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1. A Paradigm Shift in Higher Education

The National Strategy for Higher Education (NSHE) should propose change in Irish Higher Education that will enable Ireland and its citizens to meet 21st century change and challenges.

These changes include a changing global economic order and global educational, research and innovation upgrading. Demographic change presents major future challenges. Technological and sectoral change will accelerate as will changes towards a low carbon digital society. Higher education occurs in a context of global information exchange and change in the organisation of work.

Higher education institutions both compete and collaborate and do so across international borders. The NSHE should give new insights into when national interests might best be served by a unified national system, when strong regional collaboration in providing services is best, when institutional collaborations should be enabled and encouraged.

The conflict between resources availability and the demands of quality and increasing participation suggests a review of the economics of higher education.

The note raises some issues – not in priority order – that should influence the NSHE. It makes some suggestions to address some of these issues.

2. Changing Global Economic Order

The Nobel Prize winner Robert Fogel in a 2007 paper (4) made predictions of the GDP breakdown in 2040 which strongly illustrates a changed global economic order (Fig.1). “Western” economies show a comparative decline to 2040 while major comparative increases occur in large population countries – China, India and six SE Asian countries (Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, South Korea, Singapore and Taiwan). Brazil, Mexico and South Africa, although not shown, are also expected to grow strongly.

The changing multipolar global economic order has major implications for Ireland’s economy, its educational and innovation infrastructure and investment flows. The global middle class, who invest in their childrens’ education, in growing (5). The global output of quality graduates is increasing massively bringing downward pressure on the “graduate dividend” (18). Quality research and innovation are being globalised. A small country must respond by identifying its potential strengths and by increasing the quality of its higher education output and by organising its utilisation of resources and skills in more innovative and competitive ways.

Multinational enterprises – including Irish ones – planning investment increasingly have available to them “high-technology lower-cost” locations (18). Ireland’s response must include the outputting of graduates more strongly enabled and motivated to exploit competitively new and existing knowledge. Ireland’s innovation structure must be strengthened (7), (17).

The NSHE should propose mechanisms to strengthen the creative, academic and innovation links between HE in Ireland and the Irish diaspora.

Fundamentally, the NSHE is about locating Ireland culturally, creatively, economically, socially and technologically high in the top raking nations in a more competitive world.

3. Demographic Change

A National Strategy for Higher Education must address the serious future educational and economic consequences of demographic change. Ireland – like all European countries – has a workforce of increasing average age. It has a growing old-age dependency ratio (Fig.3) with serious implications for care and pension provision (22). Europe’s population is in comparative decline (Fig.4). The response to this demographic change must be increased participation, productivity and persistence in the workforce. These are strongly correlated to educational qualifications (Fig.5) with much lower rates for the lower qualified (3).

The economics of investing in inservice

 professional development for adults – 

including older adults – is therefore changing

 in favour of such investment. Irish adult 

participation in “life-long learning” is below 

the EU average (13).

Participation and persistence in the workplace

 are relevant to adults of all age groups. This 

brings a sharp focus on the opportunity costs

 of so-called “full-time” undergraduate 

courses and, more strongly, full-time post-graduate provision. The economics of HE should consider the opportunity costs, of full-time and other formats.

With demographic change immigrant skills become important as does immigrant access to professional upskilling.   


 




4. Educational Upgrading/Mass HE

Irish future skills reports recommended targets such as a 94% upper secondary completion rate and a 70+% higher education entry rate. A NSHE should address the appropriate educational response to the diverse needs of so many learners.

One immediate barrier to achieving these targets in the widespread phenomenon of comparative male under-participation and 

under achievement (Fig.7). Across all OECD countries (3) there is a gap of 12 points in the entry rates of males and females to Honours Degrees. In 2008/9 in Ireland the university undergraduate enrolment is 41.6% male and 58.4% female. The undergraduate population of TCD is 37% male 63% female – no longer reflecting the society that funds the university. Comparative advantage can be gained by successfully addressing this complex issue which currently denies higher education potentially good students (16). This should be a major aim of the NSHE. This issue is finally receiving major international attention (e.g. (20), (21)). 

