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HEA Vision for Higher Education

Higher education is central to Ireland’s development and the student is the central focus of all higher education activities; quality teaching and learning, at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels, are at the core of the mission of the higher education institutions, which form a sector which should also be internationally recognised for:

· a vibrant research and innovation culture that is quality driven, addresses a broad spectrum of disciplines and is closely connected to teaching and learning;

· its contribution to social inclusion by providing the opportunity for all to participate to their full potential;

· the provision of the innovative and creative graduates equipped with the skills needed to perform successfully in a competitive environment and contribute to fostering an enterprise culture and the nurturing of entrepreneurs; and

· flexibility in provision, offering multiple opportunities for educational progress through mechanisms such as modularisation, part-time study,  distance learning and e-learning, thereby bringing reality to the concept of lifelong learning.

· a spirit of enquiry and as a source of independent insight into matters that impact on our society.

                                                                             (HEA Strategic Plan 2008-2010, p.12)

Introduction – the globalisation of Irish higher education

The Higher Education Authority (HEA) welcomes this opportunity to contribute to the first stage of the consultation process on the National Strategy for Higher Education. Ireland, has come through a most remarkable period of expansion in higher education and, through the National Framework for Qualifications, we have constructed an architecture for the on-going development of lifelong learning. We are laying strong foundations for research and have a quality framework that is internationally respected and competitive. Building on these strong foundations, this National Strategy marks a new stage of development for Irish higher education.

Higher education institutions have considerable potential to act as focal points for partnerships within their communities and are well placed to ensure that the emergence of new ideas can inform community and regional development.
 Higher education institutions also have significant underdeveloped potential to attract students and researchers from around the globe. The fundamental challenges are teaching and learning challenges as we seek to engage and to support citizens, young and old, Irish and international, in their pursuit of advanced levels of achievement in the disciplines of their choice. We must continue to learn about learning and to do it better than most other countries with whom we compete. Operating in a global environment, a key objective is to ensure that, as a country, we secure an international reputation for excellence in teaching and learning and in research and innovation.

Higher education is a national resource and it is critical that our commitment to investment in education and research is sustained. The Irish higher education system displays comparatively high levels of efficiency in our use of resources relative to other countries. This is a strength on which we can build and maximizing the impact and outcomes that we get for our investment in higher education will be a key component of the international competitiveness that we seek . Investment in education is investment in our own capabilities and possibilities. In this context, all aspects of the mission of Irish higher education – teaching, research and civic engagement – must be pursued with an enthusiastic commitment to innovation and excellence.

The pace of change renders the future increasingly unpredictable and the key characteristic that we desire of graduates, and of the system from which they graduate, is responsiveness, or adaptability to change. This refers to the internal responsiveness of the academy to the needs of learners and researchers and also to the external responsiveness of the system to the key challenges of our time – social, economic, environmental and civic. In this submission, having outlined further our views on responsiveness in higher education, we outline some of the policy approaches which we believe will support the development of the required level of responsiveness .

Responsiveness

Responsiveness to learners
In addressing the learning needs of students, it is important to acknowledge the increasing diversity of aptitudes, talents and interests within the student body. That is why the HEA supports the creation of a coherent system of higher education which accommodates a range of institutions with distinct missions and diverse programmes.
 Critical thinking, adaptability and creativity are key characteristics required of graduates by the labour market. This is best achieved by engendering in undergraduates the capacity for collaboration and innovation and by instilling the enthusiasm and skills required for continual engagement with learning at advanced levels throughout their lives. Therefore we would welcome increased emphasis at undergraduate level on generic skills such as quantitative reasoning, critical thinking, communication skills and team-working skills. 

To achieve this, we propose a re-shaping and renewal of undergraduate provision informed, in the university sector, by the principles underlying the liberal arts and science model
 and incorporating generic skills development throughout the system. This proposal arises out of a growing awareness of the interconnectedness of knowledge across different fields of study and concern at the rise in the number of very narrowly focused undergraduate programmes over recent years.
 We believe that our economic prosperity and national development would be better served by a broader focus. Although this proposal would have cost implications, it would be better for students and for employers and ultimately would provide good value for money. Some relatively simple steps could be taken in the immediate future to progress this reform of undergraduate provision. One such step is the universal adoption of service-learning components in all undergraduate qualifications. This would help to incorporate generic skills into the curriculum while advancing the civic engagement aspects of the higher education mission.

Our commitment to students and to the highest standards of quality can only be progressed through a renewed emphasis on quality and innovation in teaching and learning. This will require a more concerted emphasis on the initial and continuing training of academic staff, greater investment in learning resources and the adoption of institution-wide and system-wide supports for lecturers in learning technologies and innovative pedagogical approaches for learner engagement. Parity of esteem between the teaching mission and the research mission of higher education will be necessary in achieving the objective of improving the quality of teaching and learning. This parity must be meaningful and tangible and should be reflected in resource allocations, promotion criteria and in the full range of metrics that are adopted to assess performance at individual level, institution level and system level.
Obstacles

· The imbalance in the relative status attributed to teaching and research; 

· The shift in resources from teaching to research that arises from matched funding and current overhead rates;

· The percentage of recurrent funding that is spent on staff salaries leaves little funding for investment in learning resources; 

· The art of teaching is not adequately covered in the initial or continuing training of academics.

