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1 Establishment of a University of Technology of Ireland

A new University, comprising the Institutes of Technology as individual colleges, with a mission to continue to provide education and training that is aimed at the economic, social, cultural and regional development of the State should be established. This new university through its constituent colleges must strengthen diversity of provision thereby allowing the higher education sector to meet the needs of the diverse range of learners and the economy. The graduates from this new University must be given the recognition they deserve on both a national and international stage. I believe current graduates from Institutes of Technology do not receive due recognition for their qualifications as the title of Institute of Technology is perceived as second class within Ireland and not recognised outside the country.

This new University must encompass change in governance, management and delivery of higher education to enable flexible responses to the increasing pace of change in our environment.

The new University should continue to expand the role of the Institutes of Technology in increasing participation from under-represented learners and should provide programmes in a range of formats to facilitate the diversity of learning styles of all who have the capacity to participate. 

A specific outcome of the establishment of this new University should be the achievement of increased efficiencies in the administration and delivery of higher education through shared services. 

Obstacles to achievement of this objective

I believe the main obstacle to the achievement of a University of Technology as outlined above is the perception among decision makers that such a proposal will result in “mission drift” whereby the colleges of the new University will change their mission to duplicate the traditional University sector.  Such “mission drift” is not proposed and will only happen if the current model is allowed to continue.

2 Change in the funding model for Institutions and Learners

It is essential that a credit based funding model that encompasses all learners participating in higher education be developed and implemented. An equitable model of learner support for all learners based on wealth is also required.

The funding model for Institutions must reflect all learners and the current differentiation between traditional full-time and part-time learners, from both a fees and an institutional funding perspective, must be removed. The model must reflect the needs and supports required by the learners in particular those who may not have traditionally availed of higher education. A proportion of funding should be tied to performance in the delivery of national priorities.

With regard to learner support mechanisms a new model must also be developed which reflects wealth rather than income and which includes all learners whether they study on a full- or part-time basis. The current situation where learners designated as part-time are excluded from availing of even the basic learner supports must change. The current differentiation in fee policy for full- and part-time learners on programmes up to level 8 on the NQAI framework must also be removed.

Obstacles to the achievement of this objective

The primary obstacle to the achievement of this objective is uncertainty with the regard to the government policy on the apportionment of the cost of higher education between the individual, the state and enterprise. Government must development and implement a coherent policy with regard to who bears the cost of higher education, regardless of what format it is availed of, as a matter of priority. Any increased contributions from individuals and/or enterprise must be used to provide enhanced student supports to those learners who require it. In addition the central role of higher education in contributing to a knowledge based economy must be recognised and funded accordingly.

3 Introduce a department of Higher Education and Enterprise

The Irish government structure should be revamped to include a department of Higher Education and Enterprise thereby increasing the priority of higher education in a knowledge economy while integrating the enterprise agenda in a coherent fashion.  I believe the introduction of such a department would facilitate development and implementation of a more integrated policy framework for higher education which could be focused and responsive to changing enterprise and market conditions. This department should take responsibility for the development of the smart economy through innovation and research. The department should strengthen the links between enterprise and education and ensure the alignment and delivery of appropriate government policy.

I believe the introduction of such a department should in no way undermine the importance of pre-school, primary and secondary education and should be used to enhance the development of all areas of education within the country.

Obstacles to the achievement of this objective

I believe that if there is political will and provided that the other important areas of education are strengthened there is no major obstacle to the implementation of this initiative. The challenge, however, will exist in ensuring that this new department develops and implements policy in an innovation and flexible manner.

