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Part One ~ Vision
As the request for submissions asks respondents to concentrate on vision, we first outline our vision for the universities and then place this in the context of an overall vision for Higher Education. In part two of our submission we set out a number of areas which are critical to the achievement of the vision.
I. Overall Context
The strategy is to map out the long term future of higher education. It is essential, therefore, that the strategic vision and goals of the strategy adhere to this long term perspective. We would highlight, in particular, the Government’s Framework for Sustainable Economic Renewal:  “Building Ireland’s Smart Economy”. The plan’s intent is summed up as follows: The Smart Economy combines the successful elements of the enterprise economy and the innovation or ‘ideas’ economy while promoting a high-quality environment, improving energy security and promoting social cohesion. A key feature of this approach is building the innovation or ‘ideas’ component of the economy through the utilisation of human capital - the knowledge, skills and creativity of people - and its ability and effectiveness in translating ideas into valuable processes, products and services. This is precisely what the universities aim to deliver – people whose intellectual and social formation provides them with the advanced skills and creativity to fully contribute to the advancement of the economy and society. In this context, the strategy should position higher education as a key government investment priority. 

Successful achievement of the Smart Economy’s goals is a huge challenge. Ireland has made significant advances in expanding higher education and in growing investment in research and commercialisation. As a result, the scale and complexity of the system has grown significantly to provide the foundation for a knowledge based economy.

Despite this, our performance is, at best, average on international indices of education and research. In addition, the expansion of investment in these areas is very recent. We are trying to play catchup on competitor nations with decades, if not centuries, of accumulated experience. The recent investment strategy announced by US President Obama shows how other nations are redoubling their investment in education and science. Against this backdrop, the challenge of raising the performance of our universities in teaching, research and innovation within an internationally competitive system should not be underestimated. 

It also presents a wider public policy challenge in ensuring that national investment priorities support those instruments which will drive the transition from an economy based on domestic investment and consumption to one which successfully trades knowledge-based goods and services.
II. The Specific Role and Characteristics of Universities
A defining characteristic of universities worldwide is their role in discovering new knowledge and insights through original research and scholarship. This discovery role is the foundation for universities’ teaching and knowledge dissemination functions.  It is the characteristic that differentiates universities in the Irish higher education system. 

· In the context of our universities, original research, teaching and learning and knowledge transfer are a continuum. It is essential that the strategy recognises this: while each of these functions needs to be developed and nurtured, this can only be done while recognising the interconnectedness of each strand to the other. The importance of research and its interconnectedness is the first element of our vision. 
· A second element in our vision is the focus on quality and excellence. Ireland is an open economy in an increasingly competitive world. Notwithstanding constraints on resources, there must be a continuing emphasis on quality in our universities across the three dimensions of research, teaching and knowledge transfer. The emphasis on quality also impacts on how universities manage their operations to deliver excellence and value for money.

· The third element of our vision concerns autonomy. Global experience indicates that universities which are rigidly controlled by the state lack the agility and innovativeness to deliver at the highest level. Ireland has benefited from its system of autonomous institutions working within the overall framework of the Universities Act, and a policy framework system which actively encourages and rewards collaboration between institutions. In the context of this overall statutory and policy framework, autonomy and accountability are not mutually exclusive – in fact they are essential for public confidence. The strategy needs to reinforce all these dimensions.

· The fourth element of our vision relates to diversity. Diversity encompasses scope for institutions to innovate internally and to collaborate where appropriate. It involves diversity in the student body, both socio-economically and in the mix of Irish and international students and in the modes of educational provision. Finally, it involves diversity of funding and in particular the need to evolve towards a system where universities are less dependent on core exchequer sources for their funding.

In summary, our vision for universities is: 

The Universities will continually strive for and achieve excellence across the interconnected fields of research and scholarship, teaching and learning, and knowledge transfer. We will do this within an environment which promotes institutional autonomy, collaboration among institutions, effective governance and accountability; and supports diversity in its many dimensions. The funding system will facilitate achievement of these goals in a way which is transparent and sustainable and through which there is a strong relationship between support for the cost of provision and the outputs achieved.
III. Vision for Higher Education Overall
With due acknowledgement to the Bradley Review of Higher Education in Australia, we believe the following statement of vision/goals is appropriate to guide the HE system overall:-

Higher education in Ireland should:

· produce graduates with the knowledge, skills and understanding for full participation in society as it anticipates and meets the labour market needs;
· provide opportunities for all capable people to participate to their full potential and supports them to do so;
· provide students with a stimulating and rewarding experience in their intellectual, personal and social formation;
· provide  the foundation for the national research and innovation system through generation and dissemination of new knowledge,  through the education, training and development of world-class researchers across a wide range of intellectual disciplines, through the conduct of applied research  and through the transfer of knowledge to business and society;
· continue to attract and retain staff of the highest caliber; 
· be in the top group of OECD countries in terms of participation and performance;

· be effectively resourced and transparently governed to achieve this.

