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Introduction

Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) has produced this submission in response to the invitation from the Higher Education Strategy Group.  CIT believes that the following initiatives should be central to the new National Strategy for Higher Education:

1. Creation of a Technological University Sector 

2. Funding to Promote Opportunity and Diversity

3. Establishment of a Unified Approach to Quality

1. Creation of a Technological University Sector

The 2004 OECD report on higher education in Ireland stated that:

“The Irish case has demonstrated that a mass higher education system should respond both to the diversity of interests, talents and inclinations of young people but also to the demands of the labour market and the economy for a range, rather than a single set, of qualifications.  We therefore believe that Ireland should retain a differentiated tertiary education system but should take steps to integrate the components better than it does at present.”

CIT agrees with the principle expressed in this extract from the OECD report.  There is however no agreed definition of what is meant by a “differentiated tertiary education system”.  The authors of the OECD report favoured the definition which is often referred to as a binary tertiary education system i.e. where the differentiation is enforced by creating two distinct types of institution.   Many countries (most in fact) have had such dual systems at some time in their past. Such systems tend to develop in one of two ways.  In the first approach the differentiation is rigidly enforced (e.g. the technological sector is prevented from participation in fourth-level activities) leading to the development of a two-tier system of tertiary education. The alternative model sees the institutions in the vocational or technological sector develop in terms of organisational maturity and level of activity such that they become universities in all but name.  In almost all cases this latter model eventually evolves into a system which is unitary in structure (i.e. one type of higher education institution) but differentiated in terms of mission, ethos and activity. 

A Unified Higher Education System – The Irish Institutes of Technology have been extremely successful and have contributed enormously to the success of their regions and the nation as a whole.  They have provided accessible higher education opportunities and have produced high quality graduates who in turn have contributed to the success of Irish society, industry and innovation.  All the Institutes have been innovative and entrepreneurial and have developed beyond the role that was initially envisaged for them.  For example they all now offer level 8 and level 9 degrees and have delegated authority to award these degrees.  A number have developed even further and are at a level of maturity and complexity which is characteristic of universities (e.g. engaged in large scale research, authority to award their own PhDs and the achievement of professional body accreditation). That some of the Institutes of Technology have become universities in all but name gives validity to the claim that they should receive the appropriate designation. University designation would bring considerable and immediate benefits to the institutions, their regions, the country and most importantly their graduates. Therefore, we believe that in order to safeguard the achievements to date and to allow for future developments, the right structure for the Irish Higher Education system is a unified flexible university sector which is highly differentiated and which retains within it the ethos, mission and activities of the current Institute of Technology sector. 
We at Cork Institute of Technology believe that four technological universities should be established.  CIT, DIT and WIT should be designated as technological universities with the fourth being the University of Technology Ireland (proposed by the other 11 Institutes of Technology).
Preferred Structure of the Irish Higher Education System – We propose the creation of four technological universities.  These institutions would be true universities and would have the same standing as the traditional universities.  The technological universities would enjoy university-level autonomy.  There are four key aspects of this autonomy:
· the authority to make awards up to and including level 10 (PhD);

· the freedom to develop academic courses and research;

· the freedom to determine and control student admissions;

· the freedom to acquire and utilise resources.

While these institutions would be universities, they would remain committed to maintaining the current career-focused and student-centred approach to higher education that has characterised the success of Institutes of Technology to date.  To safeguard this important ethos, an appropriate funding system could reward adherence to the ethos and to national and regional strategic priorities. 
Finally, in this context it is important to address the issue of rationalisation which has been raised in relation to higher education in Ireland. For example the Government’s “Building Ireland’s Smart Economy” document states that “Ireland has a relatively large number of higher education institutions”.  People often cite the fact that we have 7 universities and 14 Institutes of Technology to serve the needs of an indigenous population of just over 4 million people.  There are, on the face of it, valid arguments for some rationalisation within the higher education system and in the current economic climate some rationalisation may indeed be necessary. However much of the debate in relation to this issue is overly simplistic.  For instance the fact of a small indigenous population could be used to argue against the viability of any sector within the Irish economy.  One could claim that a country of 4 million cannot sustain a significant bio-pharma sector or technology sectors, or a financial services sector.  Yet Ireland has achieved success in each of these sectors because our capabilities in each of these areas are tradeable internationally.  We believe that the same argument can be made for the viability of the higher education sector.  Our higher education provision should not be limited by the horizon of the domestic market.  Ireland is well placed to become a world class centre for the provision of higher education.  The image of – and goodwill towards – Ireland abroad, our status as an English-speaking member of the EU, and our higher education infrastructure all work in our favour. 

