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Access to Medicines Ireland 

 

Access to Medicines Ireland Submission to the Department of Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation and Science “Statement of Strategy 2021 - 2023”  

Access to Medicines Ireland (AMI) welcomes the opportunity to input into the 2021-2023 

Strategy for the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science. As an advocacy group campaigning for a system of medical research and 

development which delivers affordable and accessible health technology (we use this term 

health technologies to denote vaccines, diagnostics, medical devices etc.), we are uniquely 

placed to comment on the future strategies’ ability to address public health needs.  

The adoption of a new proposed strategy provides in our view a valuable opportunity to 

address the challenge of supporting our public research institutions to sustainably deliver 

affordable and equitable access to health technologies. 

As highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic, publicly funded research is key to meeting public 

health needs. Recent reports indicate that the research and development of many of the 

potential COVID-19 vaccine candidates coming on the market have been majority-financed 

by the public sector (£6.5bn in government funding versus £2.6bn from companies' own 

investment).1  
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However, whilst the majority of the research and development of the vaccine candidates 

has been financed by government funding, and despite the AstraZeneca-Oxford 

collaborations commitment to sell the vaccine at cost, overall, there have been limited 

safeguards placed on how vaccines developed using such funding will be accessed 

downstream. Instead, private industries who have benefited from this public funding, have 

been given generally wide discretion to dictate terms of access to such vaccines 

downstream, and in many cases there are risks of profiteering.2 This in turn gives rise to real 

concern around equitable global access to such health-technologies. Aside from issues 

around pricing, there is real concern around how manufacturing of such vaccines (which 

have been largely public funding) is taking place. In particular, the current vaccine 

projections and manufacturing capacity of rights-holders within the COVID-19 context is not 

sufficient to meet the demand required to vaccinate the global population in sufficient 

numbers to end the pandemic by 2021.3  

However, manufacturing capacity could be increased considerably if rightsholders shared 

intellectual property rights, data and know-how around manufacturing processes to 

facilitate the development of generic vaccines, medicines etc. The sharing of such 

data/rights could be mandated by public funders including clauses within funding 

agreements which mandate that those who obtain such funding would ensure that access to 

any downstream products is provided at affordable prices, and/or which could for instance 

in the case of a pandemic, mandate sharing of intellectual property rights, data, know-how. 

Yet, such clauses have not been widespread in the COVID-19 context, and in our view, this is 

something which should be addressed in future. 

In our view the Department’s revised strategy 2021-23 is an opportunity to engage with 

such issues, and we recommend that where public funding is used to support leading health 

research in Ireland and elsewhere, contractual clauses should be built into such funding 

agreements to ensure the affordability and accessibility of downstream health technologies 

for the public.  

We also would recommend clauses being adopted to ensure the sharing of data, including 

clinical trial data, and research data that is generated/produced by publicly funded research, 
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and as an example of this, we welcome the emphasis that has been placed on information-

sharing in the funding calls for Irish and EU research to address COVID-19.5,6  

 

In short, we urge the Department to move to support conditionalities on all public research 

and innovation funding to ensure fair pricing of health technologies and demonstrate 

transparently the public return.7  This should include adopting clauses within any publicly-

funded research, or research partnerships which mandates responsible licensing of 

intellectual property rights, and  which mandates the sharing of data generated by such 

research. Responsible licensing practices and sharing of data not only makes the end-

products of research more accessible and affordable to the general population, but has the 

capacity to accelerate research, and avoid duplication of efforts, through the sharing of 

know-how.  

Support for such responsible licensing post-pandemic in Ireland may also draw from the 

recommendations in page 6 and 7 of the recently published European Union Pharmaceutical 

Strategy8. Section 2.2 of the strategy “ensuring patients’ access to medicines” recommends 

the use of ‘price conditionality’, as well as a review by the Commission on greater 

conditionalities to increase competition, referencing transparency of research costs and 

return on investment as factors which may “impact affordability and ultimately access for 

patients”.8  

Alongside recommendations on such responsible licensing clauses, AMI also has the 

following recommendations for the strategy: 

Firstly, we believe that public health gain should be one of the objectives of Science 

Foundation Ireland (SFI). SFI must be empowered and encouraged to promote public health 

gain as part of its funding strategy/criteria, and measures to facilitate this including 

legislative change, if needed to amend SFI aims, should be explored. 

Secondly, incentives provided by public funding should be targeted to unmet needs in the 

area of health research. The recent European Pharmaceutical Strategy 2020 released by the 

European Commission identified unmet medical need as the following:7 
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“Currently, investment does not necessarily focus on the greatest unmet needs, due to the 

absence of commercial interest or limitations of the science. Treatments for important 

diseases, for example, neurodegenerative diseases and paediatric cancers are still lacking. In 

addition, there are over 7 000 known rare diseases, including rare cancers, of which 95% still 

have no treatment option. Other shortcomings concern the lack of development of new 

antimicrobials, treatments or vaccines for emerging health threats (including those similar to 

the present pandemic, such as the severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-

CoV-2) or Middle East respiratory syndrome (MERS)) and the lack of treatments for specific 

population groups such as pregnant and breastfeeding women and older people”.  

Lastly, research into health and social care should enshrine diversity and inclusion, and 

public-patient-centered care as a matter of policy. Research should use public-patient 

involvement models, to include people with a minority ethnic or racial background, people 

who are pregnant or breastfeeding, older people and people from disadvantaged, 

vulnerable groups, such as people with disabilities, all in a gender-balanced manner. In this 

regard, we need better consideration of age, sex and gender, etc. in clinical trials (Clinical 

Trials Regulation of the EC (2014), and would like to see the Department work with the 

necessary bodies, to ensure that measures are in place (similar to those of the HRBs’8) to 

hold academic institutions accountable to transparently register clinical trials, with 

disaggregation of results by equity stratifiers.  

We wholeheartedly support the Department’s commitment “…that the opportunities 

provided by public investment and policy in those sectors are made more widely available to 

everyone, including the most vulnerable people in society.”,  and believe that this submission 

aligns with this aim. Should the opportunity arise, AMI would welcome the opportunity to 

engage with you further on this strategy. 
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The Adapt Centre 

The ADAPT Centre, the SFI research centre for AI-Driven Digital Content 

Technologies.  

 

Context 

The Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science is 

preparing its Statement of Strategy 2021 - 2023. The Statement of Strategy will set out how 

the department does its work over the next three years, and what its guiding principles 

should be. 

The department is responsible for policy, funding and governance of the further and higher 

education and research sectors, and for the oversight of the work of the State agencies and 

public institutions operating in those areas. 

https://www.accesstomedicines.ie/news
https://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/other/hi/oa-pilot/h2020-guidelines-oa-covid-19_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/other/hi/oa-pilot/h2020-guidelines-oa-covid-19_en.pdf
https://www.hrb.ie/funding/funding-schemes/funding-updates/funding-news-and-updates-story/article/hrb-commits-to-data-sharing-in-public-health-emergencies/
https://www.hrb.ie/funding/funding-schemes/funding-updates/funding-news-and-updates-story/article/hrb-commits-to-data-sharing-in-public-health-emergencies/
https://www.hrb.ie/funding/funding-schemes/funding-updates/funding-news-and-updates-story/article/hrb-commits-to-data-sharing-in-public-health-emergencies/
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.l4408
https://ec.europa.eu/health/sites/health/files/human-use/docs/pharmastrategy_com2020-761_en.pdf
https://www.hrb.ie/funding/funding-schemes/before-you-apply/all-grant-policies/clinical-trials-and-interventions-governance/
https://www.hrb.ie/funding/funding-schemes/before-you-apply/all-grant-policies/clinical-trials-and-interventions-governance/
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The Department’s role is to ensure that these sectors underpin and stimulate Ireland’s social 

and economic development and that the opportunities provided by public investment and 

policy in those sectors are made more widely available to everyone including the most 

vulnerable people in society. 

The ADAPT Centre is the Science Foundation Ireland Global centre of Excellence for Digital 

Content 

Technology and AI. ADAPT’s research vision is to pioneer new forms of proactive, scalable 

and integrated AI-driven Digital Content Technology that empower individuals and society 

to engage in digital experiences with control, inclusion and accountability. ADAPT 

researchers are concerned with personalised, immersive, multimodal digital engagement, 

from multiple perspectives (individual, algorithmic, enterprise and society) and have set a 

long-term vision of enabling a Balanced Digital Society by 2030. 

This document outlines The ADAPT Centre response to the questions posed by the The 

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science: 

1. How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be enhanced? 

2. What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate to 

meet those challenges?   

 

1. How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the 

Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could 

they be enhanced? 

A competitive Irish research ecosystem is a critical element of the Irish Government’s vision 

to make Ireland a global innovation leader. Ireland has a proven record of fostering a 

research ecosystem to deliver significant impact to the Irish economy through scientific 

excellence, technology transfer and talent development. ADAPT along with colleagues 

across all SFI Research Centres are a vital component of a wider research and development 

ecosystem comprising individual academic led research within our 

Universities and Institutes of Technology, Enterprise Ireland led Technology Centres, other 

public bodies undertaking or funding research, and private sector companies. Our collective 
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mission is to deliver world leading scientific research in areas of national relevance and 

priority for the utmost societal impact and to translate this research into outcomes which 

drive economic growth via collaborative research programmes with industry. 

Through a concerted research investment, Ireland can continue to provide leadership in 

economic and societal development and provide a sustainable future for our citizens. Such 

investment must be aligned to Ireland’s goals for national recovery and also allow for 

expansion of cross disciplinary partnerships between research centres, Enterprise Ireland, 

and individual Principal Investigators (PIs) and academics across all institutions through 

focused challenge-based programmes of national scale. The current funding model that 

aligns the funding of foundational investigator-led research, with the current SFI Centres 

model, is essential and successful and should, by policy, continue. 

ADAPT welcomes the opportunity presented through a newly formed Department of 

Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation to drive a renewed strategic focus on 

the needs of thehigher education research sector. The impacts of the current research 

centre model has been notably demonstrated over the past decade by all SFI Research 

Centres, and most recently throughout the COVID-19 crisis through the mobilisation of 

research teams to tackle our critical health and societal challenges. 

Building on this, ADAPT believes that some modifications to current strategy are necessary 

to address challenges of national and international importance. These are as follows: 

1. An enhancement of the research ecosystem is required to enable centres/PIs, 

government stakeholders and others to come together in a modular way to address such 

challenges more cohesively. 

2. It will be important to recognise the role of investigation/investigator-led research in 

supporting future challenges/issues. Clear evidence shows that such investigator-led 

research stimulates innovation & startup as it invests in research which is problem or vision 

oriented, rather than short term focused. The impacts of such research have broader impact 

and have proven to be translated into economic benefits as well as human capital 

development. 

In terms of funding, ADAPT recognises the imperative to augment the research funding base 

with Industry partnerships and has a very active collaborative research programme with 
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industry. However, we also know that industry interests and timelines can be near term 

with a focus on bringing university research-enabled innovations to products and services in 

the next few years, whereas the research required to to address the bigger challenges that 

we face as a society can span decades. So while industry values the intellectual property, 

expertise and know-how in our universities, it is important to reiterate that this research 

base is cultivated over many years from foundational investigation-led research within our 

universities and Research Centres which are are important sources of innovation, new 

thinking and ideas. 

Additionally, well funded investigation-led research is the lever to access and align 

collaborative research funding from Industry as well as achieving maximum success in 

securing research and development funds from Non-Exchequer, Non-Commercial sources 

especially R&D funding in Horizon Europe which is a vital and strategic funding stream in 

terms of both funding and knowledge transfer. 

3. Further emphasis should also be placed on priority issues addressed through 

crossdisciplinary research. These big issues such as climate, health, economy, data 

governance, digital wealth cannot be solved by one discipline alone. Cross disciplinary 

research collaboration allows for the synthesis of ideas, insights, approaches and methods 

from many disciplines with the whole being greater than the sum of the parts 

 4. Greater Public sector and Government engagement with Research centres, should be 

supported in order to address the national priorities as outlined in national development 

plans and programmes for government.  

5. Funding for PhD programmes is a vital part of both industry focused and investigation-

ledresearch and the current Centres for Research Training (CRT) programme has been an 

excellent initiative in training the next generation of researchers, transferring knowledge 

and expertise into industry and driving innovation. ADAPT believes investment in early 

researcher talent development through additional funding in PhD and postdoctoral 

(fellowship) programmes in technology will be an integral part of both the recovery 

programme and sustaining Ireland’s leadership in global innovation. Supporting future and 

advanced technology skills is so important for small open economies like Ireland, enabling 
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us to compete internationally, to support the next generation of entrepreneurs, to support 

indigenous enterprise and to attract industry and talent to Ireland  

 

2. What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate to 

meet those challenges? 

Challenges 

The impact of the Covid 19 crisis has placed a spotlight on health, digital living, economic 

esilience and recovery and this, coupled with the existing challenges in climate and 

environment, will require very significant increases in research spending across the broad 

Irish Research, Development and Innovation value chain. These emerging research 

challenges for the country are immense and require a step change in funding support to 

deliver positive and meaningful impact. Disruptive change is inevitable as we address 

current challenges but, if met properly, will foster new opportunities for job creation, 

economic activity and societal wellbeing. 

There is a need to better align the supports and incentives for indigenous SMEs to engage 

with Irish research. University-industry engagement via, for example, Enterprise Ireland 

programmes and SFI funded programmes (such as the SFI Centres/Spokes industry 

collaboration programmes), should be aligned in terms of goals and KPIs.  

ADAPT is addressing the challenges that will be posed by digitally mediated working and 

living. We have experienced a global move to online digital platforms for many aspects of 

daily life, such as remote working, education, and for industry sectors that need to reinvent 

the way they do business, (e.g. insurance, finance and health). The impact of COVID 19 has 

accelerated the global content explosion, meaning better, quicker more effective means of 

accessing and delivering content are required, this means leveraging AI-powered  advances 

in NLP, computer vision, information retrieval and recommender systems, while supporting 

research into safe and trustworthy AI and data governance and ethics. So while the 

transformative effect of AI on society is clear, the benefits need to be balanced with the 

need for interpretability and explainability to ensure trustworthy AI solutions. Data and AI 

governance, standards and ethics are key to the deployment and adoption of digital 

technologies. 
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- Currently, ADAPT researchers are working alongside European partners to develop 

practices to contribute to a governance framework to reduce the risk of bias, discrimination 

and inadvertent misuse of data through the use of AI while extracting value through 

predictive behavioural and risk analysis. 

- ADAPT researchers at Dublin City University, have partnered with the Future of Privacy 

Forum (FPF). FPT is a non profit think tank based in Washington, DC, with a reputation as a 

global leader on privacy and data protection issues, and experience with the U.S. National 

Science Foundation and other institutional grants and projects. 1 

- ADAPT’s Deputy Director, Prof David Lewis, has been successful in securing an SFI Public 

Service Fellowship award which will see him placed within the Oireachtas Library and 

Research Services for a period of three months in 2021. The purpose of Prof Lewis’s 

research project is to identify and analyse key issues relevant to policy and legislative 

agenda items under the theme: The economic, social and ethical implications of Artificial 

Intelligence and 

Big Data. 

- Prof Lewis and Dr David Filip, were part of the IEC and ISO joint technical committee 

(SO/IEC 

JTC 1/SC 42) which enumerates trustworthiness of AI systems and seeks to address the gaps 

in current AI standards. 

From a societal perspective, ADAPT recognises that Digital Literacy will become an essential 

enabler for our society to navigate the opportunities and challenges to live digitally 

uccessfully. A key 1 https://fpf.org/ contribution of ADAPT has been the engagement with 

the public on science and its ongoing impact on Irish society. From ADAPT’s coordination 

and implementation of the Science Week online discussion forums and citizen ‘think-in’ to 

raising awareness regarding privacy, AI trustworthiness and and a re-imagining of living in a 

digital age, it is vital that continued support for education & public engagement is fully 

supported in the research funding ecosystem and not just an add-on request to research 

proposals. 

 

Meeting the challenges 

https://fpf.org/
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To address these challenges ADAPT, reiterates the recommendations that have been set out 

in the recent SFI Research Centres’ Whitepaper, Investing in Ireland’s Future. 

 

1. Ireland must achieve the goal of dedicating 2.5% of GNP to R&D efforts (a 2020 target as 

committed to in the Europe 2020 Strategy in 2011, and reaffirmed in Innovation 2020) as 

quickly as possible, and exceed this target significantly (3.5% GNP) over the course of the 

current Government. This is essential for Ireland's future economic growth, international 

competitiveness and capacity to react to further emerging crises including those associated 

with climate change and health. 

2. Research should span the research, development and innovation pipeline from 

investigator-led research and discovery through to innovation and commercialisation. The 

current funding model (which is so dependent on industry co-funding) favours the latter 

stages of innovation and commercialisation. It is already proven that funding investigation 

/investigator-led research and discovery drives innovation and enterprise via startups, scale 

ups, and SMEs generation. Such WHOLE pipeline research vision, will not only provide 

sustainability of innovation and human capital development but also ensure lasting 

productivity and return of investments. 3. Research support should provide long-term 

funding that enables and actively encourages strategic cooperation between existing groups 

across institutions and disciplines. Strategiesshould build upon existing success (ie: SFI and 

EI centres activities) that leverage industry funding to enable centres to address critical 

research challenges beyond the immediate remit of Industry at a bigger scale to deliver 

societal impact. 

4. Research funding calls should support scientific areas as well as inter-disciplinary problem 

oriented research. In problem based research or challenge based research, interdisciplinary 

teams are vital to provide the necessary diversity in thinking and research approach as well 

as innovation. 

5. Support should be expanded to increase the pool of world class research talent. Such 

talent is needed at all levels from PhD students, research fellowships to attraction of new 

academic positions. Such programmes are vital to add extract capacity within the ecosystem 

but also raises Ireland’s international profile as a destination for discovery and innovation. 
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This enhanced profile attracts additional international support from top tier international 

collaboration and partnerships to venture capital and international investment. 

6. Foster opportunities for continued and expanded interdisciplinary research collaboration 

(for which ADAPT is renowned: Health, Data Governance, Human Centric AI ) to bring the 

power of AI and advanced ICT research to solve economic and societal challenges. 

7. Fully incorporate Education and Public Engagement into the research ecosystem to 

continue to build awareness and participation in STEM learning and Digital Literacy 

programmes at the broadest societal level. 

 

3. Supporting Information - The ADAPT Centre. 

The current ADAPT Centre model has proven highly successful in that it has generated 

significant impact on international research, industry collaboration and economic impact. 

ADAPT’s Economic Impact report 2019 highlights the economic impact of €300 million to the 

Irish Economy between 2015 and 2018. 2 ADAPT has graduated 78 PhD’s 10 MSc’s and 44% 

of ADAPT Alumni have gone to Industry positions. 

ADAPT has a strong track record in securing funding from a number of sources, particularly 

in R&D funding in Horizon Europe, and has participated in 25 research consortiums and 

coordinated eleven major EU multi disciplinary research projects under its current research 

phase . For Example, in June 2020, ADAPT launched Human +, a five-year international and 

interdisciplinary fellowship programme that will create a unique research and training 

collaboration that integrates expertise and insights from the Arts, Humanities and Computer 

Sciences, as well as real-world scenarios from industry and enterprise. 

