FORUM OF ENTERPRISE EMPLOYERS AS PART OF NATIONAL STATEGY FOR HIGHER EDUCATION

November 25, 2009

The task of the Forum was to allow enterprise/employer representatives input into the Strategy Group’s considerations and to consult this sector on certain key issues.

Key issues to be considered:

1. Gaining feedback on the perceived quality of graduates coming out of the H.E system and entering the world of enterprise.  

2. Perceived quality and the relevance of research and innovation in the H.E. sector as it contributes to development in the enterprise sector.

3. The perceived coherence and appropriateness of the current configuration of the H.E. Sector and views of any changes that may be relevant from an enterprise perspective. 

The Forum lasted 2 hours and had 25 members present from the private and public sector. The session was structured as a plenary discussion around the three key questions outlined above. 

QUALITY OF GRADUATES:

There was general agreement that the quality of graduates coming into Enterprise was changing. The generational change was seen in the graduates being bright and articulate but not appearing to have as strong a career focus, more a lifestyle focus. The climate has changed where now graduates can expect to have 2-4 career moves during their work life. This brings about a change in their relation to entering the world of work. (This brought the focus on conversion degrees to the fore, to facilitate career change and with it the need for greater flexibility in Institutions to delivery lifelong learning).  

Raw graduates were seen to be deficient in practical application of theoretical knowledge. Many felt that these graduates could not “hit the ground running” where employers want graduates who can demonstrate leadership, self management skills and initiative. They are not finding these skills in raw graduates, where skills of application and discipline were often seen to be lacking. Lacks in some practical competencies as practical marketing training, and applied engineering and I.T. were also voiced with some employers speaking of recruiting from abroad. 
A key issue that was raised in this discussion was that graduates from courses that did not offer substantial work placements were seen to be at a strong disadvantage. Most graduates from European H.E. Sector had had placements whereas only a proportion here in Ireland had. Placements also build valuable networks for all three participants; business, H.E. and student. The placement process was seen to offer graduates hands- on skills, which were lacking in the H.E. life. Some employers spoke of only recruiting from faculties and H.E.’s which offered placements. The I.O.T. sector was seen by some to be more responsive to the needs of enterprise and to provide relevant, tailored post graduate courses to make up this skills gap. A number of employers spoke of a pipeline strategy where they took graduates on internships for 6 months – 1 year as a means both of up-skilling them and assessing them. 

Graduates were seen as having a good appetite for lifelong learning now and this opened the door to continuing to develop graduates as they entered enterprise, with one employer speaking of 50% of graduate recruits being involved in on-going learning.
 It was felt that the pipeline of second level education, which was feeding students into third level, needed to be addressed as this was affecting graduate output. Specifically it was felt that the rote learning system in second level was not useful for graduate development. 
The specific issues around maths was named, where although Project Maths was welcomed, but there was concern that it will take until 2014 to roll out fully and 2020 before the full effect is seen in graduate entry to enterprise. There is a need for more urgent strategising on this.  There was support for a reframing of undergraduate degrees to be seen as offering core curricula with Masters level courses being a one year “fine tuning” for employment. In this undergraduate programmes would focus more heavily on generic skills and might be programmes with a wider focus. Later stage subject specialisation needs contact between H.E.I. and enterprise, to ensure courses are relevant to enterprise needs. Internships of lecturers in business, placements of students, co-designed courses by H.E.I’s and enterprise were considered worthy of inclusion. An IBEC survey of 2008 where 300 companies were surveyed showed that enterprises were adequately pleased with the relationship with H.E. sector.  Those endeavours may help to make this relationship an excellent one. 
Current partnerships between H.E.I’s and enterprise were noted where some contact was very useful. For example, a major multinational I.T. provider spoke of partnering with H.E.I’s to up skill staff, which was collaborative and flexible. This was confirmed by other major employers. The relationship between S.M.E’s and H.E.I’s was seen to be different, with less useful engagement in evidence. I.O.T’s were seen to be responsive to enterprise needs by some. Increased focus was seen to be needed on personal effectiveness skills for graduates so that they can adjust better to the world of work. 

RELEVANCE OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION

There was broad support and welcome for the growth in research activity through agencies such as S.F.I. Collaboration was noted with many institutions. But the research sectors of H.E.I’s need to see itself as part of a global system of research, where all specialisations cannot be catered for locally. Research schools need to be global in partnership. 
There is a need for rationalisation of funding streams at present. McCarthy report noted there were 90 funding streams and this needs to be streamlined. Also better co-ordination of research is needed where spikes of excellence can be grown, and an attempt to cover all issues is abandoned. 
The view was expressed that sending existing employees to complete PhD’s was more beneficial to the firm than recruiting PhDs straight from university.  The part time student then acted as a bridge between the company and potential innovation.

PhD’s in academia can be risk averse and not entrepreneurial in perspective. The view was expressed that entrepreneurialism tended to be inherent in the individual rather than trained.  

H.E’s were seen to be proactive in seeking collaboration with enterprise with 40 companies engaged in cooperative ventures with H.E (I.B.E.C research), but not in co-ordinating their research focus, and specialising in this, to build coherence in the research capacity of the H.E. sector. Further endeavour in Applied research is required which fosters innovation, and this may be connected to introducing and leading process change, for example in the financial sector.  It was also noted that U.K. universities were more available to tender for Human Resources research than their Irish counterparts.
CONFIGURATION ISSUES
The H.E. sector’s need to develop flexibility of response to enterprise was named. Of specific concern here was the perception that too many H.E.I’s were offering similar products and a need to specialise was noted. Both universities and I.O.T’s were seen as essential as they addressed different needs and produced graduates with different mindsets. Clustering is important, and is already beginning to happen. The notion of I.O.T’s developing a federal structure was seen to have merit. 
The status of I.O.T’s need to be raised as they are not the “poor relation” as can be seen at times. There needs to be a focus on sector differentiation and an increase in quality and flexibility was encouraged, such as in Dublin H.E. Alliance and the Scot Doc system of Doctoral training in Scotland could be looked at as models where students can get credits from different H.E.I’s. The importance of branding internationally was noted as an argument to name IoTs as universities to raise graduate recognition internationally.   The experience of changing Polytechnics to Universities in the U.K. was cited. The danger of cost of multiple layers of administration was voiced and therefore a need to link H.E.I’s into clusters was lauded. 

FINAL MESSAGES THAT THE GROUP WISHES TO BE GIVEN TO THE STRATEGY GROUP: 

Included:

· Build confidence in H.E. system to avoid duplication and unnecessary competition, and enhance specialisation and quality of produce. For this a vision for higher education is needed. 

· A need exists to merge education and training in one Department.

· Focus of enablement of students and graduates is a key concept to build processes and structures around in H.E. Making the education system more student-centred and allowing students fulfil their potential is vital. 

· H.E. structure is too centralised. A need to devolve levels of autonomy and accountability and to develop better tools to manage performance in sector. 

· Change needs to happen with speed. A huge change management process is necessary in the H.E. sector. Enterprise could help here.

· The broad education service in Ireland needs to be protected and with partnerships specialisations can be developed. 

· Change methods of assessment at second level.

· Need for graduate internship programmes to be co-operatively held by enterprise and H.E. sector as well as N.G.O’s and voluntary sector.  
Summary
This was a thoughtful discussion where the changes which had happened in the H.E. sector of late were lauded. However key challenges exist to allow greater flexibility, and engagement with enterprise, and to produce graduates with relevant practice skills to enable them add value to business and to cater for a changing profile of worker who will change and learn on a life-long basis.
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