistics.  An IoT supports a heterogeneous student population with an emphasis on substantive and sophisticated practical content that significantly differentiates the learner experience from that in a university; our national reputation demands that the quality of provision be exemplary and consistent with the implications of a National Framework of Qualifications.  The applied character of the education reflecting the origins of the colleges within the sector remains a distinguishing factor and increasing exposure to work placement prepares the learner for employment.  This experience is characterised by many and varied collaborative linkages along disciplinary and regional axes.  Arising from this is the challenge of giving greater expression to the HEI-industry partnership; more sharing of strategic focus, facilities, and mobility of staff suggest, at the fullest expression, a governance model for an innovative applied institute whereby appropriate discipline/employer networks come together in the tasks of management and funding to realize tailored programmes and research proposals.  

In addition, if consistency of policy approach is valued then a closer federal structure for the applied sector would be logical and welcome.  Achieving the stated national objectives for higher education must be centrally supported but is best delivered through a freer structure that allows such as the market and regional priorities to be factored into the process.   This suggests that any federal model should be sufficiently flexible to afford constituent entities freedom to develop the distinct character that best supports its community.  It further proposes that the system that emerges might with merit embrace more flexible alignments.
To date collaboration has been incentivized through competitive funding in a form of directed diversity.  Universities and IoTs have also proactively engaged in cooperative projects and programmes for the benefit of learners; this has been a form of elective, rather than coordinated, cooperation.  There are examples of significant savings through such initiative.  One desirable change would build on such example to incentivize further such collaboration.  The advances made in recent years in the areas of learning and teaching attest the value of voluntary collaboration.  The strategic funding that has supported such initiatives will prove to have been a wise investment.  The system that emerges from this dialectic should facilitate, as opposed to impose, such collaboration.  Some of the greatest Irish successes in recent years – one thinks here of the literary expression of the early twentieth century or the disproportionate musical impact at the close of the same century – have emerged not through some central planning but rather as a result of affording space for creativity to flourish.  It can be predicted that the innovative will be at the heart of regeneration of our cultural and economic life.  The structure of our higher education and the interdisciplinary milieu we provide for learners will be seminal components in fostering the creativity desired. 

Quality
Quality underpins the European agenda and is the fundamental prerequisite for public confidence.  This impacts the willingness of employers to situate in Ireland.  In this debate, the quality of our higher education should be placed at the core.

We remain a small country and should not continue to be satisfied with a range of separate quality agencies supported by differing legislation.  Our international reputation and the maintenance and enhancement of standards that underpin this can better be supported through the establishment of a single quality assurance agency.   

Regional focus

The decentralization strategy has never been realized as intended.  But the location of institutes and universities and the focus they can provide for regional development remains compelling.  Any move toward consolidation will have to protect the gains to date and the interests of both urban and rural communities throughout the state.  In this, the fact that strategic plans for institutes have been closely informed through dialogue with regional agencies and informed by regional strategic plans should also be factored into the consideration.  The separate proposal from the majority of institutes of technology to consolidate in a federation which finds support in the recent study by the Australian academic, Simon Marginson, commands attention.
  In addition, there would be merit in recognizing the especial contribution of the sector in facilitating the growth of the proportion of the population that accesses higher level education.  This leads to a second clear recommendation, that a federal applied sector be consolidated with a particular focus on support for the regions and for those underrepresented in the traditional university sector.

Funding

The OECD report identifies the need for a ‘quantum leap’ in funding.  This remains the major obstacle to realizing objectives.  The danger here is of too focused a concentration of resources; while this might address the factor of scale it can militate against regional development and the first priority of increased participation and improved access.  It may also paradoxically undermine the diversified provision reconfirmed in the OECD report.  Government has indicated the need to look creatively at a range of other potential means of widening the funding base.
  Any consideration around reintroduction of fees should be informed by the impact this may have on access and the likely disproportionate consequence for certain socio-economic groups.

The understandable attention afforded research capacity in recent years has effectively been partially subsidized from funds previously focused on teaching and learning.  The massification of education and the ready response to calls for greater access inevitably challenges quality standards.  It is not possible to escape the conclusion that there is an underlying resource aspect here; the shift from an elite to a mass system comes with a price.  Furthermore, higher education does not operate in isolation; the continuity from second level demands to be revisited.  A coherent system of education that meets national needs will not be realized by an exclusive concentration on higher level in isolation.  The third significant change, as requested, is that the coherent system desired be envisioned inclusively and with continuity of the learner experience to the fore and that a realistic funding model be adopted.

Research

Recent intimations suggest a narrower research focus; if this is the case, it is regrettable.  Equity and the National Framework of Qualifications should ensure that all learners who access higher education in a recognized college benefit from an environment that is research informed.  The institutes of technology have specific discipline focus and have demonstrated admirable responsibility in the approach to delegation of authority and concentration on defined areas of research interest.  This is occasionally represented as a negative; the argument being that an institute cannot achieve the scale or experience to move beyond the foothills of research.  If such want of ambition were allowed, it would speak poorly of the nation and its aspirations to achieve a knowledge economy.  It also overlooks the significant benefits of increasing collaborative networks.  The counterpoint to such an argument is that, on the contrary, the fostering of research within the institutes of technology represents a significant and singular strength of the Irish approach and affords all learners an environment that can be informed with the creation of new knowledge and opportunity for progression within a delimited number of fields.  No argument is proposed that colleges should mirror research activity available elsewhere; but equally, no artificial ceiling should be placed on the legitimate aspirations of a college that can demonstrate a consistent qualitative approach to research in defined domain areas.  Our espousal of the European Standards and Guidelines (ESG) with its emphasis on subsidiary and evidence-based quality assurance proposes that recognized colleges have matured to the level whereby they can identify and manage research within areas of especial strength consistent with national and regional priorities and in so doing contribute to the shared goal of increasing PhD numbers.
  In addition, the ESG in addressing the framework within which higher education institutions can develop and monitor the effectiveness of their quality assurance systems, specifically cites the relationship between teaching and research in the institution.  
Internationalization

Irish universities and institutes of technology have proactively attracted increasing numbers of international students from abroad in recent years.  Ireland remains an attractive, safe, English-speaking location for such students seeking an education of quality.  This drive has been strongly supported by other agencies and at government level.  One significant change that can be made is to enhance this endeavour through a centralized support mechanism.  The minister’s speech delivering the response to the OECD report cited above states:

As a matter of principle, I accept that income generated from external sources should not be subject to off-setting in the allocation of exchequer funding.   The government’s report on the Internationalization of Education Services recommends the development of a borrowing facility for higher education institutions wishing to develop facilities and market programmes for international students under the new ‘Education Ireland’ brand. 
Giving expression to this would remove a barrier to the achievement of even greater mobility consistent with current European thinking; it would also offer a welcome funding stream and assist in resurrecting Ireland’s reputation as a land, if not of saints, at least of scholars.

Dr Joseph Ryan
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