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1. Put students at the centre of higher education

The composition of the student body in higher education has changed in recent years in terms of demographic background, prior learning experience and goals in undertaking higher study. This in turn influences how students engage with higher education institutions in pursuit of personal development and enhancement of career opportunities. For the higher education system to respond to these changes, individual institutions, and the system as a whole, need to undertake sustained inquiry into how students experience the education delivered and modify their relationship with students on the basis of comprehensive learner feedback.  In reality, there is a weak tradition of consulting and collaborating with students in Irish higher education.  A much more democratic and inclusive approach to student engagement has obvious implications for enhanced institutional performance.  This approach is much stronger in other jurisdictions.  The following actions are suggested: 

· Mandate innovative and sustained collection of feedback from prospective, current and former students

· Conduct detailed analysis of the information collected and the formulation of plans of action at various levels – lecturer/service provider, programme, school, institution, system

· Publish changes made in response and evaluations of their effectiveness

· Engage students in the governance, implementation and evaluation of changes in programme provision

· Renegotiate lecturing contracts so as to increase the flexibility of institutions in meeting the needs of learners

The barriers to putting students at the centre of the system include the resistance of organisations to change and the reluctance of some sections of the academic community to take student feedback seriously. Organisational change in any system inevitably upsets existing power relationships. In particular, higher education institutions like other professional organisations embody a tension between the managerial impulse to direct the organisation to respond to the demands of the external environment and the impulse of individual academics to pursue interests based on the internal logic of the knowledge production in which they are engaged. This tension can also become overlaid with industrial relations concerns. An example of how this can come to be a barrier to putting students at the centre of higher education can be seen in the way a half-hearted approach to student feedback is copper-fastened in the lecturing contract applicable within institutes of technology.  That same contract also incorporates a model of teaching hours that reduces the flexibility of institutions in meeting the needs of learners (school leavers and particularly mature entrants) for contact with lecturers outside of the traditional academic terms and timetables.  The rigid implementation of the agreement in relation to a set date for end of academic year is a major barrier in this regard. There is a growing demand for lecture provision outside of the traditional Monday to Friday daytime provision. 

2. Focus on outcomes rather than processes

Higher education provision, in common with other public services, has come to recognise that there is a need to focus on outcomes of the services delivered. It is very easy for the needs and demands of service providers to take precedence in public policy making and regulatory activity resulting in what is sometimes referred to as “provider capture”. A sustained articulation of desired outcomes, accompanied by measurement, publication and consequences for the attainment or non-attainment of outcomes is key to avoiding ‘provider capture’. The following actions are proposed:

· Develop a statement of high level tertiary education goals for the national system

· Link these high level goals with strategic goals for individual institutions

· Implement the National Framework of Qualifications, including its emphasis on the identification of learning outcomes, within all higher education institutions and programmes

· Devote resources to the development of practice in teaching, learning and assessment 

· Develop the national capacity for research for the purpose of understanding and enhancing higher education quality 

· Enact legislation for the amalgamation of the qualifications and quality assurance bodies and resource the new body to fulfil a mandate for independent evaluation of how well the institutions and the system as a whole meet the high level policy goals referred to above

Focussing on outcomes is more difficult to do than measuring inputs or processes.  It requires enhanced capacity for measurement and evaluation and the prioritisation of resources for such enhancement. The realisation of a higher education system oriented around the attainment of learning outcomes requires changes in how academics conceive of and organise their teaching and assessment. This cultural change will inevitably meet with resistance from vested interests.  There is also a need to protect and enhance the teaching function in higher education.  Undergraduates are entitled to be taught by competent professionals with an appropriate level of pedagogical expertise. 

3. Emphasise diversity of missions for tertiary education institutions

All of higher education must be understood as an integrated system. To date the lack of such a coherent understanding of higher education as such a system has allowed for considerable mission drift. In large measure the mission drift effect has been an inevitable by-product of the current funding models. The matching of higher education provision to the multiple needs of Irish society can only be accomplished by promoting a diverse range of providers of higher education. Public policy, particularly funding policy, must be formulated in a way that encourages some institutions to pursue distinctive missions.  Policy and its implementation must also address the duplication in the over-provision of certain programmes of higher education. Regional and social class access to higher education can be enhanced by fostering closer cooperation between higher education and further education institutions.  There must be greater policy coherence on publicly funded provision and recognition of the role of private provision. In the context of life-long learning and an integrated education policy the divide between further education and higher education maybe seen to be increasingly redundant. This is partly recognised in the proposed unification of the qualifications and quality assurance bodies for the two sectors. The following actions are proposed:

· Bring all post-school provision (further and higher education and training) under the heading of tertiary education training, with a unified and linked approach to planning 

· Fund tertiary education and training through a single entity

· Promote diversity of provision through the identification of distinctive funding mechanisms for different institutions and modes of provision (e.g. full-time, part-time, alternating, distance and blended learning)

· Subject funding mechanisms to periodic evaluation to assess whether they yield value for money in relation to the national goals for tertiary education and training, while recognising that institutional capacity for efficient delivery takes time to build up. 

The bringing together of the two sectors may pose industrial relations challenges as staff in the different sectors currently enjoy different terms and conditions of employment. The existing structure and mission of the HEA, the VECs and FÁS would need to be revisited in the creation of a comprehensive planning and funding agency for the newly defined tertiary education sector. 
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