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Significant Issues

1. Funding treatment for part-time and full-time participation to be equal:

A flexible, student-centred higher education system should remove the distinction between full-time and part-time modes of study. This historic distinction is no longer relevant in a world where the majority of students must for financial reasons combine study and work and where a greater number of mature and second chance learners are participating in HE, whose family and life circumstances must be accommodated in a more flexible manner. A credit-based funding system has the potential to address this question of equity of participation.

Taking the approach that ‘money follows the student’, the HE system should, within the constraints of ensuring a coherent academic programme, offer optimum flexibility in  terms of time, place and pace of participation. This could be achieved by linking funding directly to credits [modules], rather than to whole programmes with specified, inflexible modes of attendance. Work is currently being undertaken under a number of Strategic Innovation Fund [SIF] projects  with the goal of developing capacity for flexible programme delivery. The current funding model for participation needs to be examined with a view to alignment with the more flexible modes of provision currently being developed.
Insofar as a state subsidy is part of any funding model, it should be possible to provide for a defined quantum of credits [modules] to be funded in any year within the system as a whole and to limit the availability of any subvention to those who are first-time participants. The automatic right to a subvention for up to 240 credits [as distinct from 4 full-time years as at present] could be an integral part of the model.

More efficient and effective usage of campus resources and infrastructure could be envisaged under a credit-based funding arrangement in which modules would be offered in response to demand throughout the full calendar year and scheduled with greater flexibility across a day extending for example from 0800 to 2200hrs.

Obstacle:

Employment contracts, institutional and systemic flexibility are currently constrained, in ways that create a distinct divide between ‘day’ and ‘evening’ and ‘term-time’ and ‘other’ operations. Within the IoT sector there is further inflexibility in academic contracts in respect of ‘holidays’. Employment legislation, designed to protect employees, can on occasion have unintended consequences and can result in inflexibility and cost escalation when applied within higher education institutions. The focus is currently on inputs at a time when outputs and deliverables should be the determinants.
2. Multi-annual forecasting and  planning for  places for national and international students across the range of HE disciplines 
The current system experiences significant fluctuations in supply/demand for places in many disciplines. Scaling up to meet increasing demand [real or perceived] or scaling back when demand diminishes is difficult and always occurs with a time lag, particularly in discipline areas that are applied in nature and that require specialist facilities or equipment. The situation that evolved throughout a period of rapid growth in participation rates in higher education from the early 1990s has been succeeded by sub-optimal provision in a number of disciplines now that demand has levelled off or contracted in some cases. For many years, demand for HE places  outstripped capacity and there was neither the opportunity nor the incentive to plan the national HE ‘offer’ on a multi-annual basis.  Furthermore, at a time that preceded the development of our physical and broadband infrastructure, there was an emphasis on the replication of a full suite of academic programmes and facilities on many sites, largely because of the limited opportunities for real inter-institutional collaboration. The Strategic Innovation Fund[SIF] has provided the first really  viable mechanism to assist with improved planning and rationalisation of provision. SIF1 and SIF2 are demonstrating what can be achieved through collaboration. This now needs to move to another level, with programmes/numbers being planned and funded on a multi-annual basis and potentially delivered across a number of institutions where a more effective and efficient outcome can be demonstrated. This is particularly important where viable programme numbers and a critical mass of expert staff are difficult to sustain within a single HEI and/or where access to up to date specialised laboratories/studios involving costly equipment is essential to maintaining the currency and industry relevance of programmes. It is also highly relevant to the development of Ireland as a destination for international students in terms of how our international ‘offer’ is presented.

Applying this to the IoT sector, the IOTI working paper on ‘University of Technological of Ireland’, a summary of which is presented in the separate IOTI submission to the Strategy Group, offers as a solution a framework through a federal academic and operational structure, with the capacity to enhance the planning and delivery of programmes and services across the range of participating institutions in a manner that optimises the return and value for money for the funder. Such a framework has the potential to enhance planning and co-ordination of provision across a very large span of higher education and to accelerate the development of more adaptive and flexible provision, that is agile and responsive to nationally forecasted demand patterns. Furthermore, it encompasses the potential for significant shared services provision and consequent reduction in duplication.

Obstacle:
The achievement of the above would require mobilisation of a major change agenda, including enabling legislative changes.

3. An equitable national grants/student support/student finance system as a key element of any new funding regime – a single national portal and agency
The total cost to the student of participation in higher education has been increasing steadily and may be facing further significant increase should fees be reintroduced.  For students who may be dependent on financial or other supports, there should be a single national agency tasked with assessment of applications and the administration of grants. It may be worth giving consideration to vesting in this single agency the expertise to advise and administer a comprehensive range of student financial supports, e.g., for access/disability. Furthermore, should a government student loans system be introduced, it could fall to this single agency to administer the scheme.

There is a longstanding anxiety that the current grants system, due to its complexity and the number of different bodies involved, is sub-optimal and that it is possible for some categories of applicants to ‘play the system’, e.g., insofar as income and not wealth is taken into account in assessing eligibility for grant support and that changes in personal circumstances from year to year may not always be captured.

 Confidence levels in the grants system as a whole needs to improve and it is difficult to see how this can happen under current arrangements. Reference to the HEA ‘Student Finance’ website illustrates the complexity facing students seeking advice or financial support as the system currently operates.

Obstacle

Systemic need to amalgamate functions that are spread/duplicated across too many local offices.