Flexibility to enable responsiveness

Only 11% of current undergraduate provision is part-time. This is inappropriate in the context of the huge potential demand for higher education from adults and from more traditional entrants who in the future may prefer to, or need to, study flexibly. Increasingly, flexibility of provision will be a key indicator of the responsiveness of Irish higher education to Irish society. In order to support flexible delivery of higher education programmes, the HEA recommends the introduction of a policy and funding framework based on transferable credit-based learning
.

The National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) and the EU Bologna process provide an ideal architecture to build flexibility into the higher education system. This change, together with the NFQ emphasis on learning outcomes in the determination of standards and levels, will facilitate a substantial re-orientation in programme delivery towards part-time and flexible courses. This will greatly enhance the relevance, responsiveness and accessibility
 of Irish higher education.

Obstacles to flexibility

· The difference in the treatment of full-time and part-time students under the current ‘free fees’ and student support schemes; 

· The biases towards full-time education in the funding allocations to institutions;

· Inflexibilities in the academic contract; 

· The inaccessibility of staff and campus services outside of traditional working hours;

· The extended periods of ‘down-time’ in the current academic calendar.

Restructuring

Towards a more coherent system of higher education

Our traditional approach to the organisation of higher education has brought us much success as institutions operated autonomously in determining their academic provision and development. This success includes soaring participation rates and a standard of higher education which is good by any benchmark.  In international terms, the Irish higher education system has delivered higher than average quality
 for lower than average costs
. However, light touch regulation has also resulted in unnecessary and inefficient duplication in programme provision; ‘mission creep’; inflexible staffing structures and practices; and a set of institutions which to a very great extent stand apart and aloof from each other. Collectively, our higher education institutions represent a very valuable national resource and it is imperative for Ireland’s economic and social development that its full potential be realised. 

System-level responses to our social, economic and academic challenges should increasingly become the default response. The paramount pre-occupation of this system should be quality outcomes, with efficient use of resources a key factor in successfully contributing to national goals. Collaboration and consolidation will be required to harness national expertise in particular disciplines and to build up the capacity and quality of the entire higher education system. Greater consolidation in the structure and administration of higher education also has significant potential to enhance the efficiency of public investment in the higher education system, through shared services, central procurement
 and shared development and delivery of programmes. 

Transforming Irish higher education from a set of isolated institutions into a coherent, efficient and dynamic system of higher education and research will require progress on a number of fronts. It will necessitate clear alignment between institutional strategies and the national strategy for higher education that will emerge from the current process. A stronger emphasis on performance management
 at all levels of the system will be needed and a transparent and robust accountability framework that incorporates an emphasis on outputs and outcomes. To ensure rigour and coherence, there should be a central co-ordinating agency with the mandate to negotiate and agree individual institutional strategies and goals, as well as holding the institutions accountable for performance.  The agency most suited to that role at present is the HEA
. 

These developments would build a more effective and dynamic higher education system which concentrates investment in multiple centres of excellence, as elements of a whole system, encouraging collaborations where these make sense, and safeguarding a high-quality student learning experience. It will ensure diversity of institutions offering a wide range of provision combined with clear institutional focus on national goals. 

In pursuing our national aspirations in education, the HEA is conscious that the graduate is the product of the entire education system. Therefore, it will be important to ensure complimentarity and consistency in the skills and aptitudes that are nurtured and developed at all levels of education. The achievement of greater coherence in the higher education system (proposed in this submission) will facilitate broader engagement and greater symmetry in the interface with second level and further education. This will assist in the adoption and implementation of ‘whole of education’ strategies for active learning.

Resourcing

Sustainability

The demand for higher education opportunities is certain to grow throughout the next twenty years on the back of a very steady demographic increase in the number of school leavers and significant growth in the demand for higher education from adults in the population. In this context, since we reject an approach based on rationing opportunities for higher education, the challenge is to devise a sustainable funding model that is capable of responding to growing student numbers while maintaining the highest standards of quality. 

Higher education represents a very significant investment and there is clear and consistent evidence that it confers wide-ranging benefits on the individuals who participate, most tangibly in terms of success in the labour market and career earnings potential. Significant public investment is justified because of the indirect, yet substantial, societal benefits from higher education including, active citizenship, cultural enrichment, technological innovation, employment generation and taxation
. The HEA believes that our current funding base is unsustainable because of it’s over reliance on public investment
. The financial sustainability of Irish higher education into the future will depend on our ability to maximise the impact of current levels of investment and on our ability to increase funding through continued public investment and a diversification of funding sources for Irish higher education. 