2 https://www.adaptcentre.ie/images/uploads/about/ADAPT_ImpactReport_(1).pdf 

To date, ADAPT has signed 43 Collaborative Research Agreements with 24 Industry partners 

across multiple sectors who are leveraging our research expertise in Digital Content 

Technology, Personalised Engagement, Conversational AI, AI for Media Analytics and 

transformation, Speech and Language Technology, Data & AI Governance, Ethics and Trust, 

Deep learning, Machine Translation, Visual Computing, Natural Language Processing, 

Robotics, Enhanced graphics - AR/VR. 

https://www.adaptcentre.ie/images/uploads/about/ADAPT_ImpactReport_(1).pdf
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ADAPT is particularly active in the startup/spinout space, with more than 16 teams 

developing their innovations and their business within our AI-incubator, where we combine 

world-class ICT research with highly driven entrepreneurs solving real world problems and 

creating sustainable and defensible value propositions. These teams span healthcare, 

pharmaceutical, finance, content & media, sustainability, education and wellness. The Move 

Ahead team is helping address childhood obesity by providing physical education activity 

instruction and feedback via a tablet device; 

Vertigenius is using a wearable technology to address issues with balance/vertigo and the 

recently spun out Caliber AI is developing technology for publishers that flags and corrects 

potentially defamatory or harmful text, while Darwin & Goliath is providing e-commerce 

providers with an opportunity to give their products a sustainability score. Notable spinouts 

include Soapbox labs (Children’s speech technology) and Data Chemist (Data and Knowledge 

management) and former spinouts which have been acquired in the past year include Iconic 

Translation Machines and Kantan MT. Enterprise Ireland is a key funding partner and 

supporter in this regard and in the past six years, ADAPT has spun out six technology-led 

startups, the most recent being Caliber AI. The response to the COVID pandemic has 

provided an opportunity for ADAPT to collaborate with colleagues in Health/Medicine and 

Psychology and their industry partners to contribute to rapid response calls. ADAPT has 

been awarded funding for nine projects under the SFI/EI/IDA/IRC/HRB COVID 19 Rapid 

Response call that demonstrate multidisciplinary expertise across a range of digital media 

technologies including AI, Robotics, NLP, sentiment analysis, linked data, and data analytics. 

The research impacts will help us to understand more about the virus, derive insights on the 

impact of the pandemic on mental health, and contribute to future public policy analysis 

and decision making. ADAPT researchers have worked with the DoH/HSE’s Contract Tracing 

App team and they have also collaborated with Ordnance Survey Ireland to publish COVID 

surveillance data as Linked Open Data on the data.gov.ie geohive portal (making it more 

accessible) and in translating COVID public health information into different languages so 

that the new Irish (migrant communities) can understand the public health guidance and 

stay safe. ADAPT hosted the COVID-19 Irish Citizens’ Online Forum, Choosing our Future, led 

by Dr Jane Suiter, which facilitated an online discussion between multidisciplinary research 
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experts, and citizens about COVID-19 and the opportunities for the future. The forum report 

will enable policymakers to better listen to citizens, understand the problems that have 

occurred during the COVID-19 crisis. Citizen based discussions of this type are integral to 

supporting public participation initiatives. ADAPT would welcome the opportunity to discuss 

these recommendations to the Department of 

Further and Higher Education Innovation and Science in the development of the Statement 

of Strategy and to engage in inter institutional initiatives to inform policy and direction in 

the areas of Artificial Intelligence, Digital economy, Digital Literacy, skills and job creation, 

Data Governance, Privacy and Ethics. 

 

 

The Department of Adult and Community Education, Maynooth University. 

 Dr. Derek Barter, Dr. Bernie Grummell, Mr. Michael Kenny 

 

The Department of Adult and Community Education (DACE) welcomes the creation of the 

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science which will 

support planning in further education (FE) and higher education (HE) for the next 3 years. 

DACE warmly welcome the public consultation for the Department of Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023. 

 

About the Department of Adult and Community Education (DACE) 

The Department of Adult and Community Education (DACE), Maynooth University, the only 

higher education academic academy in the state, has researched the sector and graduated 

adult, community and further educators since 1974. Our work is informed by the insights 

and practices of the further and higher educators with whom we work to enhance their 

professional development. We are also guided by our learning from the extensive research 

in higher and further education we have conducted over almost five decades with a wide 

range of community, national and international partners. 

https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/adult-and-community-education/our-people/michael-kenny
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/adult-and-community-education/our-research
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In this submission we draw on this learning to highlight elements which we feel should 

inform the principles to guide planning for further and higher education in Ireland in the 

coming years. We present out submission under three headings: 1. The Vision and Position 

of DACE, 2. Access and widening participation in Higher education (PATH and TTT), and 3. 

Further Education and Training (FET) Teacher Education 

1. The Department of Adult and Community Education Vision and Position 

The adult education sector is diverse and contains a range of learning environments, 

purposes and settings. Adult education has a learner centred ethos expressed through life-

long and life-wide learning accommodating formal, non-formal and informal accreditation. 

Adult education facilitates the development of an individual’s potential as a person, the 

building of community, the building of society resilience to address the complex and multi-

faceted challenges of the 21st century. 

The Department of Adult and Community Education provides education that ranges from 

access at NFQ level 7 to doctoral and PhD studies at NFQ level 10. DACE provides two 

professionally accredited courses in Further Education and Training Initial Teacher Education 

(ITE) and in Adult Guidance and Counselling. The Department delivers programmes 

internally to students and staff within the university campus and in the community through 

Communiversity, Return to Learning, and Continuing Education. 

The Department of Adult and Community Education recommend the provision of 

community based educational structures and processes that support the full inclusion of all 

people in lifelong learning as and when they need it.  In line with this ethos, a student-

centred review of how adult learners experience further and higher education systems is 

needed to identify gaps in supports, including funding, gaps in information and guidance for 

adult student progression, clearer guidance on access, transfer, and progression (ATP) to 

and through further and higher education.  

The Department of Adult and Community Education recommend the Department of Further 

and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science to advance the processes that work 

with groups who are underrepresented in further and higher education. Greater support is 

https://www.qqi.ie/Articles/Pages/National-Framework-of-Qualifications-(NFQ).aspx
https://www.qqi.ie/Articles/Pages/National-Framework-of-Qualifications-(NFQ).aspx
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/study-maynooth/postgraduate-studies/courses/higher-diploma-further-education
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/adult-and-community-education/our-courses/diploma-adult-guidance-counselling
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/research/spotlight-research/how-communiversity-introduces-people-higher-education
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sites/default/files/assets/document/Brochure%20Return%20to%20Learning%202020.pdf
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/adult-and-community-education/focus-further-education
https://www.qqi.ie/Articles/Pages/Access,-Transfer-and-Progression.aspx
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needed to address the systemic institutional and curricular inequalities hinder learning 

possibilities.  

 

DACE advocates for more democratic decision-making structures for greater student 

consultation and participation as a key principle for further and higher education 

governance and planning. We have extensive experience in this, including the PATH Turn to 

Teaching and College programmes (See sub-heading below), HE4U2 cultural inclusion in 

higher education Erasmus+, the DISCs social justice in higher education project and the 

Inclusive Learning Initiative (ILI) project. Each have demonstrated the success of fully 

inclusive models for adults entering learning in further and higher education. 

 

The DACE recommends this new government department advocates for increased attention 

among providers to student diversity and their needs. DACE has through research and 

programme delivery an understanding of the impact of systemic inequalities of socio-

economic class, ethnicity, family status, gender and care, sexualities, disabilities, 

environmental challenges and global inequalities. DACE recommends the Department of 

Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science work with providers of 

higher education and stakeholders to serially review the knowledge, curriculum and 

pedagogies applied to ensure that they address the realities and needs of an inclusive 

society. DACE contend that encouragement and support for practitioner-based research and 

knowledge gathering, responsive to and critically engaging with current needs is key to 

respond to current local, national and global issues. 

DACE recommends this new government department address the increasing levels of 

casualisation and precarious employment conditions for staff across all sectors of further 

and higher education as a key issue in fostering more equitable career pathways and secure 

livable incomes for all staff as a priority in future planning. A number of points are relevant 

here: 

 Research suggests that there are high levels of precarity of educators in FE.  This is 

particularly evident in comparison with primary and secondary teaching. 

https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/turntoteaching
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/turntoteaching
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/adult-and-community-education/news/integrating-cultural-diversity-higher-education-he4u2
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/adult-and-community-education/news/integrating-cultural-diversity-higher-education-he4u2
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/centre-teaching-and-learning/ctl-projects/current-ctl-projects/discs
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/adult-and-community-education/news/inclusive-learning-initiative-ili-representing-ireland-investt-project-2015
http://mural.maynoothuniversity.ie/10205/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13596748.2020.1720143


23 
 
 

 

 There is a lack of coherent and sustainable professional pathways for teaching in FE 

relative to primary and secondary education. Early careers professional programmes 

that are part of primary and secondary are not offered to newly qualified FE 

teachers.    

 Strong sense of professional inequity. Students pay significant fees for ITE(FE) Route 

3 professional courses but sense that their qualification have less value than 

secondary (Route 2) colleagues. 

 Any new strategy for FE and HE needs to strengthen the status and sustainability of 

Further education (FE) as a distinct teaching profession.    

 

2. Access and widening participation in Higher education (PATH and TTT) 

The Turn to Teaching (TTT) programme is aimed at enhancing diversity in and across the 

teaching profession in Ireland. TTT is a widening participation initiative with outreach, 

guidance and teaching aspects.  At the heart of the programme is a one-year Level 6 

foundation course which is based, purposefully, on Maynooth University campus. The 

programme and the foundation course offer alternative pathways into initial teacher 

education (ITE) for primary, secondary and further education teaching. People and 

communities who are most under-represented in teaching, who often face multiple socio-

economic and/or psycho-social barriers, are targeted and supported in, through, and 

beyond the level 6 course. Research and evaluation is ongoing and a number of issues are 

worthy of note as recommendations to the Department of Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation and Science in the development of their strategy. 

 University-based, foundation courses are important transitional spaces for students 

who go on to engage successfully with university study and life. TTT recommends 

that more work needs to be done to develop foundation course models within 

university curricular provision. 

 Some students benefit from a more stepped approach to university study and it is 

clear that even a year in a further education (FE) college prior to attending university 

can provide a rich preparation for successful progression. TTT recommends that 

https://www.teachingcouncil.ie/en/News-Events/Latest-News/2018/Teacher-Education-Qualification-requirement-under-Route-3-%E2%80%93-Further-Education.html
https://www.teachingcouncil.ie/en/News-Events/Latest-News/2018/Teacher-Education-Qualification-requirement-under-Route-3-%E2%80%93-Further-Education.html
https://www.teachingcouncil.ie/en/Registration/
https://www.solas.ie/news-media/new-strategy-aims-to-expand-role-of-further-education-and-training/
https://www.solas.ie/news-media/new-strategy-aims-to-expand-role-of-further-education-and-training/
file://///sdubfile2012/Groups/Dublin/Central%20Policy%20-%20DFHERIS/Statement%20of%20Strategy/Documents%20for%20Comms%20department%20%20(SoS%20subs)/Final%20documents%20for%20the%20comms%20section/Programme%20for%20Access%20to%20Higher%20Education
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/turntoteaching
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/turntoteaching
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more work needs to be done to create a network of coherent pathways between FE, 

foundation and undergraduate study.  Students are keen to see meaningful cross-

institutional pathways and progression pathways leading to meaningful programmes 

of study through level 5 (FE-based), level 6 (university-based foundation study), and 

level 7 (undergraduate study).  TTT recommends that these pathways should be 

supported and advanced in any new strategic vision which looks at creating more 

coherence between FE and HE provision. 

 Financial issues present one of the biggest barriers for non-traditional 

students.  Currently, university-based foundation level students are not eligible for 

SUSI awards. Many students have to juggle significant working commitments to fund 

study.  Funding, such as SUSI, needs to be available to all students engaged in and 

across FE and HE spaces.    

 Part-time courses offer a flexibility for many students, particularly those with care 

commitments. Funding and fees represent a barrier for many non-traditional 

students in enrolling on progression programmes.    

3. Further Education and Training (FET) Teacher Education 

Further education and training represents a dynamic and expanding pathway of education 

leading to interim and summative qualifications. With the growing number of learners 

turning to further education in the hopes of employment, career change, or better 

prospects in life, further education will increasingly play a pivotal role in modern Irish 

society. There is a relative public awareness of further education delivered in further 

education colleges and through Education and Training Boards (ETBs), but there is less 

awareness of the life-changing and life-enhancing contribution of community education, 

education for adults with special needs, education for minority groups and excluded 

sections of the population, prison education and post release education. Evidence is now 

available that those who participate in further education can be lifted out of poverty, can 

have enhanced life opportunities, and can more successfully progress to higher levels of 

education. 

https://susi.ie/
https://usi.ie/usi-budget-2018/support-and-funding-for-part-time-and-further-education-students/
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DACE has delivered the largest Further Education Initial Teacher Education (HDFE) course in 

Ireland since the accreditation of further education teachers by the Teaching Council of 

Ireland in 2012. The accreditation of further education teachers is one of the central 

recommendations of the Adult Education white paper ‘Learning for Life’ (20oo, which DACE 

was centrally involved in preparing with the Department of Education).  DACE delivers this 

course nationally and works in partnership with FET providers to provide student teacher 

placement in real-life situations so that newly graduated further education teachers are 

prepared for modern teaching challenges such as those that have arisen during the Covid19 

pandemic in 2020. 

For the purposes of this strategy DACE recommends strategic FET support in conjunction 

with sector stakeholders such as SOLAS, QQI, ETBI, and the Teaching Council of Ireland for: 

 Greater public awareness and enhanced status for FET education. 

 Consolidation of progression from FE to HE (Reference a FE2HE collaborative 

stakeholder working group that has reviewed these issues for some time). 

 Enhanced career progression opportunities and security for FET teaching staff. 

 A greater focus on the impact of community education. 

 More research and innovation in blended, online, and other distance delivery modes 

and methods. 

 Coordinated investment in continuous professional development (CPD) for FET 

teachers that responds to the unique learning demands in the further education 

sector, and particularly among learners who are disadvantaged, non-traditional, and 

in other ways, marginalised. 

Conclusion  

The foregoing are the recommendations from the Department of Adult and Community 

Education (DACE), Maynooth University, to the Department of Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science for strategic planning in further education (FE) 

and higher education (HE) for the next 3 years. DACE is very active in a number of 

partnerships and networks to progress policy and practice in further education and in higher 



26 
 
 

 

education (for example the HEI FET Forum). DACE will work with any government 

department to advance lifelong learning possibilities of adult learners, particularly those 

who come from disadvantaged situations. as a small department in a rapidly growing 

university DACE has national and world renown and the sector values it's engagement 

highly.  

DACE thanks the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science for the opportunity to contribute to this consultation. 

 

 

 

AMBER (Advanced Materials and BioEngineering Research) 

Prof. Michael Morris & Dr. Lorraine Byrne 
AMBER Director,  AMBER Executive Director 
 

How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be enhanced?  

Several policy and strategic documents guide the delivery of research, innovation and higher 

education in Ireland, originating from former Department of Education and Skills, Business, 

Enterprise and Innovation, HEA, and SFI amongst others. These sit within the broader 

framework of Project Ireland 2040 and Climate Action Plan, and in the current context of 

dramatic changes to teaching and learning in the sector and continued economic instability 

and due to Covid-19. This unconsolidated policy environment has resulted in a confusing 

and fragmented research playing field resulting in a sector unable to realize its full value and 

falling short of best practice.  

AMBER welcomes the establishment of the new Department of Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science as a key strategic enabler for the sector. We 

believe the Department has the potential to align relevant actors and institutions to create a 
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coherent policy environment that will deliver an ecosystem that recognises the value of 

research, and researchers, for the betterment of Irish society and economy, health and 

environment. We urge the Minister to target measureable concrete actions that will future-

proof our research, innovation and education system and position Ireland as a global 

innovation leader.  

In order to frame our response to the second question for this consultation submission, we 

have identified some key top-line commitments from a variety of documents which we 

believe can underpin the Departments Strategy.  

 

 

We call on the minister to prioritise the following:  

- Implementation of investment commitment: Ireland to achieve the goal of 

dedicating 2.5% of GNP to R&D efforts and as quickly as possible and exceed this 

target significantly to 3.5% GNP over the course of the current Government, with a 

specific mechanism to address carbon neutrality (a 2020 target committed to in the 

Europe 2020 Strategy in 2011, and reaffirmed in Innovation 2020)  

-  Maintain and improve standards of research and innovation in our higher education 

institutions, develop individual and collaborative talent and ensure there is tangible 

and positive impact upon society and the economy. (Dept. Of Education and Skills, 

Empowering through learning: Statement of strategy 2019-2021)  

- Ensure that Higher education students have an excellent teaching and learning 

experience, informed by up‐to‐date research and facilitated by a high‐quality 

learning environment, with state‐of‐the‐art learning resources, such as libraries, 

laboratories, and e‐learning facilities. (Dept. of Education and Skills, National 

Strategy for Higher Education 2030 – Report of the Strategy Group )  

- Allocate appropriate research funding to meet the national objective of “achieving 

transition to a competitive, low-carbon, climate-resilient and environmentally 

sustainable economy by 2050” and “Investment in Higher Education and FET in each 

region will have a crucial role to play in achieving this objective in terms of the 

pipeline of skills and talent that sustains enterprise clustering and new investments” 
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(Dept of Public Expenditure and Reform, Project Ireland 2040) A number of key fora 

exist where input from the SFI centres may be of benefit:  

-  Higher Education Research Group  

- Expert Group on Future Skills Needs  

 

It is our view that membership of, or inputs to, these groups may benefits from the 

perspectives of our, or other SFI research centres, that sit at the nexus of education, 

through the provision of PhD programmes, targeted industry research programmes, 

underpinned by excellent science. It may also be prudent for the Minster to establish a 

working group under his own remit to ensure relevant policy inputs are secured from the 

research sector thereby ensure policy implementation at the site of research and higher 

education delivery.  

According to EuroStat, Ireland has seen a significant drop in state research investment to 1% 

of GDP in 2018, in comparison to the EU-27 average of 2.18%, and rates far in excess of this 

figure amongst our key competitors. This puts our ability for economic development, our 

ability to restore business, prepare for Brexit, transition to the circular economy and address 

the climate emergency, and develop an innovative health care system in jeopardy. Stable, 

secure, research investment will ensure that universities, and Centres, can offer career 

opportunities to Irelands best and brightest, and encourage research careers to women and 

young people challenged by prevailing socio-economic conditions.  

Not only is an increase in the basic research spend required, but also a rethink in terms of 

how that spend is delivered. We believe that the most effective route requires that actors 

and institutions within the current ecosystem work together (Universities/IoTs/SFI & EI 

Centres/Enterprise/Public Sector) to address national and global challenges through 

transdisciplinary research programmes of scale. This requires allocation of research funding 

into mission driven, research programmes, targeting economic and societal challenges 

which are of national strategic importance (such as Materials and Manufacturing, the Green 

Deal, and Health, Digitalisation, quantum technologies, Medicine and Well-being). These 

programs should span discovery driven basic research to applied programs informed by 

industry or societal/public sector needs. Programs of this scale will require access to multi-
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annual , centralised funding to facilitate strategic cooperation across the ecosystem and 

strengthen the research and innovation potential of the higher education sector.  

Without this additional research funding and repurposing existing initiatives, Ireland will 

face the significant risk of not meeting our international climate objectives, missing 

opportunities for job creation in an evolving ‘Green economy’, and fundamentally putting 

the health and well-being of our society at risk.  

What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate to 

meet those challenges?  

Human capital: pipeline of learners and addressing the brain-drain  

AMBER creates a pipeline of talent to industry and academia and as such we have identified 

some key challenges with respect to human capital. Our 60+ leading academic researchers 

teach in eight higher education institutions on undergraduate and post-graduate courses, in 

addition to developing highly skilled researchers through to the Centre’s PhD programmes. 

The Centre has an excellent record of accomplishment of providing highly skilled graduates 

to the workforce that are of key importance for industry, with 185+ of our PhD students 

moving to industry directly after their PhD. Many of our graduates also aspire for careers in 

academia, to further develop their research and contribute to advancing Irelands’ 

knowledge economy. Our graduates enhance Ireland’s reputation for research excellence 

and those who start up, and work in, companies drive innovative practice.  

