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Introduction 

Strategic Planning always involves a root and branch study of the current situation and a clear understanding of where the organisation is headed. The starting block in this situation, therefore, must be an agreed understanding of what education means. 
Skilbeck (2001) defines education as 

systematic processes of learning and teaching aimed at the continuing growth and development in individuals and society of skills, knowledge, values, standards of conduct and understanding (p.19).  

Thornhill’s (2003) definition supports this view, 

An important core function of education is its role in enhancing the capacity of individuals to live fulfilled lives and to develop their own potential, both as individuals and as members of communities and of society.  

Current situation in education

The research referred to above, reveals a system where education does not reflect the views of Skilbeck or Thornhill. It shows that students, their perceptions shaped by the educational experience they have undergone, view education as a consumer experience and require that information be packaged for easy consumption.   There is overwhelming support for the argument that a qualification, now, is frequently no more than a simulacrum while previously it represented knowledge and competency.  This means that a qualification is based on little more than a memory test.  Students learn capsules of information, they tend to cram for examinations at the last minute, learn predetermined answers to predetermined questions and receive a qualification for reproducing these answers in examinations.  Attendance is not just low, but intermittent, and students tend to rely on notes rather than texts.  Text ownership and consultation has been subsumed into a reliance on course notes, specifically geared to examinations.  The current business model of education sees the student as customer and education as product. This polarisation of student and lecturer occasioned by the ‘student-as-customer’ metaphor, places the student on the outside of the process as a receiver of a service provided by academic staff rather than a co-creator in his/her own learning. Despite a reluctance to read, students have higher and higher expectations of the level of their anticipated award.  Because they have such a different outlook from the one held by traditional educators, students tend to get the blame as the source of the problem when, in fact, they are the unwitting victims.
The traditional higher education model is fundamentally narrative in character.  The picture is of a narrating subject (educator) and patient, listening objects (students).  

That model is no longer suitable, for two reasons. Firstly, the higher education system now offers mass provision which is extremely costly and cannot be sustained. Secondly, the plethora of information possibilities afforded by internet access displaces the teacher as expert. Handy (1996) asserts that five hundred years ago, technology, through the printing press, allowed individuals to have their own bible at home, eroding the power of a licensed minister to interpret it for them.  In contemporary times the internet makes the knowledge of the world available without the necessary involvement of a teacher at all times.
Higher education requires, not just change, but a radically different model. The current rationalists’ paradigm of education is a seductive one– systematic, orderly and apparently capable of being exteriorised by examinations. However, research has shown that, under pressure from the demand for outcomes which can be measured, education has morphed into a simulacrum. This is the most significant feature of higher education today –there is no necessary connection between a qualification and knowledge.
The widespread introduction of semesterisation and modularisation has the effect of annihilating any possibility of leisurely reflection and absorption on the part of the student (Armstrong 2004). With semesterisation students are exposed to an alarming array of courses with no possibility of achieving depth. Research reveals that lecturers are encouraged to avoid examining topics already tested in a continuous assessment; the effect of this is to further reduce learning to memorising even smaller quantities for shorter periods. The current headlong rush to finish and file away subjects in as fast a time as possible necessarily excludes real dialogue and means that mistakes and misinterpretations by students are not addressed (Akbar 2003, Marrington & Rowe 2004), thus perpetrating the stubborn error effect (Marx & Marx 1980).  Colton warns that misinformation has more serious consequences than non-information – error is busier than ignorance. This is possibly one of the most insidious features of current education provision.
Under the current paradigm, students remain on the second stage of Kember & Gow’s (1994) five level hierarchy of learning. This, according to Ainley (2000), is a feature of Further Education rather than Higher Education. Assessment criteria are morally barren, no credit is given for effort (Gibbs et al. 2004) and ingenuity is subtly but actively discouraged by the preparation of expected answers to examination questions.  Students who gain marks as high as 80% due to the proficiency of their short-term memory may not be aware of how little they actually know.

In the face of resource constraints, the lowering of standards and the increasing of student/lecturer ratios achieve the apparently impossible feat of showing national participation rates in a positive light while still increasing the rate of return on investment. Rates of return vary from 6.5% in Italy to 17.3% in Britain.  Shorter university courses are one reason why rates of return are so high in Britain, a situation which pertains to Ireland, too, particularly in the wake of the implementation of the Bologna Agreement.  Large class sizes and reduced student contact hours also increase the rate of return. Enrolment-driven funding makes grade inflation bureaucratically profitable. There is a strong incentive for diluted criteria and no financially sound basis for following rigorous grading standards.  

Why mass provision of Higher Education?