The proposal for a technological university sector put forward in this submission addresses the need for rationalisation within the Institute of Technology sector. Furthermore it will make it easier for the institutions to market their provision both in Ireland and on the international stage.  Ultimately this designation will provide the sector’s graduates with a university degree which is the most accepted and recognised higher education qualification among employers, accreditation bodies and academic institutions at home and abroad.

2. Funding to Promote Opportunity and Diversity

We believe that, despite recent and ongoing changes, the way in which higher education institutions are funded by the State fails to deliver on the goals of equal access, lifelong learning and diversity of provision.  Ireland has only recently begun to move away from what is referred to as the trust model of higher education funding.  Under this model, institutions, and universities in particular, were given funding in the form of a block grant from the State.  The State in turn trusted the institutions to deliver on their mission.  With a greater emphasis on accountability and value-for-money in relation to all public spending this model is no longer deemed effective or appropriate.  Across North America, Europe and other OECD countries, performance-based models have replaced the traditional model.  Initially, these were audit-based, requiring the institutions to account for the funding they received. More recently a number of countries have begun to use more sophisticated performance-based funding models.  The aim of these models goes far beyond the simple need to account for the use of public money.  Instead these models are used as instruments to change and mould the higher education system in accordance with government’s and society’s needs and priorities.  In particular governments can use performance-based funding to ensure that institutions align their activities to national needs. When such performance-based funding is agreed at the level of an individual institution, it can be used to create specialist institutions and system-wide diversity.

A new funding model should be developed for higher education in Ireland.  This model should be applied equally to all institutions of higher education.  The new funding model should be performance-based and should take the form of performance contracts between the individual institutions and the funding agency. In the Irish context this funding model should be used to further two goals:

· equal access to higher education opportunities;

· institutional, and thus system-wide, diversity. 

Funding Equal Access and Lifelong Learning – Under the current funding model for the universities (which will be applied to the Institutes of Technology presently), the funding of students and the funding of institutions are closely linked.  This is not inherently problematic but the current implementation does present some problems. Firstly, the grant in lieu of fees for a student in a university is almost twice the grant received by the Institutes of Technology for a similar student (i.e. pursuing the same level of award).  Given the Institutes’ track record of providing higher education opportunities for under-represented groups, this funding discrepancy clearly runs counter to any equality of access policy.  Furthermore, the current absence of funding for part-time and work-based learners is at odds with the Government’s policy on lifelong learning and workforce up-skilling. 

CIT wishes to see a funding model which provides the same amount of funding for a student at a particular National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) level, irrespective of the institution at which the student studies.  Furthermore, part-time and work-based learners should be funded pro-rata based on the number of European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) credits studied (e.g. for a part-time student taking 10 ECTS credits the institution would be funded at 1/6 of the full-time student rate). 

Funding Institutional Diversity – Many countries have used performance-based funding to control the ethos and activity of individual institutions.  If this approach is managed properly it can be used to achieve diversity across the higher education system as a whole.  If, as we have proposed above, Ireland is to establish a unified system of higher education, it will be essential to have a mechanism which can maintain a diversity of institutions and thereby guard against academic drift.  To provide for diversity the funding model must be capable of funding and encouraging disparate institutional missions. 

CIT believes that a performance-based funding model should be put in place which will allow for an individual performance contract for each institution and which will place the same value on different institutional missions (e.g. traditional research-intensive university, career-focused business-facing university). 

3. Establishment of a Unified Approach to Quality
Ireland does not have a single higher education quality authority such as exists in many OECD countries.  If a unified system of higher education is established then the argument for a unified approach to quality will be compelling.  The need to ensure that all institutions have the same standards in terms of curriculum development, delivery and assessment is central to the development of a credible unified system.  If there are any questions over the quality of certain institutions or a certain sector then the country’s entire higher education system will be undermined. 

The development of a unified approach to quality will ultimately benefit the graduates by ensuring that their programmes of study, the methods of delivery and assessment, and the qualifications awarded meet the highest standards. 

It is worth noting that international trends in the area of quality point to a system which has already been very successful in the Institute of Technology sector.  This system provides a large degree of autonomy for the institution in many areas including quality.  Under this system a centralised quality authority does not seek to micro-manage the institution’s quality systems; instead, it oversees a periodic review of the whole institution to ensure that all of its systems are acceptable and operational.  This is the system that exists in relation to delegated authority in the Institutes of Technology and it has proven to be very effective. 

A single higher education quality authority should be established.  A single quality regime should apply to all institutions.  Under this regime the quality authority would conduct periodic, mandatory institutional reviews to evaluate and audit an institution’s systems for ensuring academic quality and standards. 
Page 5 of 6

