Submission to National Strategy on Higher Education. 

Dr Catherine Bates. 

As a lecturer with over 12 years’ experience of lecturing in 5 different HE institutions in Ireland, both privately and publicly funded, my concerns lie in the quality of the educational experience in Higher Education. 

I would like to recommend the following 3 changes: 

1. Funding for higher education should be based on a wide range of factors contributing to the quality of education – teaching, learning, community engagement and research – which an institution makes available, and on how many people can and do avail of it, and how well the institution is facilitating them in achieving their goals. Such factors include: the quality of the student experience; the accessibility of the experience for disadvantaged or under-represented student groups; the level of community engagement undertaken by the institution; the level of research undertaken and how that research is fed back into the teaching environment; the flexibility of delivery methods and the range of part-time courses and lifelong learning opportunities offered, etc. The proposed RGAM model of funding is too monolithic to allow the range of factors to be appropriately measured, and fostered through funding. The RAE in the UK does not seem to be a viable solution either. The danger with the RGAM model is that class sizes will become bigger in order to maximize funding opportunities. Large class sizes also makes it more difficult for the lecturer to use a range of interactive learning and teaching techniques – they are far more likely to return to traditional non-participatory lecturing methods. This lack of opportunity to engage in class with the lecturer means students are more likely to disengage from their studies if they encounter problems. This leads to higher dropout rates, and/or failure, which leads to students repeating. Either way this reduces the numbers passing, and thereby the funding available, leading to pressure to increase class sizes even more, in a vicious circle. 

This drawback of a student-based funding model is discussed in the OECD’s DIRECTORATE FOR EDUCATION 2007 Education Working Paper (No. 6), Funding Systems and their Effects on Higher Education Systems. 

In addition, the prospect of this funding model is already leading in some cases to pressure from management on lecturers to pass students wherever possible, to ensure maximum revenue by having as many students as possible passing their course. Without the possibility of students failing, qualifications risk becoming devalued. This could jeopardize the strong reputation of Irish graduates, and thereby the whole HE system. 

Barriers: 

The funding model will have to be re-thought. This would be an opportunity for a wide consultation with HE management, lecturers, students, government, corporate and community sectors to evaluate what is a quality educational experience, and how this can be most effectively and efficiently funded. 

A range of funding mechanisms should be introduced together which will reflect and improve the richness of the educational experiences offered by each institution. 

2. Permanent HE staff positions should be abolished, with 5-yearly renewable contracts being issued to all staff. Management positions, such as head of school or head of department, should be rotated among the staff on a regular basis. This will have the effect of incentivizing staff performance in HE institutions, rewarding staff who invest energy and time to deliver a high quality educational experience, and penalizing those whose enthusiasm and energy may have waned. The current system, where there is effectively neither reward nor penalty for performance, is a deterrent to all but the most committed staff, and must be changed if the educational experience is to improve for students. 

Rotating management positions is essential to avoid burn-out and empire-building, and to promote a shared understanding of the burdens of the management role, and to make the role, and the educational vision which it aims to fulfil, more inclusive and diverse. 

Barriers:

Entrenched union and staff positions due to years of conflict-based management styles can be overcome if real and sustainable collaboration across all levels of staff becomes the norm. 

Management training will be required for many HE managers who have come from an academic career trajectory and may not have the necessary management skills – and their ongoing participation and engagement with this will have to be sensitively monitored and reviewed. 

3. There is currently an over-emphasis when recruiting HE staff on research publications, doctoral qualifications, and levels of research funding secured, at the expense of interpersonal and teaching and learning skills and qualifications and research, and for those in management roles, management experience and qualifications. This is having a negative impact on teaching and learning in HE as these areas are not perceived as adequately valued within the organizations. Some lecturers often express the view that they would prefer to research full-time, without the burden of teaching, and this view seems to be endorsed by HE management given the heavy focus on research in criteria for employment and progression to higher grades. This attitude has no place in an educational institution. If students do not enjoy their classes at undergraduate level, they will not learn, and they will not develop a love of learning which will feed committed learners into the workplace, the community, and fourth level education. There must be a renewed value placed on teaching and learning within HE, at all levels. The HEA must lead the way in this regard, and ensure that a strong teaching and learning ethos permeates HE institutions. 

Barriers: 

New ways to foster and reward teaching and learning in HE must be agreed and disseminated within HE institutions, and funding mechanisms must reflect this (but not through the RGAM model, which appears to do this on paper but does the opposite in practice – see point 1 above). 

New employment criteria will have to be devised and enforced across the sector to reflect this new emphasis, along with new opportunities to secure funding for training and research in learning and teaching methods. 

Students must be given more of a voice and more of an opportunity to contribute to the management of courses and departments, through course boards, participation in school reviews and evaluations – not as a paper exercise, but in respectful collaboration. 

