Introduction 
This brief submission to the National Strategy on Higher Education is centred around a fundamental re-structuring of higher education in tackling the education, social and economic challenges of our time. The proposal is summarised in the first of the three points we address, while our second and third points, though meriting separate mention, are complementary to the achievement of our overall vision.

1. Creation of a coherent national higher education system
Ireland has made a national strategic commitment to grow a knowledge economy (re-asserted recently in the government policy document  “Building Ireland’s Smart Economy”). Realisation of this ambition will require flexible and adaptable physical and intellectual infrastructure. A vital part of this infrastructure is a coherent fit-for-purpose higher education sector. 

The Institutes of Technology will play a pivotal role in delivering upon this national objective and will do so in an efficient and effective manner through strong collaboration between institutions.  It is proposed that this can best be achieved through the creation of a federal University of Technology (working title) with the IoTs as constituent colleges.
Understandably, public policy is focused just now on the unprecedented economic and financial difficulties facing this State, and the world. Public finances in Ireland are stretched to the limit as resources fail to meet demand. Economic forecasts across the world are relatively pessimistic about an early revival in sustained growth. Ireland, with its very open economy, and dealing with its own specific problems, will clearly struggle for some time to deal with these challenges. While the national strategy to deal with this crisis must inevitably tackle short-term issues, it must also involve longer-term change. The proposals put forward here are entirely consistent with a national strategy to deal with fundamental economic problems and have the added value of leading quickly to improved productivity and cost-effectiveness.

This proposal has been developed in response to these significant challenges. It is the culmination of a comprehensive consultation process and examination of the Institutes of Technology, including the evolution of higher education structures internationally, to determine the institutional structure required in order to deliver pressing national needs and to meet the challenge of the globalisation of higher education. It supports a vision of Ireland becoming a high performing economy and society with very broad participation in quality 3rd and 4th level education and with strong professional, research and cultural strands.

This proposed model is aimed at ensuring that the Institutes’ activities receive a designation that allows proper recognition of the level and quality of those activities. It also will work towards ensuring that their stakeholders, particularly their graduates, have their true potential appropriately recognised. The establishment of a University of Technology will lead to considerable efficiencies of costs and improved productivity in the constituent colleges.

The creation of a University of Technology will reinforce the strength and quality of the individual institutions comprising the University through enhanced collaboration in programme provision, teaching and research. It will focus relentlessly on high standards of achievement and quality outcomes. It will also form a coherent and readily understood brand for marketing the offerings of the constituent institutions internationally, supporting the national policy objective of internationalisation of higher education. Equally, graduates will be holders of university awards of a national body with international recognition.

The University will be distinguished by its emphasis on the quality of undergraduate and graduate teaching, the student experience, the relevance of its awards to the needs of the marketplace and to the formation of an innovative and entrepreneurial attitude in its graduates. As an autonomous body it would be responsible for making or recognising higher education and training awards, quality assurance, appointing external examiners, facilitating the sector’s strategic development and marketing, sectoral policy issues, co-ordinating a single flexible learning entity for the constituent colleges and implementation of effective shared services (e.g. MIS, payroll, recruitment etc.).
Each Institute would become a constituent college of the University of Technology and would be expected to develop collaborative partnerships, with the objective of improving performance and raising capacity in teaching and applied research. A Governing Authority would be responsible for governance of the University and, in line with the best principles of Governance, should have a majority of independent members, defined as both external and independent of the institution. In keeping with the normal practice in a federal structure, the constituent colleges would retain a high degree of autonomy in order to ensure their role in delivering their mission within the regions they serve. This would mean that they would receive their own direct funding from the HEA and that they would be responsible for institutional governance, planning and development.

Ireland’s economic development will depend to a large degree on knowledge and innovation, both of which are essential in making the transition to higher value activities that support economic growth and wealth creation. People are the enablers of such activities. Therefore the education and training system must adapt to produce the skills to drive a successful economy, and a prosperous and inclusive society.

Successive policy reports have highlighted the need for a higher education system that recognises the necessity of both achieving distinction in the quality of graduates and up-skilling the workforce. They have also promoted ‘close-to-market’ and applied research capabilities to facilitate greater synergy between those who generate knowledge and those who transform it into saleable products and services.

This proposal addresses a need for the governance of higher education to be changed to enable flexible responses from the Institutes of Technology (IoT) to the increasing pace of change in the business environment. It addresses the IoTs’ entire potential spectrum of engagement with their regions and enterprise base, ranging from craft and undergraduate education through to training for company personnel, R&D and spin-off activities. 

The OECD review of Irish higher education (2004) identified the requirement of retaining a differentiated tertiary education system while, at the same time, integrating the components better. The implementation of the Institutes of Technology Act 2006 and the changes contained therein to the Higher Education Authority Act 1971 were a positive move in this direction. However, the statement of the OECD that “the concept of a unified tertiary education system remains unrealised” is still valid. This proposal is a significant move towards meeting that aspiration. Two important principles underpin this proposal. The present mission of the Institutes must be retained and the proposed model must bring additional qualities and potential to higher education. 

