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Submission to the Consultation on the National Strategy for Higher Education

by

(Bernard) Andrew Lennon BE MSc MPhil PhD EurIng CEng MIEI
Higher education in Ireland falls into three categories; the universities, the institutes of technology, and the specialist colleges. I restrict my submission to the universities in Ireland but many of the points are relevant to the institutes of technology and to the other colleges.

The consultation group requested submission on the three most significant changes to make to Irish higher education institutions. I submit three changes that I should wish to make to the universities in Ireland.

1. Universities to focus on their position as houses of scholarship.

2. Focus undergraduate degree courses on strong general education and reduce over-specialisation and technical training at undergraduate level.

3. Build the human infrastructure in universities in addition to the physical infrastructure.

1. Universities as Houses of Scholarship

The first change that I wish to make is to explicitly state that universities are to be houses of scholarship. Universities are being focused away from scholarship by requirements to act as industrial innovators, as consultancy for industry, as technical training institutions, and various other distractions. The definition of a university is a community of scholars dedicated to the study of universal knowledge. Any institution that does not have such a focus cannot call itself a university.

We live in an era when information is readily available from many sources yet knowledge remains scarce. Information on its own has little use without being studied and subjected to examination. Such study is part of scholarship.

Scholarship has many aspects. Scholarship generates knowledge, maintains and stores that knowledge, and transmits the knowledge. Generating knowledge is part of research in its many forms across all disciplines. It varies from large scientific laboratories to a researcher working alone in an archive. Maintaining and storing knowledge takes place in the physical settings of libraries, archives, museums, and galleries. The most important part of maintaining and storing knowledge is the human side. Universities must have scholars if knowledge is to be generated, maintained, and transmitted.

Transmitting knowledge has many forms and is an integral part of generating and maintaining knowledge. Scholars publish books and papers, give lectures and seminars, attend conferences, and provide tutorial teaching to undergraduates. Other examples of transmitting knowledge are the provision of expert advice to the public sector and specialist advice to industry and commerce.

If the universities are to fulfill their primary role as houses of scholarship then they must explicitly acknowledge this role and it must be made a condition of public funding. Other activities and foci must take a secondary role.

The main impediment is the excessive focus on “innovation” (undefined but fashionable) and short-term industrial research. Innovation requires a questioning attitude and a house of scholarship will be innovative if it works diligently at generating, storing, and transmitting knowledge. A focus on short-term industrial activity is the job of industrial/commercial organisations and this short-term focus can be detrimental to long-term work. 

2. General Education

One aspect of transmitting knowledge is the education of undergraduates. Education and training are often confused but it is important that they be distinguished. Education is the ability to think clearly and is demonstrated by reasoning, using logic, analysing problems and situations, and presenting results.

Undergraduate degree programmes in Irish universities are becoming increasingly specialised. This specialisation focuses on training to the detriment of general education. A graduate of any university degree programme should be able to think clearly and to reason, to be able to present information and discuss scholarly work. 

Degree programmes in the universities often have lengthy names with two adjectives before a noun. For example, where students once studied science now they might study “biomedical forensic science”. The strong science programme from a few years ago has become a series of training courses that leads to a degree at the end of four years. These programmes appear to train students for jobs that might or might not exist at graduation but they do not educate the students to be to think clearly, a skill that will last for their life.

The change that I wish to make is to focus undergraduate teaching on general education. Universities need to have programmes of study that incorporate courses that are taken by all undergraduate students. Examples are courses in logic, courses that require the assessment and analysis of written work, and the preparation of reports and essays. In addition, students in science, engineering and medicine need courses on the scientific method. Students in the social science need general courses on the use of information and the generation of knowledge in that broad area of scholarship. Students should move from more general courses in their first year to gradually more specialised courses rather than starting with specialised courses. At all times, students should have a requirement to submit reports and essays that demonstrate an increasing ability to think clearly.

World-leading universities focus on this general education. Examples close to Ireland are the universities of Oxford and Cambridge. These universities focus educate their undergraduates to think clearly and defend their work rather than specific technical training. A notable outcome is the demand for graduates of these universities from public and private sector organisations in Britain and around the world.

Two impediments prevent universities from changing to broad courses of study. The first impediment is the desire of central government and of many students for training that appears to be immediately relevant. One problem with the apparent relevancy is that specialised training that appears to be relevant to a Leaving Certificate student is likely to be irrelevant by the time that the student is fully qualified. Contrast this apparent relevancy with the experience of graduates from world-leading universities, where graduates who had a strong general education are in strong demand.

The second impediment is the compartmentalisation of universities into niches, with little cross-education. The teaching model in Irish universities is for subject-based departments to organise the teaching of students without considering a wider view of education. This situation occurs because of the way that universities are administered and structured. Changes to school and faculty structures have left the old departmental system in place and undergraduate programmes have made little change. 

Implementing a general education for undergraduate students would require the establishment of a strong central college in each university. Students would be members of this college, which would take responsibility for their education away from the departments. The college would encourage and nurture the students through the fundamental programmes in general education.

3. Building the Human Infrastructure

Scholarship relies on scholars, and the most important part of a university are the people. Ireland has invested heavily in physical infrastructure in recent years and had provided additional funding for researchers. I wish to encourage further growth in the human infrastructure and to divert funding from the physical infrastructure towards this human side.

Certain fields of scholarship require high levels of investment in physical infrastructure but all fields of scholarship require investment in human infrastructure. There needs to be a balance between tenured academic staff, research staff, research students (PhD students), master students, and undergraduate students. Achieving the correct balance allows a community to grow and to exchange ideas.

The change that I wish to make is to divert spending on physical infrastructure to funding on people. Many fields of study have small requirements for funding to continue and expand their work. Examples are mathematics, philosophy, history, and law. These fields might appear to be removed from immediate industrial needs but a closer look shows that they give us the mental tools that we need for difficult problems. 

Funding should change to focus on developing all fields of study and to establish a stable funding regime. The funding cycle should consider students from research student status, through post-doctoral researcher, to junior lecturer, and on to professor level.

An impediment is the focus on ICT in the national science policy. This focus appears to be an attempt to generate revenue in these areas by conducting research in these areas. Research in these fields is expensive and needs to be balanced against the number of scholars that the same funding could support in other fields. Some diversion of funding is desirable to avoid areas of scholarship becoming starved of resources.