This human capital a critical component of Ireland’s innovation infrastructure and a key 

output of investment in our education system. However, we are facing a crisis.  

 Due to restrictive costs in terms of housing, health and caps on PhD stipends many of our 

best and brightest undergraduates are not able to pursue higher degrees due to financially 

insecurity.  

 After PhD many graduates are leaving academia, because of a fundamental, and long-term 

instability in funding and absence of career pathways for early-stage academic posts. Thus, 

some who have been educated by the State to PhD level simply leave for more stable 

research careers abroad. Structural reform is urgently required to facilitate early-stage 
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researchers progress and thereby maintain the connection between research and 

education. A potential remedy to this is to create targeted supports of scale for this cohort.  

 Increase funding for basic research, the bedrock of university scientific activity, to 

facilitate an increased number of academic posts and ensuring a career pathway for 

researchers throughout their academic careers.  

 

Maximising the R&D potential of our SMEs through infrastructure  

AMBER has a significant range of highly sought and valued materials characterisation and 

analytical equipment that collectively represents >€20M investment. This underpins our 

research and is of vital strategic importance to our work and impact as an internationally 

leading materials science research centre. Amongst this group is our Advanced Microscopy 

Laboratory, Additive Research Laboratory, photonics, magnetic and regenerative and 

personalised medicine laboratories; including the Johnson and Johnson 3D bioprinting 

Centre of Excellence – the only one of its kind in Ireland.  

Research infrastructure of this nature requires a sustained level of investment to ensure this 

capability is supported by appropriately qualified technical staff and continuously 

maintained to guarantee a level of performance and uptime consistent with an 

internationally recognized Centre. Coupled to an enhanced national access program for 

academic researchers, early stage startup companies, and SMEs, such capability would act 

as a magnet for national and international research collaborations, accelerate learning 

cycles for applied R&D within SME companies, and promote further collaboration between 

SMEs and academia, thereby enhancing their capacity for innovation and delivering the 

vision of Ireland as an Innovation Island.  

We call on the Minister to consider creating a world-class characterisation infrastructure for 

companies. Creating this infrastructure would signal commitment nationally and 

internationally, bringing Ireland’s research infrastructure to world-class level. With 

significant government investment now going towards the Grand Canal Dock Innovation 

Centre, where both our AML, AR and other laboratories are located, it is timely to consider 

establishing such a centre.  
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Re-greening Ireland: creating win-wins for economy, environment and society.  

Action should now be taken to position Ireland to harness significant benefits from realising 

a low-carbon economy. These include, for example, the creation of sustainable green jobs, 

sustainable food production, deepening our energy security, making the environment 

healthier and developing a sustainable and circular economy. Delaying action will put these 

potential benefits at risk, undermine the green reputation of exports, compromise our 

capacity to attract foreign direct investment, and make achieving the transition more costly. 

The necessity to address climate change and the need to transition to a green economic 

model, or circular economy, through carbon emissions reduction and green business 

practices presents an opportunity for Ireland, if sufficient research funding is directed 

urgently. Achieving this long-term vision will require fundamental societal transformation 

and, more immediately, the allocation of resources and sustained policy and behavioural 

change.  

At the heart of the challenge are the materials we use – from plastics to batteries, computer 

chips to medtech devices - investing in sustainable and circular materials research will not 

only enable Ireland to address current challenges and policy targets, but futureproof our 

society, economy and environment by creating knowledge now, that will unpin solutions for 

the future.  

The manufacturing sector represents 32% of Ireland’s GNP (significantly higher than the 

European average of 15% and Germany at 21%) employing over 250,000 people. It is of 

central importance to Ireland. Creating sustainable manufacturing and maximising the 

opportunities of manufacturing 4.0 and promises of 3D printing is fundamentally a question 

of materials; the optimistic visions heralded by technological advancement cannot be 

realised without due consideration to the materials being used within such process. With 

appropriate stimulus, our world-class researchers based in Ireland can create new materials 

and processes for developing circularity, sustainability and carbon neutrality in Irish 

manufacturing, sustainable and green material development, low energy consumption ICT, 

including devices, communication infrastructure and data centres, manufacturing with 

emerging material sets, lifecycle assessment, resource efficiency and design for circularity. 
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This research has the potential to enable new export opportunities while also creating 

solutions for problems facing Irish policy makers in areas such recycling technologies.  

From our experience of engaging with this research in AMBER, we view our research as 

providing a platform for the next generation of SMEs, high tech industry and manufacturing. 

Our research is not only looking at the current crisis, but we are also anticipating and trying 

to solve socio-environmental problems of tomorrow. It is essential, should we wish to 

maintain the presence of MNCs and grow our base of SME’s that we invest in research that 

is future-focused so that Ireland is well positioned to exploit changes in technology and 

economic development. For comparison, The Netherlands has this year invested €11 billion 

in large-scale infrastructure for waste to diesel, waste recovery, biotech and new business 

models for the circular economy. The UK have set ambitious climate targets to become 

carbon neutral by 2025. To facilitate this, the ESPRC UK are funding the Royce Centre (our 

equivalent in the UK) on research into sustainable materials  

Addressing the climate crisis requires a paradigm shift in thinking where the sustainability of 

all resources are addressed and we transition from a linear economy and the make, take, 

dispose economic model is transitioned into a circular approach, where resources are 

maintained and their value increased through a series of life cycles. Wastes, residues, side 

streams from agricultural, forestry, industrial and domestic activity is a major contributor to 

global GHG emissions. The recycling and valorisation of wastes are major challenges due 

their heterogeneity and seasonality but could be a major resource for chemical and 

biological technologies. The prevention of waste along with the use of unavoidable waste 

should be part of a national strategy on resource efficiency. These are key research streams 

of strategic importance to our Centre. Similarly, to achieve significant reductions in energy 

and emissions we are looking at advanced construction and retrofitting of buildings, 

materials for renewable energies including batteries and hydrogen, and mitigating climate 

change through development of carbon capture and storage technologies. Translation of 

these two areas of research into innovative products and technologies has the potential to 

buffer rural communities from economic shocks by diversifying primary income streams and 

making the most out of waste and saving on energy costs. New, innovative materials 

generated on family farms and forestry, could act as a key contributor to the development 
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of new enterprises in rural communities, thereby addressing targets set out in the Project 

Ireland 2040 - the creation of a total of 660,000 new jobs through regional development 

stimulus.  

Our work in sustainable materials also has relevance for Ireland’s current and future energy 

demands. Advanced energy storage and battery manufacture devices, novel renewable 

energies, energy transport and the powering autonomous manufacturing systems are key 

areas of work we focus on, led by our team who are recognised internationally as world-

class researchers in this space. With advances in technology (e.g. 5G, new technologies for 

heating and cooling, low-power demand chips for the ICT sector) we are actively engaged in 

research into thermal management and energy efficient local material supply chains for Irish 

manufacturers.  

We encourage the Minister to consider the potential advantages for the Irish state in 

ensuring that funding is allocated towards this research, but also, that his Department act as 

a facilitator to link the research sector into appropriate policy making fora, so that the 

opportunities we generate from research into sustainable materials can become solutions 

for government departments such as DAFM and DECC.  

 

Improve healthcare delivery and the well-being of the nation.  

In 2018 the total value of Irish goods export was €140.8bn of which €68bn was 

pharmaceutical and MedTech goods. In 2019 these two sectors in Ireland employed nearly 

75,000 people (~4% of Ireland’s labour force (Annual Employment Survey 2019, DBEI, The 

Global MedTech Hub, Irish Medtech Association 2020). Workers are highly skilled and 25% 

of Ireland’s PhD workforce are employed in these sectors. By 2051 nearly 30% of Ireland’s 

population will be over 65, one of the highest aged populations in the World. This will bring 

increased pressure on the health system. Stronger integration of healthcare with the 

advanced materials, biotechnology, manufacturing and ICT research landscape in Ireland 

will deliver change, along with breakthroughs in how we diagnose and understand the 

causes of disease and safer and more effective treatments to support the health and 

wellbeing of the nation.  
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Developing an integrated healthcare-research treatment model for Ireland which interlinks 

clinical care with a broad spectrum of Irish research capabilities will be necessary for Ireland 

to succeed in meeting these emerging healthcare challengers and maintain a leadership 

position as a hub for innovation in this sector. This will require leveraging our research 

strengths in advanced materials, tissue engineering and regenerative medicine, medical 

device design, immunology, drug and biomarker discovery, precision biotics, AI and eHealth 

to develop an integrated industry-clinical economic model to drive Irish economic resilience 

and global competitiveness.  

Advances in materials science play a pivotal role in realizing this vision, novel biomaterials 

and coatings which are multifunctional providing mechanical structures to facilitate tissue 

regeneration while modulating immune response, delivering therapeutic loads or providing 

electrical stimuli to direct nerve and tissue growth will underpin the next generation of 

medical implants which improve patient outcomes and reduce future needs for surgical 

interventions and hospital care. The successful translation of these technologies from the 

university to the clinic and beyond will be dependent on a research ecosystem which will 

integrate university labs, clinicians, patient groups and industry. We have seen with the 

response to COVID unprecedented acceleration of technology development and testing and 

while the pace would be impractical for all technologies the approach does demonstrate 

what is possible with the appropriate collaboration environment and funding.  

Concluding remarks:  

The Irish scientific research ecosystem has over successive years made tangible 

contributions to the economy and demonstrated global leadership in key areas including 

materials science, molecular biology, immunology, data analytics and manufacturing 

technologies. The current system is optimised around economic development and 

supporting Irish based industry however the establishment of the new department has 

created the impetus to broaden this scope to also focus this capacity on the grand 

challenges which Ireland must address in the near to medium term. The AMBER centre was 

a lead author on a whitepaper which articulated this vision and we look forward to further 
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building on the concepts put forward and make a meaningful contribution to the policies 

and mechanisms to evolve our national research ecosystem. 

 

 

 

American Chambers of Commerce 
 
Mark Redmond 
CEO 
 

The American Chamber of Commerce Ireland (the Chamber) appreciates the opportunity to 

share our views on the Statement of Strategy for the Department of Further and Higher 

Education, Research Innovation and Science Draft. We commend the Government on the 

creation of the Department and its recognition of the importance of interaction between 

research, science and innovation ecosystems. We hope that this Department will be an 

opportunity to create economies of scales and to efficiently bring people together to 

innovate.  

 

Despite the challenges of the pandemic in 2020, sentiment among US companies here has 

remained strong. When asked to rank their priorities in terms of investment decisions in 

Ireland, talent is the number one priority. The knowledge economy, with American Chamber 

members at its heart, was a key component to the last economic recovery; and will be a 

significant driver once again.  

 

The COVID 19 crisis, Brexit and new industrial policies at a European level provides an 

opportune moment for collaborative innovation across the economy. The current crisis has 

demonstrated how different elements of the innovation world can quickly evolve, digitise, 

and poses the question of how to capitalise on the rapid innovation prompted by COVID-19. 
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Never has the importance of science and the possibilities of a career in science been so 

prominent in the public consciousness.  

 

The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated the powerful impact that our entire innovation 

community working together can achieve; and has provided Irish society an opportunity to 

reset our priorities. Sustainability and the promotion of the circular economy should be at 

the heart of policy decisions affecting all sectors of the economy and should be a 

consideration in all state funded activities. It is imperative that the Department’s strategy is 

as aligned as possible to the upcoming Horizon Europe strategy, with a particular focus on 

green technologies and accelerated digitalisation.  

 

Key Focus  

 

Connectivity  

 

Ireland is coming off a strong innovation base. However, competition has intensified for this 

knowledge-based investment in recent years. An increasing number of European member 

states are introducing R&D tax credits and patent boxes. Beyond the EU, small, globalised 

economies such as Israel and Singapore have established themselves as technological hubs 

for international companies.  

 

A key positive signal that our members seek out worldwide is strong, clear, co-ordination 

from government and government agencies. The level of coordination and competent 

governance demonstrated throughout this crisis by Ireland has deeply impressed our 

members’ corporate headquarters. However, in building for the future Ireland must prove 

to companies that their interactions with all government - whether on digital priorities or 

increasing our innovation capacity - leaves them impressed with the level of coordination 

Ireland offers. We are hopeful that this new Department will be instrumental in breaking 

down silos within our current innovation eco-system.  
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For example, within the National Industry 4.0 Strategy, the American Chamber welcomes 

the strategic action1 outlined under Theme 1 of the Strategy to establish a new 

coordination mechanism  

1 Establish a new coordination mechanism - ‘Future Manufacturing Ireland’   

 

‘Future Manufacturing Ireland’ (FMI) to ensure there is alignment across research centres in 

Ireland. The establishment of this FMI is critical to improving coordination, in particular in 

the areas of funding calls and ensuring that Research Centres are not competing for the 

same funding calls but collaborating. The American Chamber notes that our member would 

greatly welcome if the FMI could act as an overall tool for industry and academia on the 

funding process, and publish a centralized funding bulletin identifying all available 

opportunities and requirements for industry and academia.  

 

The profile of companies innovating in Ireland is changing. In addition to the R&D 

departments of manufacturing companies who have been present in Ireland for the last few 

decades; tech and service firms are increasingly choosing to locate their innovations teams 

in Ireland. The feedback from our membership suggested that for firms that are new to 

innovating in Ireland the system, including the structured opportunities to collaborate, can 

be very difficult to navigate.  

 

To alleviate these difficulties and for Ireland to continue as best in class, the Chamber 

recommends the development of a comprehensive guide to innovating in Ireland. The guide 

should cover the navigation of the system; including identifying the various entry points for 

innovation across the system, as well as case studies of successful projects which have 

availed of the different supports available.  

 

Diversity  
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The Chamber recognises the progress made in recent years in promoting female 

participation in innovation, including the adoption of the Gender Action Plan, the SFI gender 

dashboard, the increased number of female applicants and awardees for publicly funded 

innovation. Furthermore, we recognise the introduction of significant programmes 

encouraging female students to consider careers in STEM through the many ‘Girls in STEM’ 

programmes.  

 

The Chamber notes that many of our members are engaged on STEM initiatives within local 

primary and secondary schools in their area, these are projects that firms have set up 

themselves as part of their own CSR strategy. Our members would greatly welcome the 

opportunity for firms to collaborate on a national basis on STEM initiatives in schools – this 

would have a net benefit for both the schools and the firms, for example the identification 

of schools that have not availed of a STEM initiative as they are not located close to a firm 

providing one, or by allowing firms to share best practices in this space and collaborate on 

new projects. This could be a cross collaborative initiative between this Department and the 

Department of Education.  

We strongly recommend that the Department should have diversity and inclusion at the 

heart of its Strategy and upcoming policies. 

Focus areas within the Department  

Further Education  

 

Ireland’s commitment to talent development encompasses the entire cycle of lifelong 

learning – from primary and secondary right through to tertiary education. We recommend 

that the Department should also have a strong focus on widening the learning pathways to 

work – including promoting the availability of increased apprenticeship options as an 

alternative pathway for students' post-secondary level education.  

 

On specific apprenticeships targeted towards advanced manufacturing , Ireland should 

facilitate apprenticeship providers to be more versatile and ready to change course material 
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to meet Industries need for ‘Lifelong Learning’ and continuous CPD (Continuing Professional 

Development) within the workplace. Developing and delivering Industry 4.0 apprentice 

certification in the domains of Robotics, IIOT, Advanced Equipment Maintenance etc. should 

be a key priority in this area.  

 

Further education policy should also provide for ambitious programmes to enhance 

language skills and digital literacy – with a particular focus on re-skilling opportunities for 

those made unemployed by the crisis and schools in economically disadvantaged regions  

Ireland should continue the upward trend in participation in life-long learning – at 12.5% we 

are ahead of the EU average of 11.5% - however the Chamber recommends that our 

participation rate should be materially higher and our strategy should be linked with a 

national up-skilling/re-skilling strategy, capitalising on the post-COVID digitalisation of 

education.  

 

Ireland also has significant work to do in relation to digital literacy (currently at 48% of the 

population according to the European Commission Digital Economy and Society Index 2019) 

– the Chamber strongly recommends the implementation of a three year strategy to bring 

this rate to the EU average and then to the top 3 among EU member states.  

 

Higher Education  

 

The diverse talent and enterprise leadership is a key reason global companies chose to 

locate in Ireland. In order to maintain this reputation Ireland must continue to fund 

domestic third level research. We must make smart investment in our higher education and 

research sector – if we are to create, retain and attract world class talent we need world-

class educators. Universities are the backbone of the development of high quality research 

talent in Ireland. The Chamber would welcome a strategic decision on the recommended 

funding options outlined in the report of Expert Group on Future Funding for Higher 

Education. The Chamber recommends that Irelands advocates for a more collaborative EU 
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R&I agenda that foster international collaboration and acknowledges the value added of 

MNC in Europe as an integral part of the R&I EU ecosystem.  

 

The Chamber believes that Irish universities must be at the vanguard of the digitalisation of 

education; leveraging the high quality of talent in Irish universities including in particular 

world leading experts involved in SFI’s professorship programme, and introducing 

programmes between leading global and Irish universities  

 

There is a need for further integration of talent between Irish universities and industry. 

Researchers in an industry setting benefit from exposure to the cutting-edge research 

occurring in the universities, and researchers in universities benefit from the exposure to 

issues associated with the commercialisation of research in industry. In addition, deeper 

integration will promote the exposure of students to the concerns and issues experienced in 

industry as well as further developing their research excellence. The Chamber would 

welcome an expansion of formalised opportunities, with associated funding, for industry 

and university researchers to work in academia/ industry.  

 

Balancing fundamental and disruptive research  

 

Public investment should seek to retain the current RDI investment in scientific excellence, 

as well as providing additional resources to improve research centres of scale focused on 

the application of knowledge and technology. The Chamber believes that Science 

Foundation Ireland’s (SFI) focus on “Excellence and Impact” is a sound strategy for inward 

investment. We are very supportive of the Disruptive Technologies Innovation Fund to 

address the national policy challenges as a ‘Challenge-Centric’ method for aligning 

innovation investment with public priorities.  

 

For future calls, the American Chamber recommends that Government formulate criteria for 

funding calls that promote industry leadership, building on established eco-system strengths 

to deliver projects of measurable impact within 3-5 years that include public service delivery 
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challenges with a strategic focus on greening and digitalising the economy. A focus on a few 

large flagship programmes would cause a faster and stronger alignment of all actors in the 

value chain and lead to higher potential business and economic activity. It would create an 

associated ecosystem that is domain-led and clearly challenged to achieve specific 

outcomes and economic impact. This collective focus on impact, and not activity, will give 

greater clarity to investors and position the research community as a valued contributor and 

enabler.  

 

The Chamber would welcome the development of collaborative opportunities for large 

organisations, including MNCs, to innovate together. Current funding structures, such as the 

DTIF, make it difficult for Ireland’s largest organisations to collaboration, limiting the 

potential for many of Ireland’s most innovative organisations to work together.  