Barrier

Section 9 of the Universities Act 1997 provides for the establishment of additional universities and, especially in its reference to Sections 12 and 13, envisages the establishment of additional traditional universities. This creates a dilemma for existing institutions wishing be designated in that it forces them down a developmental trajectory that is at odds with their current mission. The Section is vague as to the metrics and procedures to be used to change designation and is more amenable to the creation of additional universities de novo. 

Given the applications by WIT, DIT and CIT, it is unlikely that the status quo can be maintained and it will become increasingly difficult for government to refuse all such applications. A change to the designation of one or more institutions would trigger further applications and make the existing binary line difficult or impossible to maintain. If granted, it could lead (as in the UK following designation of Polytechnics as universities) to a two-tiered university system and a diminished sector consisting of the remaining Institutes of Technology. Such an improvised outcome would disadvantage at least some of the existing IOTs, by endorsing an imposed, arbitrary distinction between university level and non-university level institutions. This in turn would disadvantage the communities served by those institutions.

2. Enhancing Life-long learning opportunities

The Irish higher education system has shown a remarkable capacity to respond to the third level aspirations of the school leaving cohort. Modern society and modern economies demand a new approach which involves not only a respect for excellence but, crucially, recognises the needs of a quite different set of students. Today’s and tomorrow’s students are less likely to be full-time, and less likely to proceed in a linear fashion through a course of study. Whilst the OECD commended Ireland for its remarkable expansion in full-time higher education, it also drew attention to our poor record in attracting adults to higher education programmes. 

It is evident that the distinction between full-time and part-time students is blurring significantly. Like counterparts in other developed countries, our learners typically undertake some paid employment along with study, or are already in full-time employment and undertaking part-time study. The drive to up-skill those at work simply cannot be achieved without a dynamic, flexible approach from higher education institutions. 

The content and organisation and marketing of programmes needs to cater for this new cohort and the University of Technology will enhance the collaboration needed to deliver on these aspirations.
In addition, the system needs to value all learners equally and to recognise this both in terms of institutional funding and student supports. It is proposed that a key element in this regard is to move towards a credit based model based upon the ECTS system. Institutional funding would be based, at least in part, upon the total credits delivered irrespective of the mode of delivery or the status of the student. From the student perspective, students could avail of an amount of lifetime credits to avail of higher education aligned to their educational and career development.  A re-organisation and simplification of student funding agencies and mechanisms is also required. 
Barrier 

Lifelong learning requires flexibility around the method and timing of delivery. The development of new modes of delivery, focused on the needs of the learner, will require commensurate flexibility from staff. The current academic contract, while appropriate to its time, does not readily allow for such flexibility. 

A comprehensive overhaul of the employment contract is required to respond to these challenges, deliver greater productivity, and overcome inherent restrictions such as the limited academic year.  
The differentiation in State funding support of part-time and full-time programmes is inequitable, unsustainable, and a barrier to life-long learning. Equally, the income based student support system, the differentiation between full-time and part-time students, and the range of different organisations and government departments dealing with student funding creates a complex and unfair system.
3. Engagement with Industry/Business at regional and national levels

“Future economic growth will depend on re-orientating the economy towards exporting goods and services. To achieve this, we need to stimulate the growth of enterprise….”

In recent decades, Ireland has shown that it has the capacity to solve major social and economic problems. Today, with a better educated workforce, we are once again facing the challenge of massive unemployment. However, on this occasion, we do not have the safety-valve of emigration to ‘solve’ our problems. In its broadest sense, the Smart Economy policy document sets out the way forward. Amongst the objectives listed in the Smart Economy are high-value and rewarding jobs, a thriving entrepreneurial culture, a pool of highly-educated workers, an attractive incubation environment for European entrepreneurs, and widespread adoption of modern technology.

A coherent national innovation model is required embodying a set of re-enforcing policies designed to place the economy on a sustainable path of development. Higher education, and particularly Institutes of Technology, must participate more strongly in this model. 

In their relatively-short history, the Institutes have shown the value of their strong regional presence, their closeness to key industries (large and small), their strength in applied research and their capacity for change. Institutes regularly engage with leading-edge companies on the design, development and tailoring of programmes aligned to their needs. Innovation and Incubation Centres have been very successful in helping to generate the next wave of sustainable enterprise. 

The Institutes strongly believe that this successful activity can be raised to a much higher level of achievement. Clearly, the enhanced collaborative capacity that would flow from the formation of a technological university would be a key factor. 

Additional investment in innovation ( public and private ) would also be required but this must be predicated on measurable outcomes. That does not mean that the State necessarily has to provide more Exchequer resources to support innovation but it does need to re-examine its priorities and target support to those areas most likely to succeed. In short, the Institutes of Technology would respond very positively to the challenge of deeper participation, on a regional basis, with the State’s development agencies in addressing the innovation agenda ( in the same way as the Institutes have delivered on the labour market activation initiatives ).   
Barrier

The fragmentation of policy funding and direction in relation to business and innovation support.

In some respects, contractual barriers in the institutes ( noted at 2 above ) apply here also.
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