All high point (450+) school leavers regardless of social class and gender enrol in higher education (14). Furthermore, school Leavers’ Surveys (13) show that almost all with 4 honours progress to higher education. 90% of those with 1 – 3 honours proceed to higher (68%) or further education. Education upgrading must therefore address improving attainment at upper secondary level and addressing the needs of those who do not complete upper secondary or who 

underattain at that level. These needs are complex.

Educational Upgrading requires a diversity of formats and levels to match diverse needs. One would expect the non-University sector – the IoTs and the VECs – to lead in this provision. In Ireland since 2000 diversity in aspects of HE has in fact reduced. Fewer Level 6 courses are offered, there has been a decline in Level 6/7 intakes and, through a relaxation of progression rules, a decline in Level 6 and Level 7 output to the workforce. Of the 42,000 who accepted CAO places in 2008 fewer than 3,000 – allowing for non-completion and progression – will emerge with Level 6/7 qualifications as their highest qualification to the workforce. Higher participation has been accompanied not by an increase but by a reduction in the diversity of output.

Apprentice arrangements in Ireland are weak and in need of a total reform. Largely dependent on a few construction-based trades – now collapsing – this work-and-study system does not distinguish prior achievement, fail to address progression, operates at only one level regardless of occupation and has no experienced adult entry routes. The 25 occupations now attract 2,600, all male, annually – down from 8,500 in 2007 – and most occupations have a tiny intake. New dynamic organisational arrangements are needed.

The NSHE should recommend a statutory Employer/Education structure to promote and monitor work-and-study learning formats at a variety of levels to widen opportunities and to match diverse needs and address of future skills. Apprentice and Senior Apprentice programmes addressing future skills should be included under this new structure. Work-and-study formats are provider/employer/learner collaborations to promote skill/qualification acquisition. They have a variety of forms e.g. day-release, half-day release, block release. They combine work experience with formal learning. (They are quite distinct from part-time courses run independently of employers.) They are effective at a variety of levels undergraduate and graduate.



5. The Economics of Higher Education

The NSHE should review the economics of higher education. There is a conflict between the limits on resource availability and the demands of quality and the targets of increased participation. This conflict should drive a full strategic review of priorities and non-priorities, of formats, levels and delivery methods and of the balance of funding sources.

The “graduate dividend” i.e. the average financial gain attributable to a graduate qualification in some cases is said to be under downward pressure (18). Information on graduate dividends by discipline and level should be regularly published.

Full-time undergraduate provision is not that – it is, at best, full-time seasonal. Term-time paid work by students makes it part-time seasonal. The economics of the 22-24 week teaching year with half year idle facilities and students should be examined. The economics of 46 week provision, whether full- or part-time, should be fully explored for some learners. Such formats result in earlier qualification and skilled entry to the workforce and may suit the needs of a wide variety of learners. The NSHE should propose at least one national centre in each major discipline areas to operate on a 46 week teaching year.

New balances of resourcing need to be struck – between the State, the individual learner and economic life, between formats and levels, between disciplines. Many believe that tuition-free HE is both inefficient and inequitable (19). Demographic change and the need for productive workforce participation and persistence favours investment in inservice professional development. A balance between investment in training researchers and in those promoting the innovative exploitation of knowledge is important (17).

A decrease in early specialisation in Higher Education may be both educationally better and less resource demanding. A national overview of later specialisations may suggest their more economic rational provision. Later decision making should also be closer to the market.

A national programme at a range of levels of varied work-and-study formats for trainees, apprentices, senior apprentices, interns, graduate trainees through provider/employer/student employee collaboration could widen opportunity in an economic way. It could enable economic life to contribute while benefitting from work, increasing skills and curricular consultation. It could contribute to a new balance in State/economic life resourcing. It could enable individuals of all ages to acquire qualifications and experience at lower cost to the state.