Although the attempt at mass provision of higher education was democratic in intent, it has proven to be neither a class solvent nor a driver of meritocracy. It has simply added educational to class rigidity (Halsey et al. 1980). In the seventies concern centred on why working class children so often went into working class jobs. Pugsley (1998) suggests that it may be apposite to enquire now why so many of them get working class degrees. It is important to remember Baudrillard’s (1998) warning that the consumption of social signifiers – including, in the case of education, paper qualifications – which creates the illusion of democracy and achievement, simply shifts inequality to a hidden field where, functioning more subtly, it becomes all the more irreversible.  
Attempts at change to date

Attempts to improve education provision have tended to concentrate on the activity of teaching while persisting to ignore the fact that students are necessary players. Although ongoing professional development of teaching staff is essential, no amount of it will improve the situation while the fundamental problem – poor literacy skills on the part of students- remains unaddressed. Any attempt to improve delivery by teachers, while not facilitating students to learn, is the equivalent of mobile phone providers concentrating on improving their transmission in a situation where people have no receivers. Without student engagement education is not possible. Although  Moodle offers wonderful possibilities for electronic transfer of information, that information must be received by students in a meaningful way and cannot be imprinted onto their brains.

Strategy for change

The word ‘strategy’ responds to the question “How can we achieve our objective?” The following suggestions are an attempt to answer that question.

In view of Foy’s (1994) injunction that it is the duty of the lecturer to teach from the level where the student is, rather than from the level from where the student might be expected to have reached, the following solutions might be usefully applied.

· Achieve recognition by the student of the limiting nature of the capsule approach, which is the only form of education they know, and develop in them an awareness of the concept of independent learning.

· Provide information literacy education as an integral part of teaching.

· Develop practical courses in how to think and promote engagement within written and spoken discourse at higher level.

· Impose the standard recommended by Foy that no more than a grade ‘D’ be awarded to any examination candidate, irrespective of the content of the paper, if grammar and syntax are not at a high level.
· Ensure that decision-makers undertake some teaching throughout the academic year. Daily interaction with students would provide a different perspective from that perceived from a management viewpoint.

· Develop an organizational culture where the education of the student is the guiding principle for all activities in the organization, in the full understanding  that failures of methodology are always due to ideological errors (Freire 1972). A shift in ideology is a precursor to the facilitation of change. Every action in the educational institution should be undertaken only for sound pedagogical reasons.

· Award all students attending third level institutions a pass degree.  Such is the postmodern addiction to signs, including the signs of education, that giving a pass degree to all students would satisfy this need/want and satisfy the need of managers for high levels of enrolment. It is important to remember that the current model of education provision – education as a consumer experience – rewards the memorising of discrete capsules of information geared to facilitate students to pass examinations with the minimum engagement. In the interest of justice and fairness, it should be possible for more engaged students to achieve a higher award through the medium of reading, research and serious application. Students would, therefore, be in a position to take as little or as much from the process as they choose.
It is crucial to start from the level of the student (Singal 1991, Foy 1994).  In the case of current education provision the fundamental problem is low literacy levels.  

If a student develops a high standard of literacy s/he has, subject to personal motivation, the necessary tools to become an independent learner.  With raised literacy levels, the current intensive teaching approach –an illusion as the attendance rate can be as low as 30%- could be reduced since students would be capable of independent reading.  Immense cost savings could be achieved, thus contributing to the achievement of one of the prime objectives of managers. There is a parallel in third world development with aid agencies pleading for the provision of a fishing rod rather than a fish: ‘give a man a fish and you give him a meal.  Give him a fishing rod and you feed him for life’.    

The advent of the virtual university and Moodle provides extensive possibilities for ongoing education for those with motivation and literacy skills. Engagement and dialogue would be achieved at a much higher level; students and teaching staff would be freed from the useless (in education terms) endless assessment processes in order to concentrate on the educational development of the student. The self-help approach of e-learning, based on personal responsibility, presents opportunities which are accessible, location loose and cost effective. 
Barriers/obstacles
It is common to see finance as the major constraint in achieving change. This is not the case in this proposal. In fact, this proposal will save money, although there will be a reduction in the size of education empires in the long term.

1. The first barrier is unwillingness to see the serious deficiencies in the current education model.  
2. The second obstacle is achieving agreement on what education is and what quality measures are to be used in assessing education. Management and teaching staff have different views on quality. It is not that managers do not espouse objectives of educational quality, it is that their notions of quality relate to numbers of students, organisational size, and programme and systems development, whereas it is the accomplishment of students that is the quality indicator for academics (Stone 1995). 

3. Fear. Abandoning what we have induces fear –the task is so great and the pay-off unknown (Becker 1980).  By contrast, the systematic order of the current, rationalists’ paradigm of education is comforting- the antithesis of the indeterminate thinking in which one has to engage when contemplating change.
It is time to reflect on the aphorism – if you think education is expensive, you should try ignorance.  Higher Education appears to be carrying out such an experiment.
� McArdle-Clinton, D. (2008) The Consumer Experience of Higher Education: The Rise of Capsule Education. London. Continuum Books.
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