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Three of the significant changes we would wish to see made to Irish higher education are listed below. These changes are interlinked in many respects and have a number of common barriers.

1. The exploitation of the unique benefits of information technology to increase access and participation
2. The development of a formal strategy for Continuing Professional Development (CPD)

3. Prejudice against the private sector in education

The exploitation of the unique benefits of information technology to increase access and participation

E-learning is a transforming development in higher education.  It has the capacity to widen access to a higher level of education for the great majority of the population.  It makes a wide world of knowledge available to people in their homes at their offices, in their own time and at an affordable cost.  Technology advancement is now such that this highly interactive medium no longer leaves the student feeling isolated.  A wealth of specifically designed education aids: online campus communities, web-based e-mail, calendars, announcements and tasks provides students with a sense of campus community.
E-learning has been a great missing dimension in Irish educational services.  Despite its contribution to computer science, Ireland has failed to exploit the benefits of information technology in education despite its urgent need to extend educational opportunity.

OCED reports have shown that Ireland, despite its declared goal of reaching the top quartile of OCED countries in terms of educational attainment, still languishes in the bottom quartile.  It has a seriously under educated workforce in relation to other countries with upwards of 750,000 people with no third level qualification. It also lacks a national strategy for postgraduate professional education.
This has become a growing concern for developed societies in which the number of low-skilled jobs is continually shrinking and education has become the key to continuous employment and the chance of professional development. Those who did not have the opportunity of formal education can benefit from the advantages of e-learning.

The Global Competitiveness Report  2008 – 2009, published by the World Economic Forum cites Ireland as having an advantage in terms of our capacity for innovation, the quality of our scientific research institutions and university and industry collaboration, however at a disadvantage in terms of tertiary enrolment numbers.  Knowledge-driven economies depend on the brainpower of their workforce, a strong knowledge base increases the competitiveness of our knowledge economy and facilitates and sustains growth.  If Ireland is to compete internationally it is critical that we increase access and participation.  
The development of a formal strategy for Continuing Professional Development (CPD)
In the current financial downturn with job losses becoming an everyday reality there is a critical need for postgraduate professional development and lifelong learning. We must ensure that the skills of our workforce are current, relevant to today’s working environment and of the highest quality. Ireland must broaden access to higher education for the large numbers of adults in the workforce who have no third level qualification. Up-skilling in its many forms is critical if we are to achieve a competitive advantage.  Online education, with the flexibility, and accessibility and cost-efficiency that it provides, can contribute significantly to the challenge of preparing people to cope with this changing work environment.  
The provision of flexible learning opportunities, not restricted by time or location, further promotes the up-skilling of the workforce by enabling a wider population to access accredited education. Open and distance learning provides opportunities for those potential students who cannot access education due to work, home or geographical barriers. Evidence to support this is apparent with the 500 + students who graduate from Hibernia College every academic year as qualified primary school teachers. These graduates have acquired the national standard for primary school teachers whilst, for many, remaining in full time employment (and often not in schools), remaining in the family home, thus maintaining family commitments, and often residing in areas where access to teacher education is only available as an on-campus option. Without this flexible option Ireland would be experiencing a primary school teacher shortage at crisis level.  This is just one example of a plethora of re-training and up-skilling opportunities which will help to sustain an innovative and knowledge-driven economy.  

The training and continuous up-skilling of professionals is a formidable challenge for all knowledge-based economies, and will require ever increasing use of the online medium.  The fastest growing educational market of all is postgraduate professional education. Knowledge-driven industries depend on the brainpower of their workforce.  The most successful are those which maximise opportunity by developing to the fullest degree the intellectual capacity of their talented employees.  But it is often prohibitively expensive to achieve this, if it involves taking people out of work and sending them to take courses on site at fixed times.  E-learning, in the sophisticated, interactive form provides the ideal alternative.

Prejudice against the private sector in education

There is a continuing prejudice against the private sector in Irish education and this is limiting development and the potential to contribute more fully to Irish education.

Private provision plays a very important role in Irish higher education and a reluctance by state institutions to provide funding for services from private providers is a major limiting factor to future development.  There is an absolute need for a fair and comprehensive tendering process for the provision of educational services.  Individual funding silos to public institutions perpetuate the current status quo and keep barriers up, greatly limiting the potential of private institutions and inhibiting collaboration between public and private bodies.   
Higher education at a national level is part of a global system and to succeed in this global system we must be competitive and value for money is crucial.  To enhance competitiveness, higher education institutions must become more self-sustaining and not merely reliant on state funding to survive.  There should be a requirement that any state funding received by an institution should be matched through their national and international work or secured through private funding.

Ireland is a small nation and the lack of partnership and collaboration among institutions for historical, financial and administrative reason is a major barrier to success and restricts our competitiveness globally.
Common barriers

The common barriers to all these changes include:

· The absence of a comprehensive national policy on life-long learning especially on postgraduate professional education

· Lack of commitment to the integration of technology in third level provision in the provision of blended and e-learning opportunities
· Absence of a national e-learning strategy

· A failure to appreciate the learning opportunities provided by information technology
· Lack of commitment to the development of partnerships and collaborations between institutions of higher education
· Prejudice against private providers in higher education

· Lack of focus on value for money