Higher education, like other service industries, needs to exploit in appropriate disciplines e.g. humanities, business subjects, the efficiencies of IT through, for instance, the exploitation of learning formats blending some face-to-face contact with IT-enabled communication and delivery. In some disciplines this could be a highly economic way to promote learning.

Opportunity costs should be more fully taken into account in determining the balance on resourcing between formats and levels. 

6. Technological Change/Generic Skills

Technological change will be accelerated by the globalisation of research and innovation. Speed to market will accelerate and some product life cycles may reduce.

As important as research skills in the competitive environment will be the innovative, entrepreneurial and creative skills to exploit new and existing knowledge and markets. Higher education should balance its attention to and provision of such skill sets. 

While the highest technical skills are necessary to exploit technology, in a changing world employers are laying emphatic emphasis on flexibility and generic skills (2). Generic skills include a range of discipline-independent skills such as advanced communication skills, creative thinking and problem solving skills, IT skills, information sourcing and analysis skills, team-working skills and a breath of interests. Some employers rate generic skills as equal in importance to technical skills – some rate them as of greater importance (18). It is important that generic skills be embedded and assessed in upper secondary and higher education. (It is regrettable that a non-curricular HPAT has been introduced for high ability medical faculty applicants rather than encouraging the embedding and assessment of high-level generic skills in the Higher Leaving Certificate (15). A NSHE has to be built in the quality of the upper secondary system not on Australian non-curricular tests.

The importance of generic skills is another reason for a review of the widening range of early specialisations offered to new HE entrants. It may be better educationally, facilitate better choices and be a better use of resources to offer more composite less specialised early years in HE, encouraging generic skills, with a later rational national offering of specialisations.

Later specialised choice should ensure a closer link between the graduate market and supply. 

Technological change is driving a reorganisation of work which is also needed to address educational upgrading, to protect the graduate dividend, to facilitate an aging workforce, to encompass the move to a low-carbon digital society. It is to be expected that technology will change the delivery, efficiency and reorganisation of higher education in significant ways and this should be addressed in the NSHE. 

7. Primacy of Quality

Maintaining a high global ranking for the quality of higher education at all levels is a matter of strategic national importance. National reputation is more strongly based in the quality of graduate than on their quantity. The NSHE should ensure the future Irish quality repute and national arrangements to secure it. 

Recent years have raised some issues of concern. Through legal or delegated authority up to 25 centres in this state now award Honours Degrees. There is evidence of unevenness of standard or measured, say, by the proportion of H1 degrees related to the average standard of entry.

Furthermore, there are now up to 20 centres with the authority to award Ph.D.s. As the “national standard” in any discipline is, in a sense, the standard of the “weakest” centre the NSHE should address the issue of whether national quality standards may be better served by greatly reducing the authorised centres through collaborative arrangements.

Progression conditions have been eased since 2000 which can hardly be argued as improving quality. Quality is not a function of the duration of studies. The NSHE should review progression arrangements.

Apprentice programmes do not distinguish the educational achievements or level of their entrant. They do not sufficiently promote or facilitate progression. These seem to be quality defect.

The embedding and assessment of a range of high generic skills should be required to satisfy future quality criteria.

 (Self regulation has been shown recently not to work for medical consultants, lawyers, accountants, bankers and British parliamentarians!)

8. Three Changes

In order to address some of the issues raised in this note (and to conform with the request for three changes!) The following changes are suggested. They are mutually compatible and not in any priority order.

Change 1: That the NSHE propose a new arrangement for HE involving a different mix of formats, levels and outputs and with changed funding arrangements.

This new arrangement is to facilitate increased participation by school leavers through varied formats and levels and as major increase in adult, including older adult, professional upskilling and development.