 

Furthermore, we recommend that the Department should seek to enhance links between 

SMEs and MNCs. Scale is key to growing the innovation ecosystem; MNCs need to develop 

sustainably alongside indigenous companies. The recently published European 

Commission’s country specific recommendations highlighted that “Ireland’s efforts to 

reduce the productivity gap between its foreign and domestic sectors remain sluggish.” It is 

vital that Ireland’s future innovation strategy fosters collaboration between MNCs and 

SMEs; start up and spill overs are a key element of the national ecosystem. The Chamber 

would welcome a national policy on the Start-Up Policy to foster both entrepreneurial and 

intrapreneurial innovation. A crucial part of this policy would be the further development of 

Ireland’s venture capital sector. In addition to the focus on disruptive technology, the 

Chamber recommends that the Department should also address the development of 

fundamental science capabilities. Sound fundamental research are the backbone of 

innovation, new technologies, and improved processes. Expertise in fundamental science in 

universities particularly at undergraduate level, is a key driver of high-quality talent who will 

produce the technology necessary for the circular economy, digitisation of public services 

and the transition to a carbon neutral economy.  
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Conclusion  

We are pleased to set out the American Chamber’s observations with respect to the 

Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023 for the Department of Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation and Science and and we would welcome any opportunity to assist 

further in this process. We remain available to you and the Department to discuss our 

suggestions related to inward investment and the future of Ireland’s innovation ecosystem. 

 

 

 

 

Aontas 

Dr Niamh O’Reilly 
CEO 

 

Summary Recommendations for the DFHERIS Statement of Strategy 2021-2023  

1. Create a new structure with a tertiary-wide approach for educational equality 

in the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science.  

2. Ensure that qualitative learner-informed data plays a central role in the 

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research and Innovation’s 

evidence-based approach to policy development.  

3. Ensure that the focus on skills in policy and policy implementation includes a 

broader definition of skills, learner-informed skills, land locally based skill needs.  

4. Ensure equality of investment in tertiary education.  
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5. Ensure the new Statement of Strategy 2021-2023 plays a strong role in 

implementing the Programme for Government.  

 

Introduction to AONTAS  

 

AONTAS is a long established (1969), non-governmental membership organisation that 

promotes that value of adult learning and advocates for the rights of all adult to quality 

learning across the tertiary education system. We have an unwavering commitment to 

educationally disadvantaged adults, we offer solutions-focused advocacy that is evidence-

based drawing on research and our extensive meaningful learner engagement activities. Our 

Strategic Plan: A Vision for Educational Equality (2019-2022) is informed by principles of: 

social justice, feminism, partnership, valuing diversity, advancing equality and supporting 

social inclusion.  

We continually strive to be offer work of the highest quality as an inclusive, informed, 

dynamic organisation which will act as a cooperative, trusted, critical friend to the 

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science. We 

continually engage with learners and educators from further education and training, 

community education and higher education on a weekly basis, affording us key insights into 

practice. We have expertise in educational equality and we advocate strongly for 

community education, as the most inclusive, yet underfunded part of the education system.  

Our work covers: Research: Authentically hearing learner voice, particularly those 

marginalised, through a mixed-methods research project, The National FET Learner Forum. 

Some recent examples of publications in this area are the 2019 Annual Synthesis Report and 

the COVID-19 FET Learner Report. Democratising relevant academic work in our well-

established peer reviewed journal, The Adult Learner. Completing Promoting lifelong 

learning and access: first week of March the annual AONTAS Adult Learners’ Festival (circa 

300 events/open days across Ireland), STAR awards recognising excellence in inclusive 

education projects and an annual Policy Day event. Encouraging people to engage in 

learning: Freephone information referral helpline and website www.onestepup.ie. Building 

capacity and supporting professional development in community education through the 
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AONTAS Community Education Network (Est. 2007, 10-year anniversary conference opened 

by Minister Coveney).  

We have strong European links: designated by the then Department of Education and Skills 

as the National Coordinator for the European Agenda for Adult Learning, we lead/partner in 

four EU projects across all levels of Erasmus+, are on the Board of the European Association 

for the Education of Adults (EAEA) and are linked globally. Co-established the Network of 

Adult Learning Across Border (NALAB, video) in response to Brexit, at the AONTAS Lifelong 

Learning Summit, with special guest, Secretary General Seán Ó Foghlú. Ultimately, all our 

work, and communications activities aims to advocate for the rights of all adults to engage 

in learning so to fulfil their aspirations. Who we represent: Organisations and individuals 

committed to educational equality for adults: 500 members [all 16 ETBs, over 120 

community education organisations, adult learning/access departments of Higher Education 

Institutions, social justice NGOs, educators and learners across the Island of Ireland].  

 

 

 

Introduction to the Submission  

 

In accordance with the provisions of the Public Service Management Act, 1997, the newly 

established Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 

has commenced the preparation of its Statement of Strategy for the period from 2021-2023. 

The Statement will comprise the key objectives, outputs and related strategies of the 

Department during this period.  

AONTAS welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the new Statement of Strategy, which 

aims to champion a new strategic and policy direction for further and higher education in 

Ireland. AONTAS is making this submission in order to highlight the important role that FET 

learner voice, and adult & community education should play in this new plan. At the outset, 

AONTAS would like to acknowledge the open, consultative approach of the new 

Department and its keen focus on educational disadvantage. Going forward we would 

welcome the opportunity to engage in formal groups set up by the Department (eg steering 
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groups), and provide a specific lens in which is analyse policy and practice from an 

educational equality perspective. As outlined in our range of work areas, we advocate from 

an authentic, informed, human-rights framework embedded in the lived experience of 

marginalised adult learners. Additionally, AONTAS welcomes the allocation made by 

Minister Harris TD in Budget 2021 of €8 million specifically aimed at mitigating educational 

disadvantage which is vital in supporting community education organisation to meet the 

increased need of their learners arising from the COVID19 pandemic. A further such fund 

would also support those cohorts of the population who have been most severely impact, 

the effect of which we are still yet to determine.  

Closer collaboration between the Department and the adult and community education 

sector should act as a catalyst for accomplishing a shared mission, one which ensures that 

the sector underpins and stimulates ‘Ireland’s social and economic development, and that 

the opportunities provided by public investment and policy in the sector are made more 

widely available to everyone, including the most vulnerable people in society’.  

For over 50 years, AONTAS has worked side-by-side with learners, educators, and 

organisations that have made an invaluable contribution to the structures and experiences 

of adults returning to education. Adult learners return to education for many reasons, such 

as improving their lives and improving their family’s circumstances. There are, however, 

broader social reasons, including a desire to lift their communities out of poverty and 

intergenerational social exclusion; over and beyond the barriers that have traditionally 

prevented them, their relatives and neighbours from fully participating in and benefitting 

from the education system in Ireland.  

Thus, adult learners can become a positive force for social change. This submission is 

therefore also being made to ensure the Department’s key objectives, outputs and related 

strategies achieve a vision aimed at promoting education for all.  

Given the recent impact of COVID-19, our focus on how to move forward in our quest for 

educational equality requires us to focus on individuals who have been further marginalised 

by the COVID-19 crisis. These groups are:  

• First-time and part-time Mature Students  
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• Those living in disadvantaged rural areas  

• People in unstable and unsustainable employment  

• Migrants  

• Low-qualified adults (those with less than an upper-second level),  

• Early school leavers  

• Individuals experiencing long-term unemployment  

• Asylum seekers  

• People with disabilities  

• Travellers  

• Lone Parents  

• People experiencing homelessness  

• Those in receipt of social welfare payments,  

• People living in poverty  

• Those from or who have low-income families  

• Substance Misusers  

 

The areas spotlighted and the recommendations made here are focused on increasing 

educational equality of access and equity of outcome across Further and Higher Education, 

as well as empowering every learner to reach their fullest potential through Community 

Education provision so that Ireland can take its place amongst the global leaders in lifelong 

learning. Ireland must strive to achieve this goal in order to meet the challenges 

contemporary life presents and to cultivate a degree of collective resilience, so that Ireland 

is prepared to adapt to all of the challenges that lie ahead. 
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Strategic Direction  

 

1. Create a new structure with a tertiary-wide approach to educational equality in the 

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science.  

‘The Coronavirus has caused the largest disruption to education in history impacting nearly 

1.6 billion learners in more than 190 countries’ (OECD, 2020, p.2). Over the course of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, marginalised groups have experienced an exacerbation of 

disadvantage. Many of the supports that were in place now must be offered in a different 

manner and the barriers that learners faced before the crisis are now being compounded. 

Despite efforts to redress potential barriers faced by COVID-19 in Irish education, there is a 

limit to what can be done in the short term and more long-term planning will be required to 

ensure we come out of this crisis stronger than when we went into it.  

Proactively building structures to address the long-term impact of COVID-19 on 

disadvantaged learners.  

The AONTAS Pre-Budget Submission 2021 calls for immediate action to address the specific 

impact this crisis is having on disadvantaged individuals and communities. To ensure we 

mitigate against the long-term damage of the crisis, differential re-distribution of available 

resources over the coming years will be essential. The current crisis, and future provision, 

will require a suite of supports to successfully increase participation and promote 

meaningful progression pathways.  

While the Department of Education and Skills quickly established a set of groups in March 

2020 to support the continuity of Further Education and Training (FET), Higher Education 

(HE), and community education provision through the COVID-19 crisis via the Tertiary 

Education System (TES) Steering Group, we are yet to see the true impact of the crisis on 

disadvantaged learners. The work of the Mitigating Educational Disadvantage (including 

community education issues) Working Group (MED) examined factors which impact on 

equity of access and disadvantaged learners, and proposed responses to mitigate these 

impacts. Emerging data points to: 
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 A significant reduction in disadvantaged adults participating in education, 

particularly accredited programmes at the early levels of the National 

Framework of Qualifications. According to data from Quality and 

Qualifications Ireland compared to 2019, in 2020 there was an average 

reduction of 50% in QQI Major Awards attainment at NFQ level 1-4. This 

compares to an average decrease of 17% for QQI levels 5 and 6. Similarly, 

compared to 2019, in 2020 there has been a decrease in QQI Minor Awards 

at Level 4, and Level 5 of 51%, and 28%, respectively.  

 

 AONTAS members highlight the broader needs of learners participating in 

adult and community education are not being met. Some learners with 

digital skills, thanks to the support from the new MAED fund can engage in 

blended learning. However, this does not include all learners, especially 

those with lower levels of digital literacy and in providers who were not 

successful in securing financial support. In addition, unsuitable or no study 

space, a lack of peer-support while studying remotely, one-to-one face time 

with tutors, limited or no access mental health and wellbeing services, and 

no childcare are still ongoing barriers faced by many learners.  

 

 These examples demonstrate that there has been an increase in educational 

disadvantage1 during COVID-19 and offers a stark warning to the potential 

effect society will face if the Department’s new Strategy fails to fully address 

these issues. The observable negative impact so far can be categorised as 

occurring at an individual and community level with the experiences on the 

ground at local level being:  

1 The Education Act (1998) defines educational disadvantage as ‘the impediments to education arising from social or economic 

disadvantage which prevent students from deriving appropriate benefit from education in schools. In relation to students in the formal 

education system educational disadvantage has been also been defined as: ‘a limited ability to derive an equitable benefit from schooling 

compared to one’s peers by age as a result of school demands, approaches, assessments and expectations which do not correspond to the 

student’s knowledge, skills, attitudes and behaviours into which (s) he has been socialised (as opposed to those to which (s) he is naturally 

endowed)’ (Boldt and Devine, 1998, p.10). In policy, the term ‘non-traditional student’ is used to describe a student who by their class, 

educational background, race, ethnicity, gender, dis (ability) are less likely to participation in higher education. ‘Under-represented’ is also 
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used (DETE, 2002; HEA, 2015) to identify particular target groups: Entrants from socio-economic groups that have low participation in 

higher education; First time, mature student entrants; Students with disabilities; Part-time/flexible learners; Further education award 

holders; and Irish Travellers (HEA, 2015, p.27)   

 

 Significant exacerbation of disadvantage as those with lower-levels 

qualifications are most likely to have lost their job, have poorer health, and 

have fewer resources to engage in the seismic shift to remote learning. It will 

further marginalise learners who cannot progress in further education and 

training in a remote context and set back their learning.  

 Notable reduced access and progression options for disadvantaged 

learners. QQI Major and Minor Awards act as building blocks to attaining 

accreditation and supporting progression across the National Framework of 

Qualifications (NFQ) through further and higher education. Further drops in 

these awards, as mentioned above, signals a very concerning trend about 

the current state and future of education for disadvantaged learner cohorts.  

Long-term educational inequality caused by the pandemic remains extremely 

problematic. At domestic and EU policy level there are a range of areas that 

are still of serious concern. These include:  

 Reduced lifelong participating rates. This reduction will hamper efforts to 

reach the Programme for Government lifelong learning participation rates 

target of 18% by 2025.  

 Stagnation in progression of marginalised learners. This stagnation will 

stymie access to apprenticeships and higher education options, thereby 

reducing government targets established in the Action Plan on 

Apprenticeships and the National Access Plan for Higher Education.  

 Reduced national accreditation levels. The EU Upskilling Pathways 

Recommendation aims to support Member States to increase levels of 

accreditation for all citizens to a Level 5 on the European Framework of 

Qualifications (the equivalent to a Level 5 on the Irish NFQ).  
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A key learning from the MED group was the value of a singular focus on disadvantaged 

learners, bridging the gap across community, further and higher education in furthering 

efforts to mitigate educational disadvantage exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

In taking a tertiary-wide approach to addressing educational disadvantage, high-level 

themes related to access were identified, resulting in a Tertiary Education Student/Learner 

Support Framework. AONTAS brought together six key overarching pillars impacting on 

access, whilst allowing for appropriate sectoral responses. In recognising the complexity of 

access issues, persistent structural marginalisation of learners, and a commitment to 

medium and longer-term monitoring of the impact of COVID-19, AONTAS highlighted the 

need for a comprehensive package of supports to ensure learners are not left behind by 

COVID-19. Regarding the Department’s role for social inclusion and to provide educational 

opportunities to everyone, including the most vulnerable, AONTAS proposes specific actions 

to meet this aim.  

 

Figure 1: Tertiary Education Student/Learner Support Framework 

 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, by drawing on the expertise of AONTAS and the MED 

working group, we have learned that issues impacting educational access have 

commonalities across the tertiary education system. They are expressed in this Tertiary 

Education System learner support system framework. The support needs for each pillar of 
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the Framework is assessed for that context to showcase an inclusive model designed to 

redress the challenges learners will face across community education; further education and 

training; and the higher education sectors. Establishing a tertiary structure to respond to 

learner-informed research, propose solutions to mitigate disadvantage, and adapt to the 

evolving long-term impacts of COVID-19.  

Concern about the lasting impact of COVID-19 also made essential the collation of learner-

informed, qualitative and quantitative research on disadvantaged learners. The purpose of 

this research being to generate evidence-based methods to mitigate the impact of this 

damage. In closing the MED group in December 2020, there was broad agreement that the 

new Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, under 

the leadership of Minister Harris TD, has an opportunity to make headway in its quest to 

further its social inclusion agenda. This aim can be achieved by building on the work of the 

MED, as a unique structure that focuses on educationally disadvantaged learners. It should 

take a holistic, learner-centred, rights-based approach, thus ensuring that the Irish tertiary 

response to COVID-19 keeps the learner at the centre of its future policy. This cross-

sectoral approach, drawing on the expertise of community education organisations, FET 

providers, higher education institutions, civil society organisations, learners and additional 

experts would offer a coherent structure drawing together the knowledge, experience and 

evidence to inform the Department’s access policy priorities. The new Department of 

Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science led by Minister Harris TD 

has the opportunity to spearhead a new vision for education in Ireland.  

“The department’s role is to ensure that these sectors underpin and stimulate Ireland’s social 

and economic development and that the opportunities provided by public investment and 

policy in the sectors are made more widely available to everyone including the most 

vulnerable in society”.  

Ireland has specific structures to shape tertiary education policy (e.g. The Expert Group on 

Future Skills Needs); however, there is no specific structure that is dedicated to educational 

equality across the tertiary system. Internationally, growing concern regarding the fallout 

from COVID-19 in widening inequalities has led the OECD to establish a Centre on Well-

being, Inclusion, Sustainability and Equal Opportunity (WISE), that will focus specifically in 
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generate data and solutions “to improve people’s well-being and reduce inequalities and 

better understand the impact of policies and business actions on people’s lives today and 

in the future”. The formation of this structure shows the need for a similar style focused 

response in Ireland to ensure that are national progress remains at the forefront of the 

global response to the pandemic.  

Given that participation by educationally disadvantaged groups must be of primary concern 

in developing this Strategy, the barriers to a quality learning experience, equal access, 

equity of outcome, and learner success can only be properly addressed when the 

community, further and higher education sectors are brought together and understood as 

mutually beneficial constituents of Ireland's educational ecosystem. Therefore, a structure 

to enable success across tertiary education is needed. For the following key populations 

specific efforts must be made to support educational access: Learners with Disabilities; 

Travellers and Roma; Home Carers; Women; Learners in Direct Provision; Learners impacted 

by Homeless; Learners with Literacy, Numeracy and Basic Digital Literacy Needs; Adults with 

Lower-Level Qualifications; Individuals in receipt of social welfare; and First-Time Mature 

Students. A cross-tertiary structure focused on educational equality would bring together 

voices, and expertise, from each sector working directly with these groups.  

AONTAS proposes that an educational equality oversight structure within the Department of 

Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science be established to continue 

the success of the MED Working Group on issues surrounding educational inequality to 

oversee the implementation of the new Strategy. This structure would be well placed to 

address the need for the Department to take an overarching view of policies that need to 

be knitted together to encourage, develop and promote the agenda of the Department 

alongside the Programme for Government. For example, the new Strategy should be close-

fitted to the Action Plan on Apprenticeships (2021-2025) and the new National Plan for 

Equity of Access to Higher Education (post 2021) to ensure success over the Strategy’s 

period. Strategic actions, as overseen and implemented by the structure, must be designed 

for bringing about sustainable positive change. Any actions within the Strategy to 

encourage, develop and promote educational equality must appreciate that although the 

barriers learners face when trying to fully participate in the wider education system may 
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seem like discrete and separate obstructions that can be tackled and resolved at the 

individual personal level, they are, in fact, interconnected outcomes of systemic problems: 

the living legacy of intergenerational educational inequity and the educational 

disenfranchisement of members of our society by gender, ethnicity, ability, immigration 

status, poverty and so on. To be successful this Strategy must therefore take actions which 

fundamentally address the underlying issues that have created and exacerbated the current 

disparity between those who have higher educational attainment and those who have not. 

In short, narrowly focusing this Strategy’s efforts on individual learners alone will most 

certainly squander the opportunity the new Department has to make educational history 

and make the necessary systemic changes really required for entire communities and 

society as a whole to benefit from the potentially infinite richness and diversity of 

educational outcomes Ireland has to gain in the long-term  

Role of the Educational Equality Across Tertiary Education Structure  

Aim: To advise the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research Innovation and 

Science on issues of educational equality and provide them with an innovative evidence-

informed policy making tool.  

This groups should be:  

 Independent, strategic thinking, networking  

 Dynamic and collaborative  

 Representative of the tertiary sector, taking a non–institutional, cross-

sectoral approach to equality that allows for equal collaboration across the 

sector  

 Collaborative, featuring representatives from NGOS, external academics, 

access professionals, and a mix of key stakeholders  

 Learner-centred, grounding all work in the interests of student/learner 

issues, with a focus on marginalised learners  

 Grounded in expertise, featuring experts who can add value to discussions  

 Equipped with a secretariat and staff to ensure work is action effectively  

This group should have:  

 a defined scope to think strategically  
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 a holistic view shaping its mission  

 ongoing analysis structures to review issues and generate recommendations 

for action  

 a medium to long-term action plan  

 a mandate to research and report on issues impacting disadvantaged 

learners across the tertiary sector  

 consultation structures to engage with stakeholders within the sector  

 

The Structure would create, for the first time, a bridge between all levels of the tertiary 

education system in addressing educational equality by focusing on social inclusion2. With 

the Minister and DFHERIS’ commitment to educational equality and a clear collective effort 

as a community of stakeholders to promote educational equality, it is a critical moment to 

make significant, systemic inroads in making education for all a reality.  

