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Submission to Higher Education Strategy Review Group.
The following are the three major changes that I would like to see in higher education strategy and the barriers that need to be overcome in order to achieve these changes.

1. Abolish the so-called binary divide and create one equal and transparent HE sector.
(a) Proposal.

Any divide, organisational, cultural or societal is divisive and leads to discord, discrimination and inequity. Higher Education should have no divide. It would be much better to have fewer HEIs all providing a range of access modes, programmes, research and external services to industry and the community in a common fair and transparent way than to have HEIs with different missions and foci that are either regional, disciplinary focussed or addressing different “so called” student ability levels or “missions”. The Institutes of Technology (IOTs) have come from a particular tradition and have proven how they can widen opportunity for those who otherwise would not have availed of a third level qualification. But perversely this tradition and public service that they have performed has in some strange way doomed them to being second-class citizens in a HE structure dominated by the Universities. A small, but significant, example of this divisiveness is the disenfranchising of the hundreds of thousands of IoT graduates who cannot vote in Seanad elections whilst other privileged graduate groups can. The situation and condition of the Institutes representation and status is also not assisted by the dominance of University graduates who in the main hold the most influential senior positions in Government, policy, civil service and agencies where they have a particular view of the role (as they see it) of the IOTs.  The HE Strategy Group should recognise the worth and contribution of the IoTs in HE by positioning them at all levels on an equal status and footing as the Universities. If Ireland is to become a knowledge economy the skill-sets needed are a combination of two main categories with an increasing reliance on more graduates with NQA Level 9 and 10 skills. The FE sector can provide for levels 5 and 6. There are currently 21 HEIs and this is too many for a country with a population of 4 million people. However there still may be arguments from an access perspective to maintaining 21+ campuses and physical locations to help regional development but there can be no need in a country the size of Ireland for 21 separate HEIs. Merger and rationalisation with perhaps four or five main Universities is adequate and the HE Strategy Group should be bold and creative in implementing a new radical approach and introduces fairness and equity into an imperfect HE system. 

(b) Barriers to this.

The barriers to this are enormous but that should not deter the HESG from tackling this issue. They can recommend a common legislative framework, a common organisational approach that simultaneously centralises the provision of common shared services common to all sites, that creates both generic provision at Level 7 and perhaps 8 and specialised distributed provision at Levels 9 and 10 and creates centres of research excellence that all in the system have access to and are seen as common to all instead of being shared and guarded by a few. Resourcing of the new HE will need to be uniform and along common and transparent lines.

2. Reform the University/College calendar to enable Year round delivery and remove the Full-Time and Part-Time divide.

(a) Proposal.

Most HE programmes run for a period of less than 30 weeks per annum. Large amounts of capital investment in HE over the past decade means that facilities are heavily under-utilised for almost half the year. We also have an outdated approach to describing our provision. The terminology Full-Time (FT) and Part-Time (PT) are no longer appropriate. They describe the provision of HE from a provider perspective and not from the perspective of the learner and customer. In a knowledge economy HE should be viewed as a lifelong provision. Whilst there will always continue to be a formation phase to it that caters for school leavers the need to up-skill and re-skill will become more regular. As an open economy our ability to deal with recession and recovery and changing sectoral demands is becoming more apparent. Our calendar and our fixed nature of HE delivery is hampering the ability to use modular provision in the manner in which it was intended. We cannot any more have the luxury of half-year day-time delivery. New modes of delivery and provision need to be tailored to enable greater access opportunities. If we are to re-skill or up-skill we must recognise that PT students are as important as FT students and there should be merger of approaches in dealing with the needs of both groups and the expanded provision during the June to September periods in particular. The productivity of the HE sector is seriously hampered by the inflexibility in delivery mode and in the duration of that delivery. If there is to be innovation in HE and better value for money from state investment in it then the HE Strategy Group must look seriously at addressing these matters. This includes taking brave decisions in relation to staff contractual inflexibilities and a more open and flexible use of modularisation within the academic structure. Conventional delivery must shift to more flexible delivery. E-Learning has been much talked of but has not yet delivered so costly development and application of on-line learning must be refocused to the use of well established social style networks adapted to suit delivery or part delivery in a mode that learners are used to interacting with. Every Faculty/School in HE should be required to deliver at least one programme in this flexible manner by 2011.