Part Two ~ Achievement of the Vision

In the following sections we outline some strategic considerations which are relevant to the achievement of this vision.

1. Resourcing

Delivery of the vision articulated above will be fundamentally conditioned by the approach taken to resourcing. The experience of the universities in the past decade has been one of student numbers growing faster than core resources, leading to a shrinking unit of core resource per student. The impact of this has been mitigated somewhat by efficiency measures, but the process cannot continue indefinitely without damaging quality. In addition, by international comparisons, our universities are excessively dependent on direct exchequer grant aid – principally in the form of the core grant, and the grant in lieu of fees. 

The Recurrent Grant Allocation Model (RGAM) has delivered a welcome increase in transparency of the distribution of resources among universities, but such transparency has not permeated the Higher Education sector as a whole. Therefore, while the RGAM approach represents an improvement, it remains a distributional model, limited in its application.

1.1 Need for a New Funding Model

We believe that the current system of core resourcing should be replaced by a comprehensive funding model which more closely relates funding to the real cost of provision. Under the new model, Institutions would contract with the State to deliver specific outputs at an agreed level of cost, and funding would be allocated on foot of this. For example, universities might contract to deliver a particular quantum of part time education for mature and second chance learners and would be remunerated pro rata the cost of this provision. Similarly, the cost of student services could be benchmarked and funding allocated according to the level of service provided.

This performance-based approach to core resourcing would be more transparent and would more directly relate inputs to outputs. The success of such a system requires more detailed and transparent data on the cost of university operations and this will further enhance the accountability of the institutions. 

The current system of research funding based on peer reviewed competitive processes is internationally established best practice and should be continued. 

1.2 Dependence on the Central Exchequer must be reduced

Both international comparisons and the current economic situation show a clear need to diversify the funding of Higher Education and reduce the dependence of universities on the Exchequer.

A key component of this would be a system of individual contributions, whereby learners contribute directly to the cost of their education. Our previously published policy paper on this issue highlights the importance of income contingent loans as the vehicle for such contributions. Such a system should also provide for supports to ensure that the participation of disadvantaged students is protected.

Diversity of funding should also be delivered through improved incentives for philanthropy, on campus infrastructural development, and a supportive environment for developing international education, and lifelong learning provision. 

1.3 Implementation of the new system 
The approach we propose to funding allows scope for target setting in a meaningful way by linking resourcing to the achievement of specific targets. It supports diversity and autonomy within the system by allowing universities scope to contract for different mixes of provision according to their individual strategies. 

The new approach to funding should take place within an overall budgetary planning cycle. We suggest that this should be on a four year rolling basis. This would define the broad outputs to be delivered in the period, and the overall scale of resources required across the main output headings.
2. Higher Education Provision
2.1 More focused approach needed to Participation Targets
Current policy is based on the aspiration of achieving a participation rate target of 72% by 2020. However, no specific policies and resources have been put in place to achieve this macro target. We believe that aspirations founded on the pure massification of the higher education system for its own sake are misplaced, especially when such enlargement reduces the unit of resource per student and damages quality. However, we are fully supportive of the drive to increase levels of knowledge and skills across the population. In our view this should be done by targeting particular cohorts and putting in place strategies appropriate to those cohorts.  We propose the following priorities:
· Increasing the numbers of people with qualifications at Level Eight and above. This will involve mechanisms to improve transfer and progression at levels below Level Eight and the attraction of increased numbers of mature learners into the system. It will also involve responding to demand for increasing places at Levels Nine and Ten. Such demand is expected to increase, in response to the need for higher skills and the limited job opportunities available in the current tight labour market. We are concerned that curtailment of SSTI resources is diametrically opposed to this trend. 

· Increasing socio-economic diversity and increasing opportunities for learners with a disability. In particular, mechanisms need to be put in place to respond to increased demand arising from the mainstreaming of the supplementary admission routes for Access (HEAR) and Disability (DARE).