 

2 The European Commission (2004) states that Social inclusion is a process which ensures that those at risk of poverty and social exclusion 

gain the opportunities and resources necessary to participate fully in economic, social, political and cultural life and to enjoy a standard of 

living that is considered normal in the society in which they live. It ensures that they have greater participation in decision making which 

affects their lives and access to their fundamental rights’ (p.10).   

 

Education Policy:  

2. Ensure that qualitative learner-informed data plays a central role in the Department of 

Further and Higher Education, Research and Innovation’s evidence-based approach to 

policy development.  

 

The importance of gathering data, qualitative and quantitative, from learners and 

educators  

AONTAS urges the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science to ensure policy is developed with qualitative and learner-informed data. Evidence-

based policymaking requires comprehensive and credible data that measures learner 

engagement and learners’ needs. While macro-level data such as the number of enrolments 

and qualifications is useful to see an overall general trend, data from individual learners, 
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including priority groups, is essential to understand the needs and situations of marginalised 

learner groups. Learners’ needs and their learning contexts are diverse. While the 

Department and its agencies may need to identify the number of participants, attendance, 

programme completion and trends in subject engagement and pathway progression 

through quantitative figures, it is important to contextualise these figures alongside 

qualitative learner research that deepens over understanding of the challenge’s learners are 

facing. It is only by engaging with learners directly that a true understanding of learners’ 

needs, satisfaction and the quality of their learning experience can be understood. 

Importantly, this engagement must be large-scale and strategic, ensuring that it includes a 

diversity of learner voices (Flynn 2017; Walker and Logan 2008). A framework of what this 

engagement should look like featured in the AONTAS I’m A FET Learner booklet (2020) and 

can be found overleaf. 
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Due to the Department’s previous commitments to learner-centred policy making, 

structures for this type of feedback are already in place at both the higher and further 

education level. As evidenced through the QQI COVID-19 report on Teaching, Learning, and 

Assessment, many of the issues faced by learners were clearly identified through learner 

feedback gathered by USI, AHEAD and AONTAS, where large-scale learner structures helped 

to capture a picture of the impact of COVID-19 on learners (Quality and Qualifications 

Ireland 2020).  

 

The value of this joint approach is clear, because it provides us with some of the solutions 

needed to address problems identified through the quantitative data. For instance, the 

numbers tell us that learners at Level 1-3 were less likely to continue their courses during 

COVID-19, but we know from the learner engagement why this may be. Learners at Levels 1-

3 were more likely to report mobile phones as their primary form of engagement (32% 

compared to 27% of learners on Level 4 courses and 6% on Level 5 courses) (AONTAS 2020a, 

p.17).  

In addition, quantitative research can miss a certain subset of learners, as marginalised 

groups may not have a means to access the process whereby quantitative data are being 

collected. For example, our COVID-19 report found that “learners on Level 4 were more 

likely to have their work mailed to them by post (40.3%), followed by learners on courses 

Levels 1-3 (25.7%), and Level 5 (16%)” (AONTAS 2020a, p.16). If an online survey was used 

for data collection, it would mean that the data obtained had come only from learners who 

had sufficient digital literacy to use the internet and complete the form online; therefore, 

the voices of the learners who do not have such skills would not be represented. It is not 

implausible to suspect that learners with most difficulty are those who are least likely to 

have the capacity to participate in researchers’ data collection process. For example, our 

COVID-19 report found:  
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Of the learners who identified as members of the Traveller or Roma community, 52% 

reported not having access to a laptop to complete their coursework. 68% also indicated 

they relied on a mobile phone for their learning. This was higher than the overall survey 

population that saw 16.5% of the 723 respondents indicated that they did not have access 

to a laptop or computer and 13.6% relying on mobile phones to complete their assignments 

(AONTAS 2020a, p.16). 

 

The voice and needs of marginalised learners must be at the heart of any learner-

informed research  

The voice of marginalised learners, in particular, needs to be considered in any research that 

is developed. From learner research conducted to date, we know that learners in Direct 

Provision or from the Roma/Traveller community are more likely to face difficulty finding 

an appropriate learning space at home; the COVID-19 pandemic has had a greater negative 

impact on mental health among learners in Direct Provision or from the Roma/Traveller 

community, and those with disabilities; and that female learners are the majority group who 

has reported managing to learn while taking responsibility for childcare and other home 

caring during the pandemic (AONTAS 2020a, pp.18-20).  

In addition to what insights can be gained to informing effective responses moving forward, 

there is also a deeper value in investing in supporting learner voice structures at this critical 

time. With growing evidence of learners feeling disconnected from their classmates and 

learning, the communal identity that holds the education sector together is being 

challenged. Investing in learner voice is also an investment in the wellbeing of individual 

learner and the broader learning community. Now more than ever, it is imperative to ensure 

we build structures that can withstand the physical distance and the mental challenges that 

this pandemic has caused.  

AONTAS therefore calls on the development of evidence-based policies for learner-centred 

education. To be able to achieve this goal, it is essential to collect learner-informed data 

that is robust, reflects the diversity of the sector, and grounded in a mixed-methods 

approach. By utilising both quantitative and qualitative data, research can provide a richer 

and more informed understanding of learners’ needs (for the virtue of mixed-methods 
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research, see, for example, Lieberman 2005). Learners need to be involved at the heart of 

this action, as they will benefit not only from the solutions that are generated by this 

information, but also from engaging actively in the process of itself. 3. Ensure that the focus 

on skills in policy and policy implementation includes a broader definition of skills, 

learner-informed skills, and locally based skill needs.  

Ireland’s National Skills Strategy 2025 states that ‘Education and training providers will place 

a stronger focus on providing skills development opportunities that are relevant to the 

needs of learners, society and the economy’ as one of its core objectives (p.11). The 

Strategy also notes that upon their consultation transversal skills were highlighted as an 

important skill focus. However, skills are often defined in terms of employability instead of 

the broader purpose of skill development as funding and education and training initiatives 

focus on the contribution citizens can make towards the economy. Although it is important 

for learners to acquire skills to increase their employability, AONTAS calls for a broader 

understanding of skills that includes a focus on social inclusion, critical thinking, personal 

development, wellbeing, and democratic engagement. While some policy may note these 

areas, the general discourse and the implementation of policy often relates back to 

economic contributions and fails to recognise the true significance of a broader 

understanding that contributes to benefitting learners, their communities and a socially 

inclusive society. 

 

The National FET Learner Forum demonstrates the impact of adult learning and skill 

development on the lives of individuals taking part in FET programmes. Many learners state 

their reason for taking courses is to deepen connections within their communities or 

broader their social networks. In the 2019 FET Learner Forum events, out of total 958 survey 

responses, 13% chose “meet new people,” 10% “improve mental health,” and 10% “get out 
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of the house” as their reason(s) for taking a FET course. The event report found that by 

increasing learner self-confidence and broadening social networks, FET is in part building a 

stronger and more connected society. This was also confirmed by research conducted in the 

Higher Education sector where the National Forum for Teaching and Learning. A broader 

focus may help to support the strategies focus on ‘making Ireland a better place to live’ in 

addition to making it a better place ‘to work’ (Ireland’s National Skills’ Strategy, p.69). 

 

Ireland’s FET sector is divided into provision across 16 ETB’s. Each having their own local 

remit, funding, policy, and provision of courses. In addition, the learners participating in 

programmes come from a diversity of geographical locations and learner cohorts. The local 

and individual context of skills’ needs must be considered when developing national level 

policy and evaluating the implementation of education provision. Regional Skills Fora should 

would benefit from the inclusion of a community education and learner perspective.  

4. Ensure Equality of Investment in Tertiary Education  

AONTAS urges the Department to recognise the disparity of financial investment across the 

tertiary education sector. Given the challenges that the community education sector has 

faced during COVID-19 and its role in supporting marginalised learners, it is important that 

we support the sector, looking to address the historical gaps that have contributed to its 

under resourcing (MED, 2020). While AONTAS welcomes the Department’s recent 

commitment to supporting community education groups through this critical period and 

investment in the sector, through the Mitigating Educational Disadvantage Fund, we would 

like to see this commitment continued moving forward. We also would like to see a broader 
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aim that seeks to redress the funding challenges faced by the sector and a revaluing of the 

critical work community education providers are delivering.  

Community education is a vital component of the adult learning sector in Ireland, yet, the 

sector faces major challenges in terms of sustainable, streamlined funding and does not 

always receive the formal recognition its desires for the valuable role it plays. By virtue of its 

location, and rootedness in the community, community education has the ability to 

provide increased opportunities for many who are marginalised and with low educational 

attainment. Engaging individuals from groups traditionally furthest from education, 

community education provides the necessary supports to engage in learning and helps 

learners build the confidence they need to achieve educational success. Community 

education also promotes pathways into further and higher education.  

Winnie Coakley, an adult learner, describes her experience of Dublin Adult Learning Centre 

(DALC), a community education centre, as ‘a place of healing’. (AONTAS, 2020). Lee Carroll, 

Access 2000 Wexford, echoed this sentiment stating: "Community education has given me 

confidence and belief in myself and opened doors.” The value of community education goes 

beyond the individual learner and reaches broader society as a whole, making investment in 

the sector more than an individual one. 

Funding Community Education  

The impact of COVID-19 will be severe for communities who have been affected by the 

cutbacks of ten years of austerity. These cutbacks have eroded and undermined the support 

structures to disadvantaged communities, which had been gradually evolving and 

developing throughout the 1990s and up to the financial crash of 2008. Addressing this gap 

has been even more challenging given the diverse range of Government Departments and 

non-governmental funding sources that support community education providers. As part of 

an ERASMUS+ KA2 project, FinALE, AONTAS commissioned a study that identified 12 unique 

funding streams, representing 8 government departments (FinALE, 2017). The FinALE 

research found that organisations receive their primary and secondary funding from a 

multitude of department and agency sources, as well as from philanthropy, learner fees, 

religious organisations, and community grants. This assortment of funding providers, each 
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offering funds for specific purposes, has led to an overly complicated funding system that 

has yet to be fully deciphered by all funders and funding recipients alike.  

For example, one community education organisation located in a rural setting and 

addressing the needs of marginalised women, does not receive any SOLAS funding via the 

ETB. Although engaging 344 learners per year, the provision of services to enable access 

require funding through multiple departments – including Department of Social Protection, 

Department of Housing Planning and Local Government, Department of Social Protection – 

with smaller grants such as banking corporate social responsibility programmes and student 

fees.  

Without a sustainable funding model, community education providers have been forced to 

allocate disproportionate amounts of time and resources to securing funding from year to 

year. Procuring proper resources keeps community education providers away from what 

they do best: building relationships with their community and supporting learner 

engagement. This untenable never-ending struggle by community education providers to 

find adequate funding has become a necessity to ensure that doors stay open, learners have 

tutors, and that learners can benefit from participation and progression in education in the 

communities where they live. Being forced into top-down government funding structures 

that must be adhered to in order to remain open hinders instead of helps the mission of 

community education providers. No other key player within the education system, 

especially one that delivers such a positive impact for people most in need of educational 

and social equality, is challenged by such a precarious model of funding.  

In their 2019 Annual Report, SOLAS, the National Further Education and Training Authority 

reported 51,550 ‘community education beneficiaries’ making it the largest government 

body funding and gathering data on community education. According to SOLAS’ 2019 

Annual Budget, only 1.8% was allocated to supporting community education groups. 

Additionally, SOLAS funding is distributed regionally through Ireland’s 16 Education and 

Training Boards. There is a geographical inequality in how this funding is distributed. As you 

can see from the Table below, some regions spend a greater percentage of the overall 

budget on supporting community education groups than others.  
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Table: SOLAS Funded Community Education Provision by Education and Training Board in 

2019 

 

A significant issue that needs to be addressed is the manner in which this funding is 

distributed to community education groups, as it often varies, often due to legacy 

agreements. Some groups have historical agreements that allow them to access core 

funding from year to year while others access support through tutor hours alone. This 

inconsistency of approach to funding community education organisations across ETBs 

further complicates the issue, ultimately impacting on community education learners.  

 

Investing in Community Education is an Investment in Women  

Community education remained a core facet of many early women’s collectives in the 1970s 

and 80s (Connolly, 2005 and O’Grady, 2018). Research conducted in 2001 further confirmed 

this reporting that ‘an estimated 80 % of community education participants [are] women’ 

(AONTAS, 2001). In research conducted by AONTAS in 2010 (Bailey et al.), 85% of the 

learners in community education were women and 15 % were men. The link between the 

women’s movement and community education even led to the development of guidelines 
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(Quality Assurance Framework) specifically to support women’s community education 

groups that could be used across the sector (AONTAS, 2009).  

The importance for community education in supporting women is noteworthy, because 

access to education, particularly full-time education remains a challenge for women. The 

2017 Adult Education Survey (CSO) on adult learning in Ireland found that females are more 

likely to report some form of unmet demand in lifelong learning with 35.8 % of females 

reporting this gap compared with 29.0 per cent of males. Nationally, the most common 

difficulty women cited to accessing education was that women ‘did not have time due to 

family responsibilities (43.7% per cent). Similar findings were reported in the National FET 

Learner Forum, where access to childcare featured as a key recommendation, particularly 

for female participants in SOLAS funded courses.  

Increasing access to childcare and supporting one parent families therefore became an 

avenue for increasing educational access to women. Community education was recognised 

as an effective vehicle to do this, through its ability to offer part-time and flexible learning 

options that came with wraparound support services. The Department of Education and 

Skill’s 2012 Operational Guidelines for Providers of Community Education identified one 

parent families as one of the fourteen target groups who would best be supported through 

Community Education provision, while explicitly stating that the purpose of its provision was 

to ‘reduce educational and social disadvantage’. The position implied that community 

education had a role to play in elevating the financial and social position of women, 

particularly those caring for children alone. This belief was backed up by evidence from 

research that argued that community education had a vital role to play in combatting 

poverty.  

In this past year, AONTAS has taken active steps to recapture this message, highlighting the 

value community education brings, particularly to marginalised learners. In October 2020, 

we launched the inaugural Community Education Census to map community education 

provisional nationally. While data gathering and analysis is still underway, initial findings 

already confirm the role community education providers play in supporting women. Of the 

76 groups who have complete the Census to date and are providing community education 

courses to 12,288 learners, 69% of the learners supported by these groups are women.  
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Gender Bias of Financial Investment in Adult Learning  

AONTAS urges the Department of Further and Higher Education, Innovation, Research and 

Science to recognise the gender bias that currently exists across the tertiary education 

sector in terms of financial investment. While we welcome the success of the new 

Generation Apprenticeship programmes and the efforts shown to support diversity and 

inclusion in this area. For example, the investment in the predominantly male-dominated 

apprenticeship programmes (circa 95%) is significantly higher than the female-dominated 

community education programmes (circa 69%). Notwithstanding the different focus, as a 

point with regard to investment in the most marginalised, and given the return on 

investment regarding the benefits of engagement in education, there are stark differences 

in resource allocation. This deepens social inequality, further marginalising women by 

investing less in the education models they choose to engage with, and must be addressed 

in the new Statement of Strategy. 

5. Ensure the new Statement of Strategy 2021-2023 plays a strong role in implementing 

the Programme for Government  

The new Statement of Strategy should play a strong role in the implementation of the 

Programme for Government (PFG) making direct connections across these two policies. In 

AONTAS’ response to the PFG there are a number of important and highly relevant areas 

worth noting (AONTAS, 2019). For example, AONTAS welcomed the Government’s 

recognition of community education’s vital role in our communities by pledging support for 

its schemes and initiatives post COVID-19. However, the legacy of the negative impact of the 

pandemic on learners and on the sector will be lasting and irreversible if the Department's 

new Strategy fails to successfully support the sector’s return to full capacity in supporting 

learners in local communities. That said, this Strategy must go beyond efforts of restoration 

so that the sector can once again replicate its pre-COVID levels of achievement with 

Ireland's most vulnerable learners and disenfranchised communities. In addition, the 

Strategy must make provisions for increasing public investment to build up the sector's 

capacity to a level that not only properly reflects the full value of its social and economic 
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returns, but also to a level that can fully facilitate delivering on and implementing the PFG. 

AONTAS has welcomed the catalogue of progress promised by the Programme for 

Government. 

 



66 
 
 

 

 

 



67 
 
 

 

 



68 
 
 

 

 

Conclusion  

This submission makes a number of recommendations which AONTAS hopes to see 

reflected in the Department’s new Strategy. To summarise, they are:  

1. Create a new structure with a tertiary-wide approach to educational equality in the 

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science.  

2. Ensure that qualitative learner-informed data plays a central role in the Department of 

Further and Higher Education, Research and Innovation’s evidence-based approach to policy 

development.  

3. Ensure that the focus on skills in policy and policy implementation includes a broader 

definition of skills, learner-informed skills, land locally based skill needs.  

4. Ensure equality of investment in tertiary education.  

5. Ensure the new Statement of Strategy 2021-2023 plays a strong role in implementing the 

Programme for Government.  

The constructive commentary and recommendations made here stem from an 

understanding of education as a fundamental Civil and Human Right that everyone should 
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be able to access, enjoy and benefit from. The vision and actions described in this 

submission which AONTAS hopes will be reflected in the new Strategy have grown out of 

and contribute to a Human Rights-based framework embedded in the lived experience of 

marginalised adult learners and their communities. We know that the impact of educational 

inequality is vast and has lasting consequences, for numerous generations and for society. 

There is a growing understanding that a complex range of systemic barriers which impact on 

a person’s ability to engage in education exists. Furthermore, not being able to engage in 

education corelates with and results in less civic engagement and democratic participation, 

lower quality of life, poorer health, precarious and exploitative employment conditions, 

poverty, as well as homelessness and addiction. This new Strategy presents all stakeholders 

with the opportunity to directly address these issues and improve the life circumstances of 

adult learners and in-turn support their familys and communities. Together, DFHERIS, 

SOLAS, AONTAS and the wider-tertiary education system can collectively break the 

structural cycle which has traditionally disempowered so many of Ireland’s most vulnerable 

individuals and marginalised groups. AONTAS looks forward to playing its role in continuing 

to work with the Department, SOLAS and alongside all of the stakeholders concerned in 

order to ensure that the new Strategy is one which focuses on quality education and equity 

in education by listening to and working in partnership with adult learners.  
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Association of Higher Education Careers Services (AHECS) 

Gavin Connell (Co-Chair of AHECS) and Josephine Walsh (Executive Director 
of AHECS) 

 

Public Consultation on Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023  

Submission to the  

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science  

 

Introduction  

AHECS is the voice of HE Career Services, representing careers, employability and placement 

practitioners across Ireland. Representing over 27 Universities and Institutes of Technology, 

we enable careers professionals to develop their own skills and share best practice 

approaches and resources. Together, our members and partners are facilitating over 

200,000 students to get ahead. The Association is managed by an Executive Board with 

members from UCD, NUI Galway, TUD, NCI, DKIT and WIT and the current co-chairs are 

Gavin Connell, Head of Careers, University of Limerick and Trevor Johnson, Head of Careers, 

Employability and Skills, Queens University, Belfast.  

A recognised authority on career development learning and employability within higher 

education, the membership and association are well connected globally, networking and 

partnering with career development practitioners internationally to share and implement 

best practice. Engagement includes and is not limited to the following professional 

associations and bodies:  

 Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services (AGCAS) – an increasingly international 

professional association for HE career development and employability professionals, based 

in the UK,  

 INEUCS - The International Network of Employers and University Careers Services 

(INEUCS). The largest, most prestigious graduate recruitment and advisory network in the 

world.  
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 National Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services (NAGCAS) - the Australian 

professional association for career development and employability professionals.  

 

Association for Sandwich Education and Training (ASET) - professional association for 

academics, Internship/Work Placement staff and career professionals engaged in 

internship/work-related learning that is based in the UK.  

 Institute of Student Employers (ISE) – a UK based association of graduate recruiters and HE 

career development professionals.  