Measures that could be taken to improve the impact of current levels of investment include:

· Collaboration and greater sharing and pooling of resources, services and staff (academic and non-academic)

· More effective utilisation of existing resources and rationalisation of provision to remove unnecessary duplication

· Greater flexibilities in the academic contract and more efficient use of staff (academic and non-academic)

· The adoption of a broader concept of the academic year and the academic timetable

· The introduction of early retirement schemes to allow for new blood appointments and better contracts of employment for talented staff on temporary insecure contracts

In the context of finite public resources, it is particularly important that the public investments in student supports (for fees and maintenance) contribute directly and explicitly to the promotion of greater equity of opportunity in higher education. In this regard, we have concerns about the robustness of the means assessments as they currently operate and strongly advocate the development of a centralised ‘whole of government’ approach to means assessment. This would create huge efficiencies (across the public service) and would significantly advance the development of multi-agency approaches and integrated strategies to address educational disadvantage and social exclusion more broadly
. 
In addition to the review of student contributions to the costs of higher education that is currently underway, internationalisation of Irish higher education is currently underdeveloped and this offers an opportunity to diversify the resource base for higher education while enriching our campuses and wider society with greater cultural and intellectual diversity. The HEA also advocates a greater emphasis on philanthropy as a means of diversifying the resource base for higher education.
 

Further growth in participation, which remains desirable, will not be possible without a diversification in the resource base for higher education aligned with a concerted strategic effort to improve the efficiency and productivity of the system. The importance of collaboration and consolidation in achieving sustained improvements in efficiency and productivity underlines and reinforces the rationale for greater coherence outlined under the previous heading of ‘restructuring’.

� In a recent symposium hosted by DIT entitled World Class Universities or a World Class System, John Goddard argued that the civic engagement mission was about making higher education institutions more effective parts of society and that it relates to the openness and accountability of the academy to society for the public funds it receives.


� In terms of the coherence of the system as a whole, it will be important to maintain and develop student transferability across the various strands of higher education.


� Traditionally, the liberal arts model referred to the study of seven classical disciplines within one broad programme of study (grammar, rhetoric, dialectic, arithmetic, geometry, music and astronomy). Our proposal is not so specific as to prescribe the exact disciplines but we are keen to re-capture the breadth of study associated with the liberal arts model and the emphasis on a well-rounded education where the objective is to develop students’ general intellectual abilities rather than technical specialised skills. Our proposal would involve making a broader range of subjects available to all undergraduate students and reforming curriculum and assessment to achieve a greater emphasis on critical thinking, communication, team-working and creativity. Although the idea is centuries old, we believe that it provides the most appropriate basis to equip undergraduates in the 21st century to cope with the continual changes in the labour market and in society more generally. Ireland’s progress in terms of the implementation of modularisation and the adoption of ECTS credits in all publicly-funded higher education courses is entirely compatible with this proposed reform.


� Between 1998 and 2008, the total number of undergraduate courses available to CAO applicants in publicly-funded institutions doubled from 519 to 1,043. This overspecialization at undergraduate level is driven by competition between institutions for applicants. It is also a consequence of the sector’s efforts to address perceived skills shortages in the labour market in very precise ways. 


� This will effectively relate recurrent funding allocations to the total number of credits undertaken within an institution rather than to the total number of (full-time) students and will, thereby, secure parity for more flexible forms of delivering higher education.


� The HEA policy on equality in higher education is as set out in the current National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education 2008-2013: � HYPERLINK "http://www.hea.ie/files/files/file/National_Access_Plan_2008-2013_(English).pdf" ��http://www.hea.ie/files/files/file/National_Access_Plan_2008-2013_(English).pdf�	


� Survey of Selected Multi-National Employers’ Perceptions of Certain Graduates from  Irish Higher Education, HEA/Forfás, 2007; Review of Quality Assurance in Irish Universities - Sectoral Report, IUQB & HEA, 2005.


� Table B1.1a of the OECD’s 2008 Education at a Glance bulletin shows that Ireland’s expenditure per student was below that of the OECD average in 2005. Since the emergence of internationally comparable statistics on the financing of higher education, Irish levels of public investment have been consistently below that which is typical in other EU and OECD countries.


� This should include provision in the capital funding envelope for system-wide infrastructural developments, for example, in IT and MIS infrastructure. 


� As one element of this renewed emphasis on performance management, the HEA propose making recurrent funding contingent, at least in part, on the demonstration of performance by institutions consistent with their stated missions and the broader national objectives for higher education. A HEA position paper on this issue was circulated for consultation in 2007.


� The HEA does not intend strengthened accountability and direction for the sector to impact on the academic freedom of institutions with regard to the core democratic role of higher education as a source of independent critical thought.


� See Department of Education and Science (2003), Supporting Equity in Higher Education, p.7.


� The public-private balance of investment in Irish higher education is approximately 84 per cent public funding and 16 per cent private funding. Ireland has low levels of private investment by international standards and the proportion of private investment has declined over recent years. This runs directly counter to developments internationally where there is a definite trend towards increasing private contributions to the costs of higher education.


� This proposal is entirely consistent with the thrust towards coherent, integrated and citizen-centred public services as advocated in the recent OECD review of Irish public services. Towards an Integrated Public Service (OECD, 2008).


� See: Supporting Investment in Higher Education, HEA, 2006. � HYPERLINK "http://www.hea.ie/files/files/file/archive/corporate/2007/SupportingInvestment1.pdf" ��http://www.hea.ie/files/files/file/archive/corporate/2007/SupportingInvestment1.pdf� 
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