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National Strategy for Higher Education 

Submission of Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology 

Introduction

Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology is committed to implementing public policy in support of economic development, social cohesion and regional growth.  GMIT places its students at the centre of its strategy and seeks to maximise their opportunities for life-long and life-wide learning.  The Institute is committed to promoting equity of access and to ensuring that all who are capable of benefiting from higher education have an opportunity to do so.  It seeks to ensure that its students are enabled to develop in their personal and professional lives and as active citizens in a democratic society facing profound change.  

The Institute, in its alignment with the national innovation systems, sees its specific mission in relation to supporting business and enterprise as core to its mission.  This is reflected in its bias towards translational research, its role in enterprise development and growth and the deliberate orientation of its taught undergraduate and graduate programmes.

1. Place Students at the centre of the higher education System

By 2020, the Irish higher education system should have an unambiguous concentration on the centrality and primacy of the student in Irish higher education.  Such a shift would recognise the capability, potential, capacity for mature judgment and leadership inherent in the system’s students.  

Ireland would no longer have ‘categories’ of students: mature, standard, non-standard, part-time, full-time, et al.  It would have students, all treated as participants in tertiary education with which they engage on a life-long and life-wide basis.

This change will require a multi-layered response from the state, the higher education system and its institutions.  The state should fund and charge all students on an equitable, transparent basis related to credits undertaken.  Support mechanisms should be applied to all eligible students.  All in a position to contribute to the cost of their education should do so, having regard to the public and private good which accrues from access to higher education.  At the level of systemic and institutional decision-making, policy formulation and implementation, students should have real influence and authority.  An end should be put to the tokenism of representation which now exists at all levels and which is redolent of the posturing of elite groups as they seek to retain authority and power.  Students must be in a position to develop and critique the education system, its standards, ethos and provision.  The Irish higher education systems should be differentiated from other systems by the real engagement of the students at every level.

The centrality of the students should be evident in their role in the quality assurance of the system and in their meaningful presence on the Board of the HEA or any entity which replaces it in the future. 

This change should recognise the prolongation of the educational cycle for those who are direct entrants from the secondary system, the desire of the state to have its people engage in tertiary education at a time and in a manner congruent with their personal and working lives and the need for the higher education system to facilitate the personal and professional development of its students.

Barrier

Insufficient engagement with the student. An unwillingness within the system to robustly critique its own provision. A focus on preserving the mind-sets and practices which dominated in an era of very limited participation. A lack of engagement with the issue of social equity.  A failure to articulate policy and to relate it to priorities and funding.  This is particularly evident in relation to access and equity.

2. Develop a coherent, differentiated, permeable, flexible structure of Irish higher education which is capable of leading and responding to change
In 2020 Irish higher education should be characterised by a systemic rather than institutional focus.  This new structure should be diverse, resistant to homogenization and focussed on a deliberate institutional mix of learning, discovery and engagement.  As part of this development, all Institutes of Technology should be reconfigured as a single, federal University of Technology.  The Technological University should provide regionally dispersed, differentiated undergraduate and post-graduate programmes, research with a strong translational, use-inspired focus and it should act as the centre for flexibly delivered workforce development.  Its linkage to business and enterprise should be a key component and it should have a specific remit in relation to supporting indigenous business and industry.  It should be charged with delivering on the state’s policy in relation to equity of access and participation.

The Technological University should be the awarding body for all awards of the University, with delegation of authority to make awards provided to its constituent members up to level 9 of the National Framework of Qualifications.  Awarding power at level 10 should be held by the Technological University.

The Technological University should have responsibility for ensuring that unnecessary duplication of provision is eliminated.  Is should also provide a range of shared services in order to maximise the efficiency of the entity.

This proposal is congruent with the history, mission, context, capacity and culture of the Institutes of Technology.  It mirrors international developments and promotes the differentiation and diversity which Irish higher education requires.

As global classification systems develop, the Irish higher education system should be characterised by the diversity of its provision, its capacity to change, evidence-based transparency and a clear conceptual framework.  Institutions within the system should be aligned to deliver on national policy objectives.  Funding should follow policy and structures reflect the optimal configuration to deliver on that policy.

The relationship between the components of the structure - traditional and technological - needs to be explicit, transparent and equitable with clearly defined, easily accessible routes for transfer between the traditional and technological sectors.

The system should be seen to create identity based on national recognition of awards and award levels, a single, robust, transparent, quality assurance component and a focus on the differentiated attributes of its graduates.

Barrier

At present we have a structure and system which fosters predatory and scavenging behaviour.  Lack of steerage in relation to mission differentiation fosters unnecessary duplication across all institutions.  The state needs to articulate policy and the funding should follow the implementation of that policy.  

In relation to the Technological University concept, the presence of Section 9 of the Universities Act is a barrier to real change.  The presence of Section 9 creates an expectation that the state may create more traditional universities.  If this is not state policy, then this provision should be eliminated.

The evolution of the Institutes of Technology should mirror the emergence of Universities of Applied Science, Technological Universities and Dual-Sector Universities in Northern Europe and Australia.

3. Incentivise flexibility, creativity, innovation and efficiency
Policies embedded in budgets and structures prevail. The state, as the funder of higher education, should be explicit about the outcomes and achievements which it demands from the higher education system and it should operate to fund the achievement of these outcomes. In doing so, both the public and private good which accrues to the individual who benefits should be recognised. In this context, there should be complete transparency about the totality of state funding of higher education and the extent to which that funding is aligned with the state’s priorities.  The state will not be able to achieve its multiplicity of ambitions on the current funding base and allocation mechanism. Prioritisation is required. 

Irish higher education should be developed as a hybrid public-private system and, in order to do this, the components of the systems must be freed from the inflexibilities which are inflating its cost base and must be explicitly encouraged to diversify its funding base. This requires a step-change in the role and operation of the HEA as it moves from being an ‘allocation entity’ to one which operates to ensure return on investment and the delivery of the state’s objectives. 

The focus of the system must be radically transformed as it is steered to operate on a more commercial footing, both nationally and globally. A key feature of the Irish higher education system in 2020 must be its strong presence in international higher education provision.  

Barrier

In order to foster flexibility, responsiveness and innovation, higher education needs to deal with anachronistic and inflexible practices.  These range from the lack of real and substantial influence of external stakeholders at governance level to contract inflexibilities at employment level.  If Ireland wishes to achieve its stated targets in relation to participation, work-force development, indigenous business development and innovation, then its higher education institutions must be reconfigured as hybrid public-private institutions so that an increased proportion of funding comes from sources other than public funds.  The coordinated approach of the Australian government in relation to education as an internationally traded service bears examination.  Ireland’s failure to capitalise on the potential of higher education as a traded service is but one example of our combined failure to act in a coherent, directed and responsive way.  The role of FÁS in relation to Education & Training and our outdated approach to apprenticeship training is another example of a failure on the part of all components in the state’s higher education system to act nimbly and effectively.