 National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) – a US association of career 

development professionals and graduate recruiters in the USA.  

The association also has strong links with employer and industry partners including, IBEC, 

ISME, Enterprise Ireland, Regional Skills Fora, while many services support the IDA by 

hosting visits from FDI companies considering Ireland as a location. AHECS also has 

representation on the board of Student Affairs Ireland (SAI), positioning career support 

within the context of holistic student support and development and is also aligned with IGC 

and NCGE.  

The depth and range of engagement across borders in the area of career development gives 

AHECS a unique perspective on career guidance and student employability within  

the HE sector. HEI Career Services lead and influence the development of employability 

strategies and programme implementation in their respective HEIs. Additionally, as the 

primary institutional contact for graduate employers, Career Services in HEIs have close 

relationships with graduate recruiters, nationally and internationally and possess expertise 

in labour market intelligence and opportunity awareness.  

While HEIs are often in competition with one another with regard to student recruitment, 

AHECS facilitates career practitioners in the sector to share best practice, resources, explore 

technologies, network and engage in CPD opportunities. AHECS members offer a broad 

range of services to students and while these vary between institutions, core services to 

undergraduates, postgraduate, full time and part time students, include:  

 career guidance and career coaching including both one to one and group work  
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careers education, skills and talent development – liaising with academic units to 

integrate into the curriculum while also offering co-curricular options.  

 manage work based learning opportunities, including business development with 

employers to source placements and internships, supporting students and employers 

through the placement recruitment process and support to students while on placement.  

 facilitate multiple options for students to meet with graduate employers and alumni 

mentors including job fairs, skills workshops, guest lectures, sector and company 

presentations  

 maintain up to date jobs portals and extensive range of career information  

 bespoke careers education for specific student cohorts e.g. International, Access, mature, 

doctoral students, sports scholarships etc  

 consultancy to academic units on the development of new programmes and the 

integration of career development learning in the curriculum  

 annual Graduate Outcomes Survey  

Many career services continue to offer these supports and services for up to three years 

after graduation.  

Given the expertise and experience of its members, and deep insights into both student and 

employer needs, AHECS is uniquely placed to offer perspectives on the department’s 

policies and how they meet the needs of the Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science sector and address the current challenges. We welcome the 

opportunity to contribute to the future direction of the Department.  

This submission focuses on two areas which present specific challenges to the provision of 

career services for students in higher education - economic /labour market influences and 

changes in student demographics, while the final section includes recommendations for 

consideration in future policy development.  
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Labour Market  

In January 2020, final year students due to graduate in summer 2020 were hopeful of 

transitioning to successful careers in an economy at almost full employment. Career 

Services were focused on ensuring that students were prepared to compete in a buoyant 

graduate labour market, creating multiple opportunities for students to meet with 

employers and communicating post graduate work and study options. However, the impact 

of Covid 19 has created an entirely different landscape for the graduates of 2020. With the 

ESRI1 reporting an unemployment rate of almost 15% for 2021, this will be the vista for, at a 

minimum, the graduates of 2021, depending on the rate of economic recovery and will 

almost certainly continue for longer. A recent AHECS survey of graduate employers2 also 

indicated the following :  

 46% of respondents indicate they will recruit approximately the same number of 

graduates as last year, and possibly more  

 17% will recruit less than 2019  

 6% are planning to cancel their graduate recruitment plans for 2020  

 A third don't know how their graduate recruitment numbers will change for 2020 

reflecting the current uncertainty in the market  

 

The past year has seriously impacted on students’ plans and while we are all hopeful of a 

vaccine, the impacts of Covid 19 will be felt for a number of years, prompting new 

approaches to supporting students’ transition from education to the labour market and new 

imperatives in terms of policies for the Department.  

The impact of work based learning on career choice is well researched and it is clear that the 

experiential learning gained can make an important contribution to enhancing students’ 

career progression, can help develop career management skills3 and enhance social 

mobility. Additionally, recent research in Nottingham Trent University4 in the UK found that 

all students across all subject areas are likely to improve their academic attainment as a 

result of a work based learning experience. Increased work based learning is also referenced 
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in the National Skills Strategy 2025 and the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs have 

highlighted the value of work placement in enhancing the work readiness of those who 

experience a placement. In recent years, most HEIs have responded to the evidence based 

research and the economic imperatives for graduates who are work ready, by integrating 

work based learning into programmes via placements and internships. Placements schemes 

are intrinsically resource intensive, involving managing the administrative process, 

delivering quality employer engagement, preparing students to enter the world of work, 

supporting and visiting students whilst they complete the placements and assessing the 

academic module associated with the experience.5 In a strong economy sourcing these 

opportunities for students is relatively straightforward, however in a recession, becomes 

problematic. Work based learning is now a competitive space, with employers expected to 

offer apprenticeships, undergraduate and post graduate short internships and longer 

placements as well as facilitating placements for upskilling programmes such as 

Springboard. Employers cannot meet the demand from HEIs who are now competing with 

one another for this limited supply. Given the impact of Covid 19 on the economy and the 

consequent decrease in the number of placements available for students, HEIs will have to 

seek alternatives to work placement. These may include applied industry projects, industry 

authentic assessments, reflection on learning and employability from part time jobs, 

entrepreneurial challenges, etc., and will need to be developed in partnership with industry 

to design these alternatives which reflect the skill sets required by specific sectors and roles 

and meet the learning outcomes of academic programmes.  

 

Changing Student Demographics  

 

Increased student numbers progressing to tertiary education has been well documented 

with enrolments increasing from 138k in 2007 to 184k in 2017and projections indicate that 

enrolments will continue to rise annually over the next ten years to 2030 and will then begin 

to decrease. Over the same period, government investment in HEI has decreased. The goals 

outlined in the National Skills Strategy 2025, clearly indicate that the learning experience for 

students in HEIs should include the development of transversal skills that are relevant for 
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the economy. As Career Services are the institutional experts on employability and labour 

market knowledge, the focus is firmly on our members to influence the development of 

curriculum and provide co-curricular programmes which facilitate the development of these 

skills. Supporting skills development and career transitions for increased student numbers 

presents significant challenges to Career Services and given that the student body is far from 

the homogenous group that it may have been 10 years ago, the challenge is compounded. 

Changes in student demographics include:  

 Increased numbers of international students – in 17/18 there were 17k full time non Irish 

students living in Ireland 6 making a substantial impact to the economy. Most HEIs have 

targets to increase these numbers as part of their globalisation strategies. Many of these 

students are focused on remaining in Ireland to avail of  the Stay Back option with 66% of 

international graduates7 who graduated in 2018, successfully transitioning to employment 

in Ireland.  

 Socio economic profile – successful widening participation initiatives over many years and 

also proposed in the National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030, now mean that, based 

on Deprivation Index Scores (DIS), 10% of all students are now classed as disadvantaged8 

and without specialised career support will attempt to transition to the world of work with 

little social capital, networks or role models.  

 Students with Disabilities – with increased supports in second level for students with 

disabilities, coupled with the widening participation programmes noted above, registrations 

with Disability Support services in HEIs have increased by 220% over that last 10 years with 

7.2% of undergraduate students in 18/19 indicating that they have registered with their 

disability service. These students require a tailored, individual level of support to participate 

in work placements and to progress to graduate roles. This success is dependent on 

effective partnerships with employers to create and increase these opportunities.  

These changing student demographics have placed considerable attention on the provision 

of career development learning for these diverse student cohorts.  

Institutions have focused on internationalisation objectives but in few cases has institutional 

funding been allocated to Career Services to support international students’ understanding 
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of the labour market in Ireland and the development of their skills to compete in this market 

and successfully transition to graduate roles.  

Extensive funding has been allocated to support Access programmes to ensure equity of 

access to education and this is welcomed. However, this will have limited impact if focus 

and funding is not extended to programmes which develop equity of access to opportunity 

in the workplace for those students from non-traditional backgrounds. These programmes 

need to include employers and integrate with their equality, diversity and inclusion 

strategies.  

 

Recommendations  

 

Government policies and strategies rightly highlight the need for higher education to 

produce graduates with the skills needed to meet the developing and emerging needs of the 

economy. However, within the policy and strategic framework, there is little recognition of 

(or reference to) the role played by HE Career Services in developing student talent and 

supporting recent graduates or reflecting the role played by Career Services as a central 

point of reference for enterprise around talent development and talent pipelines. HE Career 

Services should be referenced in national policies and strategies and HE providers 

encouraged to support their career development functions to leverage maximum potential. 

Indeed, there is a clear and present need for investment from government and HE providers 

in their Career Services. It is needed to enable Career Services to effectively prepare 

students for the dynamic, knowledge led economy where possession of the right skills, 

adaptability and change orientation is now needed. Additionally, it is needed from the 

perspective of recruiting students into higher education given prospective students’ and 

parental focus on career outcomes. Irish HE Career Services remain understaffed and under-

resourced with most depending on monetising their relationship with employers to 

maintain their services. In the current climate this is not ideal as universities need to remove 

any barriers to employers engaging with their institution. Over the years, our members have 

demonstrated exceptional levels of innovation and creativity to deliver world class services 

to students with limited resources. This proactive, entrepreneurial approach was further 
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demonstrated this year as Career Services across the country supported one another to 

pivot services and supports to online delivery models for both students and graduate 

employers. New technologies, virtual career fairs, online one to one support, creation of 

virtual information rooms, on line career modules were all introduced with no additional 

funding from their institutions (with some exceptions) or from government. This is not 

sustainable in the longer term.  

Over the last few months, there have been significant and welcome announcements from 

the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science for 

student supports, namely, Access, mental health and wellbeing, Traveller education and 

technology (lap top scheme). Additionally, there have been increased places and new 

programmes via the Human Capital Initiative and additional Springboard programmes 

announced in the July stimulus package to facilitate upskilling for recent graduates and 

others. However, to date, the challenges of supporting third level students (prospective, 

new and current students and recent graduates) in their endeavours to plan for and make 

successful career decisions and transitions, we believe has been underrepresented. We 

believe increased support is required at this crucial time to deliver the enhanced services 

necessary, aligned with the needs of industry, the economy and society while 

simultaneously supporting mental health, wellbeing and student success.  

The following recommendations, if implemented will contribute to these positive outcomes:  

 Investment in meaningful Employer/HEI Partnerships – additional resourcing is needed 

across the HE Careers spectrum to truly exploit the potential of enterprise engagement 

which is currently sporadic, diverse and perhaps opportunistic at times as opposed to 

planned as part of a strategic mission or goal. These partnerships could initially address 

current challenges such as exploring alternatives to placement, Equality Diversity and Social 

inclusion (and specifically the transition of Access students to employment), and develop 

pathways for International students to employment. HEI Career Services are positioned to 

lead in these areas as the primary contact for graduate employers.  

 

 Funding to incentivise work placements with employers - as the number of programmes 

with integrated work based learning experiences continues to increase, and with unpaid 
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placements no longer viable (due to the Minimum Wage Act), employers may need to be 

incentivised to offer these opportunities. As almost 70% of the population work in SMEs9 

most graduates will progress to work in this sector. Generally, SMEs do not engage with HEI 

Career Services to the same degree as large corporates and multinationals as they do not 

have the resources, however a government supported programme to encourage 

placements in this sector could be mutually beneficial for both SME employers, students 

and HEIs.  

 Public Sector Graduate and Internship programmes - There is a need for Ireland to have as 

efficient and effective public sector as possible. This will enhance productivity, increase 

efficiency and effectiveness. Yet, the public sector in general does not compete well with 

the private sector when attracting talent. There are very few public sector graduate 

programmes currently and they operate independently of one another. Developing a broad 

based public sector Graduate Development Programme, including general and more 

specialist posts, would be beneficial in this context as would a suite of paid internships for 

undergraduate students. HE Career Services could contribute to the development of such 

programmes and to enhanced relationships with the public sector as an employer around 

talent acquisition, that are as well developed as those existing across the private sector. If 

we can achieve effective, consistent relationships between the public sector and the HE 

Career Services network, then there will be more awareness of public sector opportunities 

which will become as attractive to graduates as corporate roles. Similarly funding to public 

sector bodies to develop internship and placement programmes to address the current 

shortage of such opportunities is recommended.  

 

 Increased support for career development in HEIs.  

The National Skills Strategy 202510 notes that “guidance is increasingly important in the 

context of lifelong learning and Career Management Skills have been highlighted as an 

important skill that people of all ages need to develop to enable them to manage their own 

career and make the right choices for them.” Providing opportunities for students to 

develop these skills is central to the work of Career Services in HEIs. Career practitioners, 

often working in partnership with employers, ensure students are aware of the skills 
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required, understand how to develop these skills and how to present these skills in a 

compelling way on their CVs and at interview. In the current economic climate, our students 

deserve more than can currently be provided if they are to develop the transversal skills 

required by employers and navigate the continuously developing new and innovative ways 

of recruitment, to eventually be successful in a competitive graduate labour market. 

Additionally, the graduate labour market is changing as some sectors flourish while others 

struggle, therefore students now need access to professional career guidance and coaching 

to pivot from their original career objectives to sectors with increased job opportunities. 

These interventions can also have positive impacts on retention and progression rates as 

students become aware of their alternative options and pathways.  

 

 First Year Transition support – with limited resources and an average professional career 

staff:student ratio of 1: 4.5k, with some services having ratios closer to 1:6k, the majority of 

Career Services concentrate their efforts and resources on the needs of final years students 

and placement students (where applicable). Transition from second level to third level can 

be difficult for many and the Leaving Certificate class of 2020 have had a particularly testing 

transition. Many received course offers that they never expected, resulting in a significant 

increase in the number of first year students presenting to Career Services showing lack of 

motivation for their programme of studies and considering dropping out of their 

programmes. Additionally, the concept that the graduate labour market is non-linear (i.e. 

most graduates do not work in areas related to their undergraduate degree) is not being 

communicated effectively at second level resulting in anxiety for many first years, 

concerned that their degree will only lead them to one career path. Targeted career 

supports for this cohort of students especially in the first semester of first year will 

contribute to increased retention and progression rates and will also support the health and 

wellbeing of these students when they are at their most vulnerable.  

 

 Employability Supports for Access students – successes in increasing the numbers of non-

traditional students to higher education will have limited impact if the focus is not extended 

to ensuring equity of access to opportunity in the work place in partnership with employers. 
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In addition, projects such as Pathway to the Professions (UCD) which look to disrupt and 

make the professions accessible to non-traditional students and graduates are needed 

across the HEI sector. This is a complex space where success is reliant on recruiting more 

students into higher education, offering more individual career development and industry 

based experiences to build self-efficacy and self-confidence, to enable students to secure 

graduate employment. There is a structural and transformation aspect also in persuading 

employers to not only recruit but also develop and in time promote non-traditional students 

into positions of influences and leadership. Given the access to graduate employer networks 

and building on the work many of our members have already contributed in this space, 

Career Services are uniquely placed to progress programmes related to equity of access to 

opportunity in the workplace for Access students.  

The recommendations above which relate to changing student demographics can be 

summarised simply. If student numbers in any category (e.g. international, Access etc) 

increase, if new courses are added (e.g Springboard,) or if the number of places on courses 

are increased, there needs to be a funding allocation towards the provision of career 

services for these students. Facilitating the transition into HE represents a partial success. 

Facilitating students’ transitions to successful careers where they contribute to the 

economy, their communities and society, completes the task. HEI Career Services play a key 

role in that transition and that role has been ignored in policy development for too long. 

1 https://www.esri.ie/news/covid-19-having-a-significant-but-disparate-impact-on-the-irish-economy  

2 https://www.ahecs.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/AHECS_GMS_2020-Final-Soft-Copy.pdf   

3 Brennan, L. (2009), Integrating work-based learning into higher education: A guide to good practice. Bolton: University Vocational 
Awards Council.  
4 http://irep.ntu.ac.uk/id/eprint/19477/  

5 Higher Education Policy Institute https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2019/04/11/the-placement-panacea/   

6 https://www.iua.ie/ouruniversities/universities-impact/   

7 https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2020/06/HEA-Graduate-Outcomes-Survey-Class-of-2018.pdf  

8 https://hea.ie/statistics/data-for-download-and-visualisations/socio-economic-data-and-maps/   

9 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-syi/statisticalyearbookofireland2019/bus/businessinireland/   

10 https://www.education.ie/en/publications/policy-reports/pub_national_skills_strategy_2025.pdf   
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Astronomical Society of Ireland 

Dr Deirdre Coffey 
Chairperson 
 

Submission in response to the Public Consultation on Statement of Strategy 2021-2023 from  

the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science. 

  

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The current research funding landscape in Ireland is highly focused on applied research, 

with a large proportion of the national research budget being directed towards activities in 

which commercial organisations see short- to medium-term benefits. This narrow focus 

severely limits the potential positive impact that a broad base of research activity can have 

in both societal and economic terms. 

A healthy national research ecosystem is desirable from a number of perspectives: 

1. It produces a pool of human capital and expertise which contributes to the 

resilience of the State in facing calamities, in policy development, in educating future 

generations to a high level, and in the maintenance of a skilled and innovative 

workforce; 

2. . It attracts international researchers and companies to Ireland to avail of the 

expertise produced here; 

3. It inspires , and gives the opportunity to, the next generation to become involved in 

world-leading discoveries. 

4. It nurtures the a dvancement of our society, culture and humanity generally. 

We advocate for an enhancement of the vision for research funding to include broad 

support for all areas of research, including fundamental research, to the benefit of our 

society and economy, and to inspire future generations. 

Thus, the ASI calls for an overhaul of the current funding landscape in Ireland with the end 

goal being a more balanced research ecosystem with a fairer and more appropriate divide 

between funding available for both applied and fundamental research. The needs of the 

astrophysics research community are currently not being met since equitable access to 
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funding is not available to all researchers. This current imbalance contravenes the National 

Strategy document which calls for “Ireland’s higher education institution’s to continue to 

break new ground in research of the highest standards across the spectrum of disciplines 

and activity”. 

Under current funding restrictions this vision is not realisable. We call on the government to 

address this imbalance. This submission is made by the Astronomical Society of Ireland (ASI), 

a learned society of professional researchers in space science, astronomy and related 

disciplines. We focus our response on the research and scientific areas of the DFHERIS remit. 

In writing this response we note particularly the National Strategy for Higher Education to 

2030 1 . We also note the UNESCO report entitled “What is the optimal balance between 

basic and applied research?” 2 which notes that “Strength in basic research is essential for 

any country that wishes to keep producing frontier technologies in rapidly evolving 

markets.” This is of particular relevance to a country like Ireland for which frontier 

technologies are of critical economic importance. 

How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be enhanced? 

The National Strategy 1 for higher education calls for research activity to be “characterised 

by a strong and broad base across all disciplines”. In addition it states that research should 

have a “significant focus in niche areas that are aligned with and are a significant support for 

Irish national economic, social and cultural needs”. These aims recognise the importance of 

the generation of human capital as a key motivator in funding research activity, whether in 

basic or applied research across all disciplines. They recognise the critical importance of 

maintaining a broad research base, something which is not currently happening in Ireland. 

The needs of the research community in Ireland, at least those primarily working in 

fundamental research, in terms of access to funding are currently not being met. This makes 

it difficult and often impossible for researchers in the astrophysics community to progress 

knowledge generation to new graduates in the way envisioned by the government’s policy 

document. For the vast majority of researchers in the ASI no current national funding 

pathways exist for them to lead research projects. The same holds for all research 

communities whose primary research areas lie within the bounds of fundamental research. 
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The needs of the research community, and indeed Ireland as a whole, can therefore only be 

effectively met by a more expansive funding landscape within which a balanced ecosystem 

of both applied and fundamental research thrives. There exist a number of pathways to 

achieving this objective, some of which we outline below. However, the fundamental need 

of the ASI (and other basic research communities) is for the research funding landscape to 

achieve balance between funding for fundamental and applied research and to become 

more reflective of the funding landscapes in other advanced economies 3 . As the referenced 

OECD link shows, Ireland commits far less resources to funding fundamental research 

(~10%) than other advanced economies (~50%). 

