National Strategy for Higher Education

Submission by Professor Ferdinand von Prondzynski

President of Dublin City University

on behalf of the university

Friday, 19 June 2009

The invitation by the Higher Education Strategy Group to make submissions has set these in the context of ‘the development of the vision and objectives for Irish higher education.’ Before addressing the three significant changes that are to form part of each submission, it may be worth pointing out that the vision and objectives of the Irish system of HE are not well understood generally, and are not perhaps a matter of consensus between the key stakeholders.

The traditional view of higher education as a disinterested process set apart from national policy objectives and conducted by faculty whose personal academic status and tenure is protected from any assault may not sit easily with the understanding of higher education as a mechanism for achieving a knowledge society and a knowledge economy that will support growth and prosperity.

While there is and should be room for different perspectives on higher education, there needs to be more of a consensus as to what society should support and fund and how it can be made sustainable. This needs to be accompanied by a high level of consistency in both policy formulation and implementation, to avoid the impression of stop-start approaches that send conflicting messages both to the sector itself and to potentially interested parties, including overseas investors. Consistency and sustainability should characterise public policy, while innovation and flexibility should prevail within the academy itself. All should be committed to high quality, excellence and the strategic autonomy of institutions.

I now set out the three changes we would identify as vital.

1. The state should plan and formulate higher education policy on the basis of reliable evidence and with the objective of ensuring its sustainability.

Evidence-based policy formulation is one of the cardinal requirements of government. In recent years there have been frequent and sudden policy shifts based, according to explanations, on anecdotal information and perceived (but not properly established) suspicions of shortcomings in the sector. Commissioned reports (such as the OECD report published earlier in this decade) have been largely ignored, and their evidence was not used to determine policy. This generates the impression that policy is being developed on the basis of uncorroborated suspicions rather than a full analysis. Indeed it has the perverse effect of making it harder to address those shortcomings that do exist, as the processes by which they are identified are under suspicion. It also creates a strongly defensive higher education sector that may be unnecessarily resistant to change.

Where strategic reviews do occur (as in the current process), they should be introduced as positive collaborative exercises rather than potentially punitive ones; the backdrop to the current process was set by explanations about suspicions of shortcomings in the sector, and this was not a helpful context. This was the case particularly because of the accompanying announcement of a ‘forensic audit’ of the sector, terminology which implied that the higher education institutions were badly managed and wasted resources.

The sector does need to change further, but it is unlikely to do so successfully if the academic community perceives the main context to be one in which it is under sustained attack. It is in the national interest that reform and change are presented as partnership processes involving the adventure of innovation and renewal.

Obstacles: A pattern has arisen of ad hoc policy formulation based on anecdotal information or ephemeral objectives. The pattern and culture of interaction with the institutions on reform and change needs to reflect a partnership approach, while also making it clear that reform and change are necessary and positive processes.

2. The funding and resourcing of higher education should in future be planned and announced so as to be robust, objectives-driven, predictable and longer term.
The current framework of higher education funding makes reliable planning impossible. For those managing the institutions, the current context is one in which they carry out a core business in which they can control neither the revenues nor the costs: the revenues, because the core income is determined unilaterally by the state; and the costs, because the overwhelmingly greater part of this is pay, and pay is determined in national processes in which the institutions are not even represented. In this setting, the income is declining rapidly (on the basis of the unit of resource), while the costs have been escalating until recently. In business terms this would be considered non-viable.

Higher education is not a business, but even so the financial parameters need to allow for successful planning, and currently that is not the case. In addition, the current recession has led to a government desire to control directly the levels of staffing in the institutions on fairly arbitrary criteria, which undermines some of the key aspects of strategic planning.

Particularly undesirable is the practice of announcing the key annual grants at a very late stage, several months into the institution’s financial year to which those grants relate.

We would recommend that the recurrent grant, and the grant in lieu of fees if that continues, should be decided by the spring of the year before that to which the grants relate, and that at the same time indicative information should be presented about financial allocations for the three succeeding years. Such a change would make financial and strategic planning much more viable.

The government also needs to give serious consideration to the amount of resources available to the sector. All previous reports on this have concluded that the funding is far too low. If appropriate funding levels cannot be afforded by the exchequer, then the introduction of student contributions needs to be adopted as a matter of urgency, including the mechanisms by which these would be levied and the supports that would be available to those who cannot afford to avail of higher education without them.

In the meantime we accept that it is appropriate for the government to seek to align higher education with national priorities. However, such priorities need to be carefully considered, as their application may be problematic. There should be a shared framework for discussing the national priorities on a regular basis and agreeing on the ways in which higher education institutions can best support them. We would recommend a National Higher Education Forum, with membership drawn from government, the higher education providers, and other stakeholders such as industry or the social partners.

Obstacles: The achievement of this proposal will require a major change in practice, including changes in budgeting strategies.

3. The higher education sector needs to develop and maintain a clear vision and mission, in a setting of diversity but also a shared national purpose.

Recent comments made by leading experts have suggested that there is a lack of coordination within the higher education sector and a significant amount of mission drift. There is, in all probability, some truth in this, and it would be desirable to ensure that the sector and its member institutions have a clear sense of purpose that will allow them to respond to national needs, pursue global excellence and be drivers of change within society. Some of this will come naturally in a system where the key institutions have a heightened sense of self-confidence. But it will also be desirable for institutions to seek alliances and partnerships that will allow them to pool resources and pursue ambitious objectives in a shared outlook. Processes to achieve such alliances are already under way. They do however also need to be developed in a way that encourages and protects national, sector-wide collaboration.

It seems sensible to us that university-led alliances should also take in institutes of technology, while recognising and protecting the institutes’ particular mission and purpose. In this way the institutes can gain access to university support and collaboration without abandoning the mission that under-pinned their establishment.

A key driver of success in such a system will also be a recognition of diversity. It will not make sense for all institutions, or clusters of institutions, to pursue exactly the same objectives and mission. Ireland’s higher education system should promote and encourage diversity. In the case of DCU, and of the partnership or alliances of which it might be a member, it will be important to maintain the practice of having close links with stakeholders in industry, and local and regional communities. This should include the longer term protection of its framework of work placements, which has recently come under threat as a result of potential funding re-alignment.

In this overall setting, the concept supported in the Universities Act 1997 of institutional autonomy also needs to be protected. No university system worldwide that does not recognise and support such autonomy has been globally competitive. While we would recognise that autonomy must be accompanied by accountability, there has been a tendency under that heading to bureaucratise the system in a major way, to the actual detriment of performance and innovation.

Obstacles: The kind of coordination described above has not been part of the system to date, and will need active but also constructive encouragement. Encouragement based on the charge of under-performance is unlikely to motivate the sector or make a new framework easy to operate in practice.