(b) Barriers to this.

The main barriers to the changes necessary to address these issues is the inflexibility of contracts of employment and the traditional faculty structure which are based around fixed and traditional modes of delivery. Change will be frustrated and will be slow to occur. Perhaps the only way to achieve the change is to set up new parallel learning structures outside of traditional faculty structures and engaging faculty and external tutors under new contractual arrangements. This would allow new approaches to be piloted instead of trying to negotiate change inside the existing structures.

3. Place the needs of the Citizen/Learner at the centre of the strategy for higher education and moving away from capsule education where learners are mere consumers
(a) Proposal 

Rather than presenting learners with choices based on ‘institutions’ we could use the NQAI model as the framework for higher education.  This would enable choice based on:

· Level of Award

· Learning Outcomes

Rather than choosing programmes learners could choose modules and modules may be delivered in different ways (traditional face to face, blended, totally e-learning) based the learner’s needs. Learners can develop a portfolio of modules which leads to a particular NQAI qualification, but does not necessarily come from the same institution, discipline or mode of delivery. This process could create a single higher education entity, rather than the number of individual institutions we now have.

This will also require fostering new organisational cultures in higher education.  Higher Education has remained largely unchanged for 500 years – not only in approaches to learning but also in assumptions about structure, leadership, management and learning.  Many of our current structures and processes are not fit for purpose. There is a need for a total change in our way of doing business. This seems critical because education has a necessary part to play in helping us as a global society adapt to the changes we are experiencing and anticipate in the future – ranging from financial to environmental change.  Effective higher education organisations can enable this process.  The following approaches seem worth considering

Move from management to leaderful cultures – everyone in the organisations is enabled to lead, depending on circumstances, needs and contexts leadership moves around the system, managers enable leadership to get things done  

Move from accountability to learning – Many of our processes seem to be driven by the need for accountability, some of which seems to be based on the assumption that we are not ‘trusted’, these fears disable action.  Instead of assuming distrust focusing on what can be learned from experience, what we can learn together might create some opportunities for action.

Enable action – Our current structures feel like a cage.  Existing silos limit and slow all changes. Instead of boards, committees and departments can work be organised around core tasks such as First Year Learners, Mature Learners and supporting enterprise which focus on core business rather than processes.

Create measures of effectiveness – Identify, measure and review key effectiveness indicators, building reward into budgets  

Enable the development of an ‘Information Worker’ in higher education who manages a portfolio of skills rather than holds a particular job, whose role changes over time, who is rewarded for effectiveness, innovation and creativity

The following paragraphs are extracts from a submission from Dr Deirdre McArdle-Clinton
 in which she proposes a move from a capsule approach to education where students are consumers to one where learners become independent thinkers and take more responsibility for their own learning.
Strategic Planning always involves a root and branch study of the current situation and a clear understanding of where the organisation is headed. The starting block in this situation, therefore, must be an agreed understanding of what education means. 
Skilbeck (2001) defines education as 

systematic processes of learning and teaching aimed at the continuing growth and development in individuals and society of skills, knowledge, values, standards of conduct and understanding (p.19).  

Thornhill’s (2003) definition supports this view, 

An important core function of education is its role in enhancing the capacity of individuals to live fulfilled lives and to develop their own potential, both as individuals and as members of communities and of society.  