What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate to 

meet those challenges? 

It is the strong view of the ASI that the vision outlined in the National Strategy 1 is not being 

pursued effectively. The primary challenge is to re-shape the Irish funding landscape to   

properly pursue the existing aims outlined in the National Strategy: the creation of a broad 

base of international quality research across all disciplines. Currently, for example, Science 

Foundation Ireland, which primarily funds applied research, has an annual research budget 

approximately ten times larger than the Irish Research Council which funds fundamental 

and applied research across all domains. In contrast, within the European Union the average 

proportion of government expenditure on research which is devoted to fundamental, or 

basic, research is 52% (see footnote 2). 

The focus in research policy has been towards funding research which has a demonstrable 

impact on a relatively short timescale. De facto, the focus tends towards short-term 

economic impact such as patents and products. This focus itself is not necessarily a bad 

thing: it only becomes a problem when the focus on applied research funding comes to 

dominate the whole research landscape, as has happened in Ireland over the past decade. 

Such a narrow, overriding focus is not effective in the creation of a viable national research 

environment. It also wastes the human capital and expertise residing in Ireland’s higher 

education institutions, as it results in many being excluded from pursuing leading 

international research. The ASI therefore calls for research funding policy to be focused on, 
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and driven by, the creation of a balanced, internationally competitive research ecosystem 

across all disciplines. 

 

Achieving a more balanced research ecosystem 

A more balanced ecosystem can be achieved through either expanding the role of SFI, which 

currently focuses largely on funding applied research (sometimes referred to as “oriented 

basic research” which is radically different to fundamental research) or alternatively through 

the creation of a body with sufficient capacity to adequately resource the funding of 

fundamental research at a level comparable to other OECD countries 3 . This latter solution 

could also be through increasing funds to the IRC. The ASI does not hold a position on which 

of these strategies is more appropriate. Infrastructure, both national and international, is 

fundamental to scientific advancement in any country and a vital component of the 

research ecosystem. Facilities however can be so specialised, and/or so prohibitively 

expensive, that no institution, or even one country, can afford them. Here, of course, it 

makes sense to pool resources including expertise. Astronomy and Space Research, in 

particular, are heavily dependent on international organisations to build observatories, 

satellites and instrumentation. Examples include the European Space Agency (ESA), of which 

Ireland was a founding member, and the European Southern Observatory (ESO), which we 

have recently joined. Membership of ESA has allowed us to participate in game-changing 

missions such as the James Webb Space Telescope, Solar Orbiter, 

XMM-Newton and many more. Here, full participation by Irish scientists is contingent on 

access to Prodex funding, an optional ESA programme. Not only does this ensure knowledge 

advancement, training of early career scientists, and increased technological know-how, but 

it also guarantees access for the scientists involved to world-class facilities. Likewise, ESO is 

constructing not only the largest telescope in the world, but also cutting-edge 

instrumentation, the cost of which rivals that of a medium-sized space mission. As in the 

case of ESA, it is necessary to ensure Irish researchers can avail of the training and 

technological advancement that can come from ESO membership, for example by 

establishing an instrumentation/infrastructure support programme, like Prodex, that our 

universities can tap into. 
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This will ensure Irish scientists are leading in areas such as adaptive optics, detector 

development, large data handling, etc., that are not only of interest to astronomy and space 

research but also to the broader community. 

Closer to home, national infrastructure is also vitally important and how it is structured can 

determine the efficiency of return as a function of investment. Facilities such as those in the 

Tyndall Institute for example are first class and can be availed of by universities and 

research institutes across the country. There is however a noticeable tendency for funding 

organisations to provide facilities, i.e., provide the capital investment, without ensuring 

there is a convincing long term management plan that caters for the smooth running of that 

infrastructure. As in other countries, e.g., Germany, the UK and France, the support 

necessary should be provided if the facility meets key performance indicators regarding 

usage, passes a peer review process every few years, and so forth, copying best 

international practice. To do otherwise runs the risk of large infrastructure projects 

becoming “white elephants'' or at best not reaching their full potential in terms of their 

scientific and technological return. 

In summary, the ASI calls for an overhaul of the current funding landscape in Ireland with 

the end goal being a more balanced research ecosystem with a fairer and more appropriate 

divide between funding available for both applied and fundamental research. The needs of 

the astrophysics research community are currently not being met since equitable access to 

funding is not available to all researchers. This current imbalance contravenes the National 

Strategy document which calls for “Ireland’s higher education institution’s to continue to 

break new ground in research of the highest standards across the spectrum of disciplines 

and activity”. Under current funding restrictions this vision is not realisable. We call on the 

government to address this imbalance. 

 

1 https://assets.gov.ie/24560/c2c313d875134a89bcc6353f2f7e4388.pdf 
2http://www.unesco.org/new/en/media-services/single-view/news/what_is_the_optimal_balance_between_basic_and 
_applied_resear/ 
3https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/science-and-technology/basic-research-expenditure-as-a-percentage-of-gdp_dbb4aee8 
-en#page1 
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BD Research Centre 

 

We are an R&D site located in the National Technology Park in Limerick currently employing 

~260 associates with immediate plans to grow to ~300 in the fields of Engineering and 

Science. BD is a global Med Tech company employing ~75k people with revenues in excess 

of $17bn, in Limerick we support BD’s global R&D footprint and a key enabler to us having 

further growth will be access to a pipeline of good talent. We put together some pretty high 

level thoughts on the questions below and would be happy to participate in roundtables or 

further discussions to fine tune and brainstorm if the opportunity arose. 

 how well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the of the Further 

and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could 

they be enhanced? 

 Awareness campaign to get people to think about their 

transferable skills and what other career paths may be available to 

them with support from companies - eg Car Mechanic to 

Mechanical/Test Engineers, Electrician to Electronic Engineers 

 Very low levels of participation by females in engineering 

disciplines - a program of supports required to redress that 

balance, raise awareness of the flexible type of career that would 

be available in Software Engineering for example. 

 Industry based internships and co-op programs work very well, 

have been a good way for companies to build a pipeline of future 

hires. 

 There seems to be a plentiful supply of Science graduates 

(Immunology, Biochemistry etc) so it can be done for Engineering 

also. 
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 What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus 

adequate to meet those challenges? 

 Talent pipeline in Engineering (Computer Software / Electronic 

Engineering) not enough candidates entering these disciplines - we 

still need to relocate 30-40% of our hires in these spaces from 

outside Ireland. Need to increase the number of people actually 

starting on these courses. 

 Incentives / Grants to encourage people to apply to conversion 

courses from adjacent areas, trades - reduce the barrier to entry. 

 Concern that there will be an even higher level of drop outs, and a 

further reduction in numbers as a result of the virtual teaching 

environment - special attention needs to be paid to younger folks 

making the move from secondary into 3rd level, increased contact 

hours and handholding. 

 

 

 

BH Associates - Education Consultants 

Professor Ellen Hazelkorn and Mr Tom Boland, Joint Managing Partners, BH 
Associates - Education Consultants 
  

 
 Introduction  

In this brief submission to the consultation process for a statement of strategy for the 

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Science and innovation, BH 

Associates sketches some of the key elements likely to impact on the work of the 

Department and form the environment within which the Department will operate for the 

period of the strategy and beyond. We do not set out to provide solutions as these would 
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better emerge through a process of engagement and consultation by the Department with 

the post second level education and training providers, public and private, and the 

stakeholders in the system. The creation of a Department combining further and higher 

education presents an unprecedented opportunity for the country to combine these two 

vital, and vibrant, sectors. The addition of research, science and innovation finally resolves a 

long-standing weakness in the higher education sector which has led to incoherence in 

funding programmes and sub optimal outcomes for the significant investment made.  

 

The centrality of education and training  

Education is THE major driver of Ireland’s social, cultural and economic development. Our 

education system has been central in the development of a shared sense of national 

identity, promoting the special cultures and languages of Ireland and laying the groundwork 

for social and economic development. Further and higher education have a particular role to 

play in providing human capital through education and training – attracting and retaining 

high-skilled talent and investment, playing a critical role in the knowledge-research-

innovation eco-system, underpinning our global competitiveness at national and regional 

level and playing a crucial role in addressing inequality in Irish society.  

Other outcomes for individuals from our education and training system have positive 

impacts and benefits for family life, health, crime prevention, citizenship, civic engagement, 

social justice and public discourse. Democratic societies require and are sustained by an 

engaged well-informed citizenry.  

 

Education and training in a world in flux  

The world is in a state of flux, and the future is less predictable than ever. The Covid-19 

pandemic and its social and economic consequences are likely to accelerate existing trends, 

expose underlying weaknesses in our societies, economies and education and training 

systems and, on a more positive note, open up opportunities. This is a period of growing 

demands on the education and training system but also a time when government is facing 

competing demands for state-led initiatives with respect to health and social services, 

labour-activation and other economic supports and stimulus programmes. 
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The Fourth Industrial Revolution is likely to have a transformative effect on how people live, 

work and interact with other people and things in the future.1 Climate change is also a 

significant factor in terms of the way in which new policies and regulations will impact on 

both enterprises and consumers. New opportunities into the future will require higher-

order cognitive, communication and interpersonal skills, complex problem solving, 

creativity, fluency of ideas and active learning requiring people to have broad-based skills 

alongside specialist knowledge.2  

Common concerns include whether graduates of higher education have appropriate skills or 

study the wrong subjects or whether too many students are encouraged into higher rather 

than further/vocational education. There is also increasing focus on the performance of the 

system as a whole. Questions are being asked a whether college is worth it. Approaches to 

financing higher education are also changing in many countries with greater emphasis on 

cost-sharing. Discussions around improved quality and better accountability and efficiency 

in the use of public funding, challenge the traditional balance between autonomy and 

accountability.  

 

Demographic drivers of policy  

The scale of population growth in Ireland over recent decades and projected for the future 

is particularly noteworthy. Total population in the Republic is estimated to rise from almost 

5m today to 6.7m in 20513. Population growth is due primarily to high immigration and high 

fertility rates.4 These factors are influencing the current and future shape of the Irish 

population, the education system, where people live and work, and the labour force.  

Due to the size of Ireland’s young population, 60% of people in the labour force today will 

still be eligible workers in 2035.5 Demographic changes have significant implications for 

education. Despite significant achievement, PIAAC results show Irish adults perform 

significantly below the OECD average in both literacy and numeracy.6 Ireland has one of the 

lowest levels of basic digital skills with just over half of 16-74 years-olds having basic or 

above basic digital competencies - below the EU average.7 Tertiary participation is lowest 

for those with lower levels of pre-secondary educational attainment. Almost 17% of adults 

are designated low-qualified.8 Disparities are evident also in the fact that Ireland has a 
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comparatively lower working age participation rate than the EU28 despite recent strong 

economic and labour market performance. Of the 3m people of working age, almost 30% 

were deemed to be economic inactive. 

 

Regional drivers of policy  

Strong regional variation is also evident in Ireland. 50% of graduates are based in Dublin. Of 

the 2017 graduating year, 43% of honours degree graduates were working in Dublin and 

14% were employed in Cork. Of post-graduates, 47% were working in Dublin and 13% 

working in Cork. The regional disparity is further highlighted by the fact that just 4% of all 

graduates find employment in the southeast, 3% in the border region and only 2% in the 

midlands. 

Brexit, digitalisation and recovery from the Covid-19 pandemic induced (global) recession 

will present significant challenges. 12 One in three jobs in Ireland are at high risk (a 

probability greater than 70%) of being disrupted by the adoption of digital technologies; 

there will be both decline and growth across different sectors and employment types. 

Sectors most likely to be affected include agriculture, retail, transport and hospitality, and 

manufacturing. At a regional level, Dublin is the least at risk while the Midlands and Border 

regions are most at risk. 

 

Funding  

Public expenditure on higher education has declined relative to rising student numbers. 

While the number of higher education students increased by 15.5% between 2007-2009 and 

between 2014-2016, total real public expenditure decreased by 12.5%. In 2016, spending 

per third-level student (EUR 9 699.5) was the lowest since 2012, dropping by 16% against 

2015 (EUR 11 557). 15 The greater use of private funds, including the student contribution, 

has helped modulate the impact. Another modifying factor has been the significant increase 

in international students and ancillary services. However, what were envisaged as lucrative 

revenue streams have been badly affected by the Pandemic with estimates of a loss in 

international student fee income of €181m. 
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The national policy context  

Ireland has a well-developed policy framework which broadly corresponds with the policy 

direction of other member states of the EU and developed countries within the OECD. 

Recurring themes in many of the policy documents and strategies include the central 

importance for personal, social and economic development of developing the skills of 

people living in Ireland and an acknowledgement of the dynamic nature of the 

skills/employment market and the global competition for talent. The regional dimension of 

national social and economic development is also strongly to the fore.  

A robust education and training system are consistently seen as the key enabler of skills 

development, with a strong focus on a more coherent system of tertiary education where 

there are clear and open pathways between further education, apprenticeships and higher 

education and which offer students access at varying times in their lives as career and 

employment demands dictate.  

Acknowledged too in policy is how what is sought from our education system has 

broadened well beyond subject or discipline knowledge. Project Ireland 2040 Building 

Ireland’s Future: states “Knowledge and specialist expertise will continue to be important in 

the new economy but even more important will be the ability to apply that knowledge and 

expertise in previously unimagined ways: to be creative and inventive, to solve problems, to 

work collaboratively and experimentally, to think conceptually and imaginatively”.  

The ubiquitous influence of digitalisation is widely acknowledged in national policy and is 

well reflected in the statement “Digitisation is pervasive in its impact, driving transformative 

change across all sectors of the economy and changing the way in which companies do 

business, engage with customers, reach new markets and innovate.” (Enterprise 2025 

Irelands National Enterprise Policy).  

Future FET – Transforming Learning lays out an ambitious agenda for year-round learning 

options that fit with the personal and working commitments of students and that enable 

them to also build credits and credentials over time.  

The equality agenda is also strongly emphasised as in Project Ireland 2040 Building Ireland’s 

Future: “Wellbeing, equality and opportunity represent the core, interdependent themes of 



92 
 
 

 

Project Ireland 2040. Without equality we cannot have wellbeing: without opportunity we 

cannot have equality”.  

There is increasing focus in policy discussions on ensuring that the tertiary system creates 

the level of connectivity and complementarity between further and higher education and 

research required to meet the needs of the 21st century. The aim is to broaden the range of 

educational opportunities which facilitate greater flexibility to enable learners to progress 

through a more diverse set of tertiary education opportunities and experiences, best suited 

to their stage of development, interest and life-circumstances. There is great value in 

creating and maintaining greater porosity between further and higher education and 

greater coherence between research policy and structures. We should get better impact 

from funding through more, unified structures and mechanisms, especially with regard to 

highly competitive areas such as ODL, digital libraries and research as well as back-office 

functions  

 

Conclusion.  

This then is the environment, as BH Associates sees it, into which the new Department 

steps. The resolution of the issues outlined, and other issues not discussed here will require 

a complex and sophisticated re-imagining of the post-secondary level education and training 

system. Given the wide range of national and global challenges, this is a timely opportunity 

in which to develop the Statement of Strategy 2021-2023. 

 

1 OECD. (2014). Skills Beyond School. Synthesis Report (OECD Review). https://doi.org/10.1177/0009922813482515  
2 Cowen, J., & Morrin, M. (2019). Skills for Jobs that don’t yet exist: A new system for the fourth industrial revolution. 
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Introduction 

Student volunteers form a key part of the Irish further and Higher Education ecosystem; a 
force underpinning Higher Education institution’s (HEIs) civic role, and driving the 
Government’s agenda to create an island of inclusion and engagement.  

There is now a national Student Volunteering Working Group, representing HEI’s across 
Ireland, who are driving developments in third-level student volunteering. This working group 
manages the StudentVolunteer.ie online volunteering platform and reports to Campus 
Engage that resides within the Irish Universities Association. 

We welcome the opportunity to inform your Department of the actions on the ground and 
how they relate to your policies. We also outline below our developments and requirements 
for furthering our work.  

According to the National Student Survey 2020, 45.6% of students plan to do/ have done/ 
were in the process of doing community service or volunteer work (approximately 104,000 
students enrolled in HEIs volunteering across Ireland). This significant activity is not clearly 
articulated or reflected within Higher Education policy documents.  

 

We ask for the Department to support all HEIs to commit to examining their positioning and 
extent of their volunteering activities, here and now, as well as in life after COVID-19. This 
positioning is one that acknowledges the value that Higher Education student volunteering 
can bring across the whole student journey, from pre-enrolment to graduation and beyond, 
as graduates begin their careers. 

 

Our Vision 

 

We have a vision for student volunteering in Ireland. That every third-level 
student in Ireland has the opportunity to volunteer and that this activity is 
recognised and supported. We define student volunteering as unpaid work, 
given freely, to both on campus engagement and off campus, with 
communities of Ireland and worldwide. This work is an invaluable 
component of student life benefiting students learning and personal, 
academic, social development as well as wider beneficiaries.  

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Below is our response to your public consultation questions: 

http://www.studentvolunteer.ie/
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How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and 
Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could 

they be enhanced? 

 

Engagement is a key priority under the National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 (Hunt, 
2011), however student volunteering is not explicitly mentioned in this strategy. This strategy 
references the civic engagement of students and since its initial publication in 2011 the 
members of this Student Volunteering Working Group have made significant inroads and 
developments to deliver on this.   

“There is significant merit in expanding work placement and service learning 
opportunities across a broad range of Higher Education programmes. This 
being the case, wherever appropriate, undergraduate students should be 
encouraged to spend some time in a work or service situation, and this should 
be formally acknowledged by their institution either through accreditation or 
by inclusion in the student’s Diploma Supplement ” (p. 59). 

Campuses across Ireland have strived to deliver on this action and some have made significant 
inroads, but not all campuses are resourced to achieve this.  

“The move beyond piecemeal or disparate activity to a ‘comprehensive set of 
mission driven interventions to support civic Engagement” (p.78). 

 

 

In all documents related to Higher Education published in the last ten years, there is a 
reference to student engagement with communities. Student Volunteering connects with a 
wide range of policy initiatives within the Department of Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science and other governmental departments.  

The Higher Education Systems Performance Framework 2018-2020 outlines under 
OBJECTIVE 2 “Creating rich opportunities for national and international engagement which 
enhances the learning environment and delivers a strong bridge to enterprise and the wider 
community” that Irish Higher Education Institutions must have a proportion of students 
involved in volunteering. 

The first ever National Volunteering Strategy 2021-2025 has recognized the 
significant role of Higher Education student volunteers. The timeline of volunteering 
developments in Ireland (p11) acknowledges the milestones of the StudentVolunteer.ie 
platform.  
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The ‘Education for Sustainability’ The National Strategy on Education for Sustainable 
Development in Ireland, 2014-2020 outlines a number of recommendations for Higher 
Education and students engaged in extracurricular activities are well placed to meet the goal 
of holistic approaches to sustainability. The recommendation that “...Higher Education should 
equip students with the knowledge, skills and values to motivate and empower them to live 
more sustainably” (p.21) is being met through students' voluntary actions, but this activity is 
not necessarily measured. Furthermore ‘Education for Sustainability’ Recommendation 34 
calls for civic engagement in order to support cross pollination.  

“Higher Education institutions should continue to form closer links with schools, the 
Youth sector, and communities in relation to sustainable development in order to 
exchange ideas and best practice and in particular to facilitate wider access to the 
specialist expertise and knowledge on sustainability that is available in third level 
institutions. The learning from this collaboration could be made available on a national 
basis” (p.31).  