· Increasing the numbers of international students. Increasing internationalisation of the higher education system is beneficial for the student body in promoting cultural and social diversity. It is notable that in many countries international education is a distinctly important traded service contributor to GDP growth.  It benefits the economy through the expenditure of international students in the economy, and subsequently where high achieving students remain and contribute to the Irish labour market.  
2.2 Structure of Provision: Differentiation of mission and associated provision needed

Consistent with our overall vision, we believe that diversity in structures serves Irish learners well. In that regard, as indicated by our statement of vision, the characteristics which positively differentiate universities within the system overall should be maintained and strengthened. We note that the OECD review of 2004 recommended that: the differentiation of mission between the university and the Institute of technology sectors be preserved.  We are concerned that the positive characteristics of that differentiation are being eroded, to the detriment of value for money.
These concerns can be addressed by streamlining provision based on a strategy that recognizes our Universities as the main providers of Masters and Doctoral level education. Similarly, the strategy should recognize other providers as having the primary role in relation to diploma and certificate level education. Once this differentiation is implemented, focus can then be placed on how to most efficiently deliver degree and advanced certificate level education across the spectrum of providers. 

As a precursor to such a system-wide analysis, we are conducting an analysis of university provision with a view to assessing whether there is a sustainable case for streamlining provision within the university sector. This analysis will be of assistance in contributing to the assessment of how best to structure level eight provision.

3. Research, Teaching and Learning

3a. Teaching and Learning
3.1 Interrelationship of Research, Teaching and Learning is critical
The interrelationship between research, teaching and learning is critical to the functioning of universities and their contribution to society and the economy. Research-led teaching is a distinguishing mark of the best universities worldwide and one which the Irish universities embrace fully. University education embraces both undergraduate and graduate education. Although this may seem obvious, it appears that Irish policy makers sometimes seem to identify higher education solely with degree level teaching. Any strategy based on this view is doomed to failure. We discuss the role of doctoral education more fully under the research and commercialization heading.

3.2 Enhancing Teaching and Learning
The (welcome) emphasis in public policy on growing the national research effort can leave the impression that teaching and learning is being downgraded. This impression is false. As indicated above, research itself has brought with it a revolution in graduate education. In addition, very significant advances are being made in modernizing the universities approach to teaching and learning at undergraduate level. 
3.2.1 Pedagogical Skills Enhancement
Some key developments in this regard are:- 
· the establishment of units or centres with responsibility for educational development in each university; 

· the availability of accredited, postgraduate level, professional programmes on teaching & learning, as well as wider academic practice. Some characteristics of these programmes are:

· part-time and exploit flexible modes of delivery; 

· tightly integrated with teaching practice and local institutional contexts; 

· incorporate mentoring, peer-networking and teaching evaluation; 

· compare well with international equivalents: e.g. the UK’s  Professional Standards Framework); 

· subject to full quality review mechanisms of the IUQB, the requirements of each institution and the use of international external examiners; 

· Pedagogy-focused workshops, training events, conferences and informal seminars, with national and international speakers and facilitators. Such events are often multi-institutional and reflect growing networks of practice both within and beyond specific academic disciplines.

· Introduction of Teaching Portfolios which contain evidence of teaching quality and commitment to course management and curricular innovation. This usually includes a range of feedback data from students and peer-review mechanisms. Teaching feedback in the form of student questionnaires is usually augmented with richer evaluative methods such as 'grouped student feedback', peer-observation of teaching and other appropriate methods.  

· Increasing emphasis on pedagogical skills and achievements in university promotion processes.

3.3 New modes of delivery
In addition to developing the skills of staff, universities are also actively expanding new modes of teaching and learning encompassing technology-supported learning and forms of pedagogy which encourage greater student engagement. On the technology side, all universities are now using 'virtual learning environments' (Blackboard, Moodle or Sakai) to augment their mainstream courses and provide greater opportunity for new distance and blended learning programmes. These systems are now deeply embedded into the teaching and learning landscape in most institutions. 
The sophistication of these systems is also increasing rapidly, moving from simply enabling access to lecture notes and handouts to the use of online reflective journals (or 'blogs'), integrated multimedia (such as video and audio podcasts), automated lecture recording, live video-conference support and even some experimentation linking with ‘Second Life’ and other virtual spaces. Thus Irish undergraduates are being exposed to the latest learning technologies and developing an ease and familiarity with technology and advanced communications tools, regardless of their particular subject discipline.  

3.4 Curriculum Development
Historically, within universities, curricula were largely defined in terms of the knowledge content and the weight of disciplinary tradition. This is no longer the case, curriculum design is a key component of all of the available accredited programmes in teaching and learning. In addition, curricula are increasingly being shaped to reflect the needs of the national economy, graduate employers, standards and requirements of professional bodies and the requirements of the Bologna Process in regard to learning outcomes, credit transfer and aligned assessment. At the same time, there is a need to strike a balance between broad intellectual formation and response to the specific requirements of the marketplace as reflected in “broad curriculum” approaches being pursued in some institutions. 