The new arrangements should include the following:

· some move away from full-time seasonal formats as the dominant educational formats for school leavers

· the initiation under new statutory arrangements of varied work-and-study formats, at various undergraduate levels and post-graduate level to address future skills, to widen access for school leavers and adults and to enable economic life to contribute strongly to national skill acquisition

· the incorporation of the residual apprentice system in these new broader, deeper and more dynamic work-and-study arrangements

· the introduction of at least one centre nationally in each broad discipline area offering 46 week teaching years (full-time and part-time) and thus the accelerated acquisition of qualifications and work-force participation

· the full exploitation of IT and the introduction in apprentice disciplines of formats blending some face-to-face contact with IT communication and delivery

· the inclusion of these new formats e.g. work-and-study, full-year teaching and IT enabled into the central admission system

· a new balance in resourcing between the state, the individual and economic life for all formats full-time and part-time

· the striking of a new balance in resourcing between the search for new knowledge (research) and the innovative exploitation of knowledge old and new (entrepreneurship) 

Change 2: That the NSHE propose arrangements to secure the highest global quality reputation for all of Irish Higher Education. 

These new arrangements to include the following:

· the securing of the highest international standards for all Honours Degrees, Ph.D.s and other qualifications, the significant reduction of the number of centres nationally authorised to make these awards (by collaborative arrangements or other means), the monitoring of Irish “national” standards

· the restoration of more demanding progression arrangements from qualifications to higher level qualification

· the reduction in excessive specialisation in the course offerings to new undergraduates, the offering of wider composite initial years laying strong foundations and generic skills, the national rationalisation of later specialist options and the opening of national access to them

· the emphasis and embedding of high generic skills in HE programmes, the assessment of such skill

· the recognition that quality is not related to the format or level of a course nor its duration, the securing of the value and status of qualification at various levels 

· the reconsideration of non-curricular (HPAT) test for University selection, the encouragement of the embedding of high generic skills in the (Higher) Leaving Certificate as a preparation for higher education

· the prioritisation of high quality programmes in resource allocation 

Change 3: That the NSHE propose that Irish Higher Education lead a sustained resourced national project to gain national comparative advantage by closing the gap in average participation and attainment between males and females in upper secondary and higher education. 

This proposal to include the following:

· the project to be research based using Irish research and growing international insights

· the project to encourage and involve the collaboration of schools, individuals, families, teachers and the wider society

· the project to target the halving the male/female gap in Honours Degree entry by 2015 and the closing of the gap by 2020

· the project to recognise the complexity and diversity involved and to recognise that actions to address the needs of certain male learners will also meet those of some female learners

· the project to recognise that some male underattainment is linked to social background so that overcoming it will be a major step towards social equality and inclusion (for males and females)

· the project to exploit, where appropriate, curricular and format changes (see Chapter 1 above)

· the project to be regionally led by a collaboration of the HE institutions in each region
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Fig.2 EU Innovation Scoreboard.
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Fig.4 Global Population 2000/2040.
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The UN ranks countries (11) by their Human Development Index into countries of high, medium or low development. Fig.6 shows the much higher population growth figures in countries of low development and the high proportion of children in those countries in 2015. A NSHE should give emphasis to an increased international developmental role, nationally organised, for Irish HE as a sector in areas such as teacher training, research collaboration, scholarships/fellowships


and exchanges.   
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Fig.5 Employment Rates 2006.
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Fig.7: Entry Rates to Honours Degrees 2006.





Fig.8: Progression to HE by Leaving Cert. results 2007.
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Fig.9: Work-and-Study Formats.





Work-and-Study Formats





Learner�
Provider�
Qualification�
�
Trainee�
VECs�
Level 5�
�
Apprentice�
VECs, IoTs�
Level 6�
�
Senior Apprentice, Trainee Technician�
IoTs�
Level 7�
�
Intern�
Univ., IoTs�
Level 8�
�
Graduate Trainee�
Univ., IoTs�
Level 9, 10�
�









12