Student Volunteers are a major contributor to school and youth engagement through campus 
outreach voluntary programmes.  

 

The Development Education Strategy 2017-2023, outlines the role of development 
education in Higher education and offers a definition for students to engage with 
“...challenging stereotypes and encouraging independent thinking, development education 
helps people to critically explore how global justice issues interlink with their everyday lives” 
(p.6). This is achieved through student engagement in a wide variety of volunteer projects 
with migrants, environment, poverty, equality, and human rights. The call for action in non-
formal activities is clear: 

 

“13. To Support Higher Education Students 

We will support Higher Education institutions, NGOs and development 
education practitioners to increase the number and spread of third level 
students engaging in quality development education in both the formal and 
non-formal spheres of Higher Education. 

Results: Our success in this activity will be measured by the level of integration 
of development education into third level institutions, excluding actions 
specifically targeting student teachers” (p.13). 

There is currently limited opportunities to measure development education in Higher 
Education and StudentVolunteer.ie offers a platform whereby non-formal engagement with 
vital development education principles can be promoted and measured for impact.  

Volunteering has numerous benefits for students and for society. Ireland’s National 
Skills Strategy 2025 focuses on graduate attributes, such as high level cognitive, leadership, 
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entrepreneurial, analytical and interpersonal skills. Volunteering is an excellent outlet for 
students to test, refine and put these skills into action. These skills are very much valued by 
employers. Evidence shows that getting out and volunteering can improve individual mental 
health and well-being (Piliavin & Siegl, 2007). 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus 
adequate to meet those challenges? 

 

In phase one of developing student volunteering in Irish Higher Education, we have met the first 
challenge - to establish a network of practitioners and increase the professionalisation of 
student volunteering support.  

As we now enter phase two of development, there are a number of significant challenges 
ahead that policy and the Department can enable and empower us to navigate. 

 

Our call to action is for the new Department to recognise student volunteering as a 
significant activity within the life of the student and for it to be resourced and funded 
accordingly. Secured funding and a sustainable approach to student volunteering is now an 
urgent requirement. 

 

We require a funding stream to support the following: 

● Investment in technical infrastructure.  
● Local and national coordinators. 
● Local level funding for each campus of Ireland to significantly position student 

volunteering. 
 

With appropriate funding and resources we will respond and develop student volunteering 
programmes in response to strategic elements of Higher Education: 

● Student Recruitment 
● Transitions and Retention 
● Health and Wellbeing 
● Graduate Attainment 
● Graduate Employability 
● Sustainability 
● Civic and Global Agenda 
● Reduce the barriers to participation 
● Integration - support for migrant students  
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Background to Student Volunteering  

Although student volunteering is embedded in the evolution and history of Higher Education 
institutions, it is only relatively recently (i.e. the past 10 years) that this mainly student led 
activity is gaining recognition, being promoted, supported, awarded and reported on. 
However, the management of student volunteers in Higher Education is universally seen as 
fragmented and disorganised, and student volunteering is vulnerable to changes in funding 
and is dependent on organisational structure, incentives and rewards. We believe that the 
time is right for Ireland to lead the way in student volunteering, but we need support and by-
in from the Department in order for this to happen. 

There is now in place a national Student Volunteering Working Group representing HEI’s 
across Ireland driving these developments. This work group reports to Campus Engage that 
resides with the IUA. 

The focus on this student led activity has revealed that volunteering offers students:  

❖ a purpose - it fuels ambition to address societal issues,  
❖ lends to a sense of personal well-being,  
❖ fosters students sense of belonging,  
❖ provides a safeguard again isolation and disengagement  
❖ is fundamental to building student resilience and civic minded graduates.  

Moreover, volunteering provides a sense of community through a cyclical process whereby 
HE student volunteers become collaborators in the growth and development of university life 
as well as their local, national and international communities and organisations.   

Volunteer programmes have also proved to be a pull factor for international students and 
facilitates inclusion in their host campus and communities and provides additional credits. 

Although volunteering is firmly embedded in the culture of HE student life and institutions, 
the concept and act of volunteering is not yet normalised even after 10 years of awareness 
raising. The national Student Volunteering Working Group is therefore focused on not just 
encouraging volunteering, but bringing awareness to the act and benefits of volunteering in 
terms of supporting civic minded graduates as well as fostering an engaged citizenry and/or 
encouraging educated young people to contribute to solving local, national and international 
social/cultural, environmental problems.  

The national Student Volunteering Working Group is also focused on reporting and 
understanding the benefits that Higher Education student engagement delivers to their local, 
national and international communities as well as their chosen institutions. Managing and 
reporting on this student led activity is crucial to acknowledging, sustaining, growing and 
maintaining this significant student activity. It is also crucial in positively profiling Higher 
Education students in Ireland. To that end the national Student Volunteering Working Group 
developed and delivered the unique national Higher Education student volunteer 
management system www.studentvolunteer.ie with a view to encouraging managing, 

http://www.studentvolunteer.ie/
http://www.studentvolunteer.ie/
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growing and reporting on the volunteer activities of Higher Education students and 
supporting the community/volunteer sector as well as HE sectors to engage with this massive 
and willing human resource. 

Impact 

 

Through consultation with CSOs we know that Student Volunteers are essential to running 
community-based projects, programmes and services. Many CSOs are dependent on fund 
raising and services delivery by students. Based on an INDECON 2019 report for the Irish 
universities, an estimated 17,569 students from the 2017/18 academic year engaged in 
volunteering with an estimated economic value of €28.4 million. 

 

Similar to for-profit work placements, student volunteers from any programme of study gain 
social capital, broaden their network and gain real-world skills and experience from their CSO 
volunteering opportunities. This facilitates ease of transition from college to employment. 
Student volunteers promote an ethos of active citizenship - share values on social cohesion 
and cooperation – irrespective of background. The general public and student volunteers 
form a knowledgeable ‘community of practice’ with similar values and aims to build 
progressive and inclusive communities – at a time where there is huge polarisation of 
ideological /political position and lack of trust in public and private institutions – this is 
fundamental to social cohesion. 

 

Responding to COVID-19 

The current COVID-19 health crisis has shone a light on the hands-on approach of our third-
level student volunteers, addressing real-world problems through volunteering. A recent IUA 
report, Irish Universities Help Fight the Pandemic, June 2020, demonstrated that students are 
at the frontline, applying their skills, as volunteer paramedics, supporting older vulnerable 
people, carrying out statistical modelling, and contact tracing. Their pro-action has had a 
profound impact on their personal resilience; work ready skills; and their sense of purpose in 
society.  

Innovation  

 

The next generation of volunteers and social innovation pioneers, the next generation of non-
profit sector workers, are in Higher Education now, and the opportunities to learn democratic 
practices, values and cohesion are crucial especially in contemporary needs for solidarity. 
Elevating student volunteering within our national policy landscape will strengthen a 
significant activity with tremendous potential for exponential growth.  
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volunteering in Irish Higher Education into the future.   
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Introduction 

Carlow College, St. Patrick’s (hereafter Carlow College) is a third level College directly funded 

by the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science.  The 

College is Ireland’s second oldest third level institution and has a rich tradition of education 

since its establishment in 1782. The College has a valued reputation for the quality of its 

education, based on small class sizes, an engaging and research active faculty, and strong 

academic supports for students.  Currently the College offers degree programmes involving 

the disciplines and fields of English Literature, History, Philosophy, Theology, Psychology, 

Social Care and Social, Political and Community Studies. At postgraduate level, a 

professionalising Masters is offered in Leadership in Therapeutic Child and Social Care. Some 

70% of its Academic Faculty are qualified to Doctoral level.  Student enrolment is around 500.  

The College is continuing to seek to increase student enrolment across all its programmes.  

The College is undertaking substantial programme development and is working to have 4 new 

programmes at undergraduate and postgraduate level validated for a first intake in 

September 2021. 

 

It is our understanding that the pillars of the higher education policy infrastructure are 

orientated towards a more flexible system, which includes a wider choice in relation to 

disciplinary focus and modes of learning in response to an increasingly diverse cohort of 

students. It is also noted that the student learning experience is a priority focus in the higher 

education policy context and that attention to enhancing the quality of teaching and learning 

and the relevance of learning outcomes is a central objective. The experience of the Covid19 

pandemic has also illustrated that while there are a range of technological supports to enable 

online learning, there is also significant value in the face-to-face classroom experience in 

tandem with an enhanced technological environment. Finally, Carlow College is cognisant of 

the policy position which seeks to ensure that higher education is more effectively and 

purposefully connected with wider social, economic and enterprise needs and that staff, 

graduates, programmes of relevance and research quality all have a direct contribution to 
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economic and social development. Underpinning this overall policy framework, we welcome 

the clear commitment to a robust quality and governance infrastructure within higher 

education institutions. 

 

1. How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be 

enhanced? 

From the perspective and experience of Carlow College, we would like to focus on the 

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science (DFHERIS) 

policy instruments that underpin regionalisation; equity and inclusion; skills and technology 

enhanced learning. 

 

Regionalisation 

The landscape of higher education is undergoing an extensive process of transformation and 

consolidation, influenced by both global and national, economic and societal conditions; 

expressed in the Irish context through the implementation of the objectives of the National 

Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 (2011). The National Strategy has established a 

systematic framework which serves as the foundation for the elaboration of specific policy 

positions to support inter-institutional collaboration, regionalisation and integration 

(Technological Universities); sustainable funding model(s) and flexible modes of higher 

education premised on lifelong learning, access and equity. Since August 2017, Carlow College 

has been pursuing a strategy based on the further integration of the College within the 

National Higher Education Infrastructure and in line with the National Strategy for Higher 

Education to 2030.1   To this end, the College has engaged closely in a process of consultation 

with the (then) Department of Education and Skills (DES) and the Higher Education Authority 

                                                           
1 ‘Ireland has a large number of higher education institutions, some of which are relatively small. This has 

facilitated widespread access to higher education. However, over the next twenty years, smaller stand-alone 

institutions will lack the scale required to deliver the necessary advances in quality and efficiency’. (National 

Strategy for Higher Education to 2030, 2011, p.99). 
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(HEA) and in a collaborative partnership with the Institute of Technology Carlow. As 

recommended by the Department of Education and Skills in 2017, Carlow College has 

proactively sought to demonstrate alignment with the national higher education system and 

to outline how we can continue to make a valuable contribution within the higher education 

landscape. The recognition of added value and potential to increase the scale of provision has 

been considered in Departmental and Higher Education Authority discussions regarding the 

location and capacity of the College; staff expertise and experience; learner profile; a quality 

model of education; emphasis on graduate attributes and the engaged relationship with 

diverse communities. It is imperative that the policy context continues to give specific 

attention and focus to the position of smaller directly funded institutions such as Carlow 

College.  

 

Regionalisation adheres to both the legislative basis for inter-institutional collaboration 

across the further and higher education sectors in tandem with the policy focus on 

institutional mergers in the context of the policy objective for the establishment of 

Technological Universities. In the short and longer term, regionalisation has the capacity to 

advance research, promote meaningful inter-disciplinarity, and enhance student 

opportunities through the promotion of a wider range of courses in the region. Joint provision 

of programmes of education and training provide opportunities for academic collaboration 

that can draw on the strengths and traditions of complementary departments and 

institutions. Widening the reference to include different stakeholders in a process of regional 

collaboration is a mechanism to increase responsiveness to the economic and social contexts 

and associated requirements. The potential to collaborate with a diverse range of participants 

from business to civil society is an important dimension that has the capacity to meet the 

policy objectives of ensuring that staff, graduates, academic programmes and research can 

enhance economic and social development. 
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Within the context of the over-arching objective of Carlow College to achieve greater levels 

of integration with the national policy objectives and infrastructural frameworks, the College 

is pursuing a strategy of continued development in the following domains: 

(i) Teaching, (ii) Research, (iii) Public and Civic Engagement, (iv) Labour Market & Employment 

Focussed, (v) Equality, Diversity and Inclusion, (vi) Technology Enhanced Learning, accessible 

and flexible, and (vii) External Collaboration. 

This framework of 7 domains of activity (and associated operational actions) serves to clarify, 

articulate and progress the relationship between the 7 identified domains and (i) education 

for the 21st Century and (ii) the concept of the Civic University in the context of current 

practice and development potential. The reference to societal needs is consistent with the 

European objectives for higher education which have emphasised contribution to society as 

a key factor alongside economic priorities. Being responsive to social needs also reinforces 

the role of academic disciplines that are particularly articulated towards societal conditions, 

strongly evidenced in the Arts, Humanities, Social and Health Sciences. The provision of 

funding to support regional collaboration is a noted factor which can support this strategic 

direction and can contribute to innovative collaborations between the Humanities and 

disciplinary specialisms within the range of STEM subjects. The policy context could be further 

enhanced through direct emphasis on the expectations, models of good practice and funding 

mechanisms regarding collaborative partnerships across higher education institutions, 

enterprise and civil society. 

 

Equity and Inclusion 

As noted in the National Action Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education 2015-2019, 

‘promoting equality of opportunity in higher education is a national priority that has been 

fundamental to the role of the Higher Education Authority (HEA) since its foundation in the 

early 1970s’. Carlow College St. Patrick’s particularly welcomes the reference to equality of 

access as a clearly identified policy focus for the higher education sector and the high level 

policy emphasis on catering to the needs of an increasingly diverse cohort of students. The 
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emphasis on diversity framed within the context of social and economic disadvantage, 

geographical distribution, underrepresented members of society and people with disabilities 

is a useful contextual basis for evaluating the promotion of equity of access in higher 

education.  

It is our perspective that it is also of significance to consider the implications of equality of 

access in a wider analytical context in the DFHERIS strategy consultation process. For 

example, if the objective of equity of access was considered alongside the more substantive 

measure of equality which moves along a trajectory that incorporates opportunity, 

progression and outcome it would be a more effective way to support learners from diverse 

communities.  

Equality of outcome is a more significant benchmark in the measure of equality and it would 

be of value to include this specific phrasing within the proposed departmental strategy. We 

note that the DFHERIS, HEC and QQI have a remit for supporting equality of opportunity as a 

core national objective in the higher education systems framework, underpinned and 

reinforced at European level by the Bologna process. The vision of the National Action Plan 

also states that the objective is ‘to ensure that the student body entering, participating in and 

completing higher education at all levels reflects the diversity and social mix of Ireland’s 

population’. This is consistent with the reference to equality of opportunity, progression and 

outcome. Studies have documented that non-progression rates are clearly linked to socio-

economic profiles and disadvantaged backgrounds. Empirical evidence illustrates that 

students from underrepresented sections of society may require different types of supports 

in order to achieve the educational outcomes consistent with student cohorts from different 

socio-economic backgrounds. It is important that strategic and policy commitment to equality 

and inclusion is cognisant of the practical implications of supporting equality of outcome. 

Approaches to increase retention, enhance student supports and enable student engagement 

through a range of student-centred mechanisms all have value in the wider policy context for 

supporting underrepresented students to achieve equitable outcomes. This leads also to 

questions such as support for part-time students and consideration of the financial 
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implications of providing the types of educational resources that can enhance equality of 

participation and outcome.  

 

Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences 

Recent public discourse around the Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences (AHSS) has tended 

to concentrate on the centrality of AHSS disciplines in creating and maintaining a healthy and 

effective political, social and cultural environment. The European Federation of Academies 

of Sciences and Humanities stated in its July 2017 position paper, ‘Developing a Vision for 

Framework Programme 9’ that: 

The humanities should be seen as contributing to the understanding of new 

futures or as a laboratory for thinking about the future. [Framework Programme 

9] should draw on all these different ways of stimulating thinking to contribute 

to a holistic understanding of the issues which will confront Europe in the 

medium term horizon.2 

A report on the role of the Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences in developing skills, published 

by the British Academy, stated that ‘the arts, humanities and social sciences help us to 

understand ourselves, our society and our place in the world…..are vital to our ability 

to understand and learn from the past and analyse the present, in order to innovate and build 

for the future’.3 The report also specified three distinctive areas of skills development 

including ‘communication and collaboration; research and analysis; attitudes and behaviours 

characterised by independence and adaptability’.4 These skills are further reinforced by the 

specific skill sets that are developed within disciplinary specialisms. The British Academy also 

                                                           
2 ALLEA, ‘Developing a Vision for Framework Programme 9’ (July 2017), 10. 
3 British Academy for the Humanities and Social Sciences (2017) ‘The Right Skills: Celebrating Skills in the 

Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences’, p.9. 

https://thebritishacademy.ac.uk/sites/default/files/The%20Right%20Skills%20-

%20Celebrating%20Skills%20in%20the%20Arts%2C%20Humanities%20and%20Social%20Sciences.pdf . 
4 Ibid. 
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noted that AHSS graduates also bring an understanding of the human consequence of 

development.5  

The place of the Arts and Humanities in the Irish higher education landscape has been 

increasingly examined by Irish academic institutions in recent years, and a number of 

important publications have set out the value of and shaped the discussion around the future 

of Arts and Humanities disciplines within Irish and European policy contexts.6 Professor 

Geraldine Meaney (UCD), the Chair of the Irish Humanities Alliance, has emphasized ‘the need 

to understand the importance of social and cultural as well as technological and economic 

innovation’.7 The Irish Humanities Alliance have defined the particular value of the Arts and 

Humanities as follows:  

The humanities nurture and sustain the capacity for independent critical thought 

and are the crucial channel through which the values of a society are transmitted 

and renegotiated, a process which in turn secures our capacity for free and 

robust debate, encouraging greater social inclusion and better deliberative 

processes.8 

It would of value to provide an increased emphasis drawing on empirical evidence of the 

range of transferrable skills developed in the AHSS disciplines that support employment in an 

increasingly diversified workplace. 

 

Partnerships with Civil Society  

                                                           
5 Ibid. 
6 See for instance, the Royal Irish Academy’s ‘Advancing Humanities and Social Sciences Research in Ireland 

(Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 2007) and ‘The appropriateness of key performance indicators to research in arts 

and humanities disciplines: Ireland’s contribution to the European debate’ (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 2010); 

Hazelkorn, E.; Ryan, E.; Gibson, A. and Ward, E. ‘Recognising the Value of the Arts and Humanities in a Time 

of Austerity: Report’ (DIT/HERA, 2013); Conroy, J. and Kelleher, M. eds., Restating the Value of the Humanities 

(Dublin: Humanities Serving Irish Society Consortium, 2014). 
7 http://www.irishhumanities.c65om/assets/Uploads/Professor-Gerardine-Meaney-ALLEA.pdf. The Irish 

Humanities Alliance succeeded the Humanities Serving Irish Society (HSSI) consortium in 2013 
8 Irish Humanities Alliance, ‘IHA submission to the consultation for successor to HSSI’, 2. 

https://dbei.gov.ie/en/Consultations/Consultations-files/Irish-Humanities-Alliance.pdf. 

http://www.irishhumanities.c65om/assets/Uploads/Professor-Gerardine-Meaney-ALLEA.pdf
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Arguably, civic engagement can support greater access to research and education, improve 

social mobility and create links with employers.9 Increased demand for innovation, both in 

business and education also relates to civic society; at the heart of which is the citizen.10 

Carlow College is supportive of the objective to enhance civic engagement articulated in the 

National Strategy for Higher Education which also references Goddard’s analysis and 

argument that ‘all publicly-funded higher education institutions have a civic duty to engage 

with the wider society at local, national and international levels’. Drawing on Goddard’s work, 

the strategy notes the necessity of institution-wide approaches: 

Engagement has to be an institution wide commitment, not confined to individual 

academics or projects. It has to embrace teaching as well as research, students as 

well as academics, and the full range of support services. All universities need to 

develop strategies to guide their engagement with wider society, to manage 

themselves accordingly and to work with external partners to gauge