3.5 Teaching and Learning Advances Need Consolidation 
Many of the advances described above have been supported by the Strategic Innovation Fund which was proposed by the universities to stimulate precisely these kinds of developments which could not be resourced within the confines of the core budget. The task now is to fully mainstream these initiatives within the universities. This can be achieved by creating a dedicated line for teaching and learning within the new funding system proposed in section 1.1.
3b. Research and Innovation

3.6 Need to Invest through Recessionary Cycle
The investments which Government has made in research over the past decade have been instrumental in strengthening the University System’s capacity to educate graduates and postgraduates with advanced skills. They have also greatly enhanced the capacity for collaboration and knowledge transfer between Universities and Industry. 
In the current global recession it is understandable that the value of investment in research – especially basic research – may be questioned, as businesses and government increasingly focus on the “bottom line”. Research and innovation is of its nature long term and risky. Often research innovations can hold early promise only to seem, subsequently, to fail. However, there is empirical evidence that research investment through the recessionary cycle can bring strong rewards and that what seemed like failed innovations in the short term, become industry changing paradigm shifts when viewed from a more mature perspective. It is important therefore that continuity of the existing approach to research and innovation is maintained.

3.7 Unified Research and Innovation Strategy Yielding Results
University research cannot be seen in isolation as it is part of an overall national strategy to develop a research and innovation ecosystem encompassing public and private initiatives. The unifying thread in that strategy is people and skills and government support through direct investment and the R&D tax credit. Some results thus far from this strategy are:

· Business spend on research and development doubled, from €800 million in 2001 to €1.6 billion in 2007 and is set to have grown again in 2008. 

· 40 percent of IDA Ireland’s 2007 investments were in R&D.

· Increased investment by firms in R&D has led to the number of researchers employed in industry growing by twenty percent overall, while the numbers of industry researchers holding a PhD trebled – suggesting an increase in the sophistication of research as well as its volume.

· In research output, the number of papers produced in the EU increased by 25 percent since the 1990’s whereas Irish research output grew by two hundred percent in the same period. In citations per paper, Ireland has moved from thirty sixth in the world in 2003 to nineteenth in 2008. These advances are reflected in the growing standing of our Universities in the international rankings, many of which are heavily influenced by research performance.

· Growing collaboration between universities and industry is reflected in Nine CSETS and Seventeen Strategic Research Clusters partnering with over 125 multinational companies and SMEs.

· Invention disclosures from HEI researchers grew from 135 in 2005 to 264 in 2007

· Over one hundred companies have spun out of the HE system, over fifty percent of these in the last three to five years.
3.8 Research and human capital are inextricably linked

In regard to the provision of doctoral (level 10) education, this requires research of scale to support it. In Ireland, such scale exists uniquely in the universities. Effective graduate education, as reflected in the universities implementation of structured PhD programmes, also requires scale. These programmes are essential to achieving the goals of the smart economy by ensuring that PhD graduates have acquired deep knowledge, but also the skills and competencies required to work in, and contribute to, the wide range of occupations which employ PhD holders. The process of competitive, peer reviewed, funding for research (which we strongly support) is enhancing the development of scale in selected focus areas within and across the universities. As already indicated, the continued evolution of the system through a competitive system which rewards excellence, is essential. 
3.9 Essential to Maintain Confidence in Research and Innovation Strategy
We are at a critical juncture. Very significant effort has been put into building up our knowledge resources and research base. That effort has allowed us to stay in the game when competing for FDI investment with R&D intensive competitors such as Singapore. It is yielding demonstrable results both in FDI and indigenous industrial development as summarised above. However, there remains considerable scepticism that Ireland’s commitment to innovation is deep and long term. It is essential that we maintain and grow the confidence of students, researchers, and international investors in our research strategy. This can be achieved by:
· Maintaining the investment plan set out in the National Development Plan/SSTI for both public and private RTI.

· Beginning now to develop a new strategy for the post 2013 period

· Redoubling efforts to strengthen linkages between the universities and business in research, commercialisation and innovation through the soon to be established Innovation Taskforce. 

4. Management and Governance

4.1 Autonomy Central to Successful Universities
The strategy should commit to maintaining a network of autonomous institutions operating within a governance framework which provides for effective internal governance and the appropriate levels of external accountability and transparency, and a policy framework which promotes and rewards collaboration.  This will underpin the confidence of government and the public in relation to the delivery of key outputs and the efficient use of resources. While these concepts are all in place at present, the strategy can bring greater refinement and clarity as outlined below.

