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____________________________________________________________

The following points in this submission were developed by the Education Subgroup of the Board of Northside Partnership, following reflections and discussions on the three most significant changes we wish to see made to Irish higher education and the barriers we identified to achieving these changes.  The subgroup of the Board is comprised of members coming from primary, post primary, second chance, third level, adult and community education backgrounds.

Significant Change (1)

We wish to see a change in the entry criteria for higher education.  Currently the vast majority of students enter via the Central Applications Office (CAO).  This underpins the system which is referred to as the ‘points system’.  We believe it is time to examine new alternative systems of entry.

The points system will always favour those who are academically talented and for whom the school system has worked very well.  Yet there are many talented students who would excel in higher education but for whom the post primary mainstream system did not suit their learning style.

As we are now in a situation where there is a potential college place for every student leaving second level, it offers an opportunity to look at alternative systems for entry

Potential Obstacle to Change (1)

The change from the points system will be resisted by many within education.  There will be an argument that this system has served us well over the years (when in fact it ensured the success of those most suited to mainstream education, whilst neglecting the potential of many others).  As we have a course place for every graduating second level student, the need for the points system has lessened.  It will still be argued that there will be many more applicants than places for courses such as medicine, pharmacy etc.  We propose that participants for these courses are selected according to interview, aptitude test and perhaps the successful completion of a foundation course.  This would allow us to move away from the points system and open up possibilities within higher education to a wider audience.  It may also ensure that the most appropriate candidates are selected for the prestigious courses, rather than simply selecting the candidates with the best results from a constricted testing system.

Significant Change (2)

We propose that the structures of higher education courses are altered to ensure greater connectivity with their communities.  Universities are established to serve the needs of the wider community in which they work.  However, whilst Access Programmes serve a vital function, it is not sufficient in reaching out to the diverse communities surroundings the colleges.

We advocate that courses are developed in local communities, especially those suffering the worst effects of educational and economic disadvantage.  Whilst we are aware that this is happening on a small scale, it needs to be developed and increased.  Courses need to meet the needs of a variety of students and should be available on a part-time and evening basis.  These courses need to be accredited and have strong entry links to courses within the university and will hopefully offer prior accreditation to some modules contained within these courses.  These pre-university courses should also have a strong element in developing soft skills alongside the academic development.  We believe that retention and success within higher education can often depend on the development of these soft skills.

Outreach facilities for adult learners and adult returners have been poorly serviced within disadvantaged communities and we advocate that higher education institutions give due thought to the needs of these potential participants.

Potential Obstacle to Change (2)

We believe that the potential barrier to this change is funding.  It may not be profitable to fund these outreach courses and so therefore higher education institutions may well see this idea as not viable.  We would however argue that although funding may well be an issue, there is a remarkable amount of social and economic capital to be gained from such a direction change.  It has the potential to achieve what the higher education system has been striving for: a more balanced social mix at higher education and opening up access to the most marginalised.

Significant Change (3)

We would like to advocate a fresh evaluation of the core functions of higher education institutions.  This would involve focusing the mission and vision of each of these colleges.  We believe that there has been a shift in emphasis over the last number of years which has seen the importance of the 4th Level elevated.

We propose that higher education institutions return to their core function: teaching and developing the potential of learners.  Whilst we understand the importance of research for advancement and funding purposes, we believe that it should be balanced with the need to retain highly motivated lecturing teams, which have quality teaching as their primary function.  This would require a fresh emphasis in planning on societal needs and not just economic needs.
Potential Obstacle to Change (3)

The potential obstacle to this alteration has already been mentioned: funding.  The 4th Level of research and development has become central to the funding of higher education institutions, especially with the difficulty of attracting increased funding from central government.  It is also important for the status and visibility of a university to have a high research and publication profile.

However, our proposed refocusing of priorities are not mutually exclusive and quality teachers can also be quality researchers.  We simply advocate for a more equal balance in priority.