The research referred to above, reveals a system where education does not reflect the views of Skilbeck or Thornhill. It shows that students, their perceptions shaped by the educational experience they have undergone, view education as a consumer experience and require that information be packaged for easy consumption.   There is overwhelming support for the argument that a qualification, now, is frequently no more than a simulacrum while previously it represented knowledge and competency.  This means that a qualification is based on little more than a memory test.  Students learn capsules of information. 

In view of Foy’s (1994) injunction that it is the duty of the lecturer to teach from the level where the student is, rather than from the level from where the student might be expected to have reached, the following solutions might be usefully applied.

· Achieve recognition by the student of the limiting nature of the capsule approach, which is the only form of education they know, and develop in them an awareness of the concept of independent learning.

· Provide information literacy education as an integral part of teaching.

· Develop practical courses in how to think and promote engagement within written and spoken discourse at higher level.

· Impose the standard recommended by Foy that no more than a grade ‘D’ be awarded to any examination candidate, irrespective of the content of the paper, if grammar and syntax are not at a high level.
· Ensure that decision-makers undertake some teaching throughout the academic year. Daily interaction with students would provide a different perspective from that perceived from a management viewpoint.

· Develop an organizational culture where the education of the student is the guiding principle for all activities in the organization, in the full understanding  that failures of methodology are always due to ideological errors (Freire 1972). A shift in ideology is a precursor to the facilitation of change. Every action in the educational institution should be undertaken only for sound pedagogical reasons.

· Award all students attending third level institutions a pass degree.  Such is the postmodern addiction to signs, including the signs of education, that giving a pass degree to all students would satisfy this need/want and satisfy the need of managers for high levels of enrolment. It is important to remember that the current model of education provision – education as a consumer experience – rewards the memorising of discrete capsules of information geared to facilitate students to pass examinations with the minimum engagement. In the interest of justice and fairness, it should be possible for more engaged students to achieve a higher award through the medium of reading, research and serious application. Students would, therefore, be in a position to take as little or as much from the process as they choose.
The advent of the virtual university and Moodle provides extensive possibilities for ongoing education for those with motivation and literacy skills. Engagement and dialogue would be achieved at a much higher level; students and teaching staff would be freed from the useless (in education terms) endless assessment processes in order to concentrate on the educational development of the student. The self-help approach of e-learning, based on personal responsibility, presents opportunities which are accessible, location loose and cost effective. 
 (b) Barriers to this
The barriers to placing the learner/citizen at the heart of the strategy are:
· Existing structures

· Progression rules
· Limitations of Modularisation

· Implementation of MAP

· Shifting between generality and specialisation

· Clarity on what combinations are required for professional body for  accreditation and awards

· Flexible delivery

· Moving beyond “institutional choice”
· Rationalisation of common offerings

· Development of specialisations 

· Clearer understanding of NQAI framework
The barriers/obstacles to moving from capsule approach to education are:

1. The first barrier is unwillingness to see the serious deficiencies in the current education model.  
2. The second obstacle is achieving agreement on what education is and what quality measures are to be used in assessing education. Management and teaching staff have different views on quality. It is not that managers do not espouse objectives of educational quality, it is that their notions of quality relate to numbers of students, organisational size, and programme and systems development, whereas it is the accomplishment of students that is the quality indicator for academics (Stone 1995). 

3. Fear. Abandoning what we have induces fear –the task is so great and the pay-off unknown (Becker 1980).  By contrast, the systematic order of the current, rationalists’ paradigm of education is comforting- the antithesis of the indeterminate thinking in which one has to engage when contemplating change.
------------------------------------------
Denis Cummins

President

Dundalk Institute of Technology

Based on submissions received from:

Mr Gerry Carroll, Head of Development, DkIT

Ms. Ann Cleary, Organisation Planning Officer, DkIT

Dr. Deirdre McArdle-Clinton, Lecturer in Business Studies, DkIT
� McArdle-Clinton, D. (2008) The Consumer Experience of Higher Education: The Rise of Capsule Education. London. Continuum Books.





5