4.2 More Complex Institutions Need Enhanced Management

Relative to twenty, or even ten years ago, the business of the Universities has grown significantly in complexity. The scale of research has grown enormously, as has doctoral education. Undergraduate numbers continue to expand and course provision has been modernized through modularization and new methods of delivery.  There has been a significant internal rationalisation of the Universities through the move to the school/college based system. This has taken place within a policy framework which incentivises collaboration. Such collaboration has grown in scale and diversity both among universities and between the university system and other higher education providers, and the public and private sectors.

Funding sources are also more diverse, as is the makeup of the student body. International education is growing in scale with movements of students into and out of Ireland; this increasingly driven by external indices of university performance. Increased accountability is expected of institutions in the management of public funds. 

These developments have placed greater emphasis on management and leadership skills, to manage complexity (both internal and external in the context of the collaborative environment described above), promote efficiency and enhance accountability. This trend will continue over the life of the strategy. Human resources development, and performance and talent management are assuming greater significance in this context. The strategy should recognize and support the strengthening of management capacity within the Universities across all these dimensions. 

4.3 Academic Freedom must be Balanced with Accountability
Academic Freedom is central to the effective functioning of Universities. Innovation and the creation of new knowledge can only flourish in an environment where staff have the freedom to test existing concepts and explore new avenues. 

However, with academic freedom comes responsibility, to both students and the institution, as well as to the individual academics’ discipline. The core functions of academic staff are research and knowledge transfer, teaching and learning, and contribution to the work of the department the University, the professional academic community and the wider regional, national and international communities. Accountability and transparency will be enhanced by the development and implementation of Workload Allocation Models which provide a basis to equitably and transparently manage the distribution of work across these key fields. Such models tend to be time based, points based or normative.  Internationally, many institutions which have workload models use a variety of these systems across the institution rather than one unitary system. We are committed to pursuing this approach. 
4.4 Full Economic Costing will Strengthen Financial Planning
The proposed resourcing framework with its clearer links between inputs and outputs will provide the foundation for increased transparency in the expenditure of public moneys. This will be reinforced by the implementation of the Full Economic Costing system which will bring greater precision to the costing of inputs. 

4.5 Shared Services have Potential to Add Value
There is considerable interest in the public and private sectors in the development of shared services, both to promote cost efficiencies and deliver improved service quality. The universities are actively examining the development of shared services and are committed to implementing such services where there is a clear cost/benefit advantage to doing so. 

4.6 Composition of Governing Authorities Can Strengthen University Performance
As regards the overall governance of Universities, the existing framework for governing authorities provided in the Universities Act has the benefit of ensuring that the authorities bring an external/stakeholder perspective to bear. This is a valuable feature which should be retained. The effectiveness of governing authorities might also be enhanced by their continuing to be representative, but, perhaps, less representational in character. This would provide more scope for the appointment of members with specific skills relevant to specific missions and strategies of the individual institutions. As Universities become more diverse in their funding and more entrepreneurial in their activities, the need for such skills will increase.

5. Request for Identification of Priority Changes

The call for submissions asks for a contribution on the issue of vision for Higher Education. It also asks for the identification of three priority changes to the system and the identification of factors which could inhibit those changes. While responding to that request below, we would stress that what is presented in this submission is an integrated set of views and merit consideration as such. 
In this paper, we have articulated a vision for HE overall and for the Universities specifically. As regards the matter of priority changes, based on the views set out above, we would highlight the following, noting that maintaining some key existing policies should have equal weight to addressing deficiencies in the system.
1. Move from the current distributional resourcing system to the system proposed above based on funding the delivery of identified outputs, with resourcing based on the real cost of providing those outputs and increase the diversity of funding so as to reduce dependence on the central Exchequer. This system must be predicated on a commitment to enhancing quality.
2. Fully implement the SSTI/NDP commitments to Research and Innovation across the physical sciences and arts, humanities and social sciences, and begin the development of the next generation strategy to 2020.

3. Strengthen diversity in the system, while not creating excessive fragmentation by confirming the central role of the Universities in the provision of Masters and Doctoral level education, developing strategies for enhanced participation of targeted cohorts and promoting collaboration among institutions particularly on a regional basis aimed at streamlining provision.
While there may be resourcing constraints in the short term which need to be considered – and such consideration needs to take place in the context of considering investment in HE as essential capital - there are no fundamental obstacles to implementing these changes. 
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