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There are too many boundaries in Irish education.  Primary to post-primary; the 

transition from post-primary to higher education; boundaries between further and 

higher education; between apprenticeships and higher education; between part 

time and full time education; between on campus and distance education; between 

adults and school leavers.  We need “to wake up and smell the coffee” – this 

“boundariness” just won’t do.  It does not reflect the lived reality of people today.  

It will NOT serve the increasingly diverse needs of those who want to access 

education and training anytime, anyplace, anywhere.  We might call them 

“martini students” for those of you who remember the advertising jingle for that 

vile concoction. 

 

Earlier this month the HEA held one of our bi-annual Forward Look Forums.  The 

theme on that occasion was “Unbundling” of Higher Education: What are the 

Implications and Opportunities for Ireland.  In a background paper for the 

Forum, Prof Ellen Hazelkorn, drawing on a range of sources, wrote - 

 

“Global trends are influencing and changing the world of work profoundly. Most 

studies point to a shift away from the standard employment model, in which 

people have stable jobs and work full time to a situation in which this standard 

employment model is less and less dominant. New technology and changes in the 
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way in which enterprises organize production and services are key factors. 

Others point to “Uberisation” and rise of the “gig-economy”, as employment 

shifts from the career, to the job, to the task.  

 

In Ireland, a  big challenge over the next decade or so will not only be ensuring 

the supply of the quantity and quality of skills required in the labour market but 

also meeting the demand for an estimated 400,000 replacement jobs by 2020. As 

people live longer, there will also be a further need for people to upskill, reskill 

and change their skills and competence mix to meet new, unforeseen, 

opportunities.   

 

 “Unbundling” refers to: 1) the reorganisation and restructuring of educational 

provision and delivery, and to 2) the changes in higher education institutions and 

emerging alternative institutional models – in response to changing social, 

economic and educational needs.  

 

As the system expands to meet the needs of more and new learners, there has been 

an “unbundling” of aspects of the higher education experience so that students 

can tailor their entry, exit, assessment and qualifications to their personally 

determined needs, rather than being required to fit a standardised mould. Credit-

based systems, often referred to as stackable qualifications, allow students to 

study selected parts of a programme in formal education over time, and often in 

different locations, as a way to undertake their qualification or upgrade skills. 

Further examples of innovation involve expansion in the range of flexible 

educational products and services, including model/mode of delivery, pathways 

and shorter courses/programmes. These developments represent a significant 

shift from traditional time-served practices (e.g. qualification based on 2, 3 or 4 

years) to competency-based education.  
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By assessing student learning in terms of demonstrable competencies (which can 

include knowledge, skills and attitudes) and not as a record of classes attended 

nor time taken, CBE seeks to offer a much more flexible approach to higher 

education that will support adult, part-time and mobile learners. “ 

 

It is a truth universally acknowledged that the principle of lifelong learning is at 

the core of Europe and Ireland’s future development as a society and an economy.  

However, while acknowledging that some progress that has been made, there is 

in Ireland a significant gap between the rhetoric and the reality. 

 

As recently as last year, the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs highlighted how 

lifelong learning rates in Ireland are well below the EU average and the gap 

between Ireland’s performance and the EU average is likely to have widened 

further since. 

 

While participation rates in further and higher education have grown, this has 

largely been as a result of demand from Ireland’s large, youth population, rather 

than a nuanced response at national and local level to what types of education 

programmes are needed, where, when, how and to whom these should be 

delivered.  

 

It remains the case that the vast majority of participants in higher education are 

aged 18 to 20 years; from middle to higher earning socio-economic groups;  and 

who are studying full-time.  In other words, a sector that is largely not, with some 

noble exceptions, one that is open and supportive of participation by learners from 

all walks and stages of life.  
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Current Position 

Implementation of a National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 commenced 

five years ago.  The vision underpinning this strategy was the need for reform and 

change so as to put the higher education sector in the best position possible to 

respond to the demands of current and future challenges.  

 

As a result of this strategy, and its implementation by the HEA and HEIs, the 

landscape in higher education has been transformed over the past five years. New 

co-operative structures are in place between regional clusters of higher education 

institutions and local education and enterprise partners. There have been very 

significant and successful mergers between institutions, in particular in the area 

of teacher training, the new DCU being a case in point. Three groups of institutes 

of technology are engaged in a process of development towards becoming 

technological universities. 

 

As part of the strategy, there have been other positive developments, of particular 

relevance to strengthening lifelong learning.  

 

The first is the work done by regional clusters of education institutions on the 

mapping and development of more coherent pathways for learners to higher 

education: for those who are making the transition to the sector from school; from 

further education or from employment or unemployment.  I know that significant 

progress has been made on this by DCU and partners through the MEND 

(Midlands, East and North Dublin) initiative. I look forward to further reports of 

progress on this project and also to the wider dissemination and sharing of the 

good practices that have been developed with clusters who are not as far as 

advanced.  
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A second core objective in the National Strategy is that higher education 

institutions significantly ramp up levels of flexible/part-time provision of courses 

and significant progress was made in very short space of time. In six years (2007-

2013), the proportion of higher education provision that was provided on a part-

time or flexible basis rose from 7% to 19%.   

 

This has been in no small part helped by initiatives such as Springboard.   

However there are indications that progress has plateaued: this is for a variety of 

reasons but the need for flexibility remains, in particular to grow levels of lifelong 

learning.  As recommended by a HEA report in 2013, a major challenge remains 

that all students need to be equally supported by national systems of funding and 

local systems of support: regardless of pace and duration of study.  

 

A System Performance Framework underpins the implementation of the National 

Strategy by the DES, HEA and HEIs. Through an annual strategic dialogue 

process, higher education institutions provide an account of their performance in 

accordance with a set of objectives that have been agreed with the HEA. These 

include objectives for access and lifelong learning.  

 

A new National Access Plan to broaden access opportunities for under-

represented groups and a new National Skills Strategy, were published in the past 

six months and are being implemented as part of the overall National Strategy for 

Higher Education. These strategies are intertwined in that they rely on mobilising 

the talents of all people, in particular those who have not previously had the 

opportunity to access or participate in higher education. 

 

The National Skills Strategy recognises the role of increasing participation in 

lifelong learning in ensuring Ireland has a flexible, skilled workforce, where 

individuals (including low-skilled and older workers) can gain the skills to move 



6 
 

between jobs and careers throughout their working lives. Another common theme 

in both strategies is to highlight the need for greater integration and partnership 

between further and higher education to address both skills and equity gaps in our 

education system.   

 

There is a national strategy also for further education which is being led by 

SOLAS, the national further education authority. The establishment of 

SOLAS and the local Education and Training Boards is leading a period of 

significant change in the FE sector.  One of the objectives of Ireland’s further 

education strategy is that 10% of new entrants to higher education will enter on 

the basis of a further education qualification (currently the rate is 6%).  

 

 

Having gone over ground, familiar to many of you, of these four, key national 

strategies, allow me to reconceptualise further and higher education in Ireland to 

really deliver on the ideal of an Ireland that supports and cherishes lifelong 

learning for all. I believe we need to have a radical rethink because if we continue 

as we are there is a serious risk that many of our national ambitions set out in the 

various strategies will not be realised.  

 

As a first step, I would suggest there is a need for a post second level education 

and training strategy, comprehending in one coherent statement further and 

higher education, as well as apprenticeship.  While the ambition for closer 

collaboration is clear in all of the current strategies, the reality is often one of 

duplication, competition and lack of transparency and progression for learners.  

 

I propose too that implementation of such a strategy be underpinned by a single 

fund, combining all current funding, with additional funding as required. 

 

http://www.solas.ie/
http://www.etbi.ie/
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In such a scenario there is a clear case for a single tertiary education and training 

authority, which would act as funder and regulator of the entire system and be 

accountable to the Minister for Education and Skills for performance and 

outcomes.  We need look only as far as Scotland to see a good model.  

 

Such a combined system would support greater co-ordination in the provision of 

level 6 and 7 qualifications. There are potential benefits for learners, institutions 

and the economy of the early levels of post second level education being provided 

in further education settings. This would allow graduates from such courses to 

exit with relevant skills and/or to transfer to higher levels of education through 

clearly articulated pathways.  The US community colleges provide models.  

 

Underpinning these changes should be the putting in place of a broad transfer 

agreement. Such an agreement would allow for competency based transfer across 

all post second level education and training institutions, all courses and 

disciplines.   

 

I recognise that none of this is without challenge and would take time, as it should, 

if we are to do it well.  But not too much time or we will be overtaken by events.  

Now is as good a time as any to start the debate. Meeting the needs of the future 

requires a further and higher education sector that is prepared to move outside of 

current comfort zones towards a shared space, much more collaborative, 

integrated and attuned to need.  The pace of social and technological change is 

such that it is imperative that the road ahead is a shared one, rather than parallel 

tracks.  

 

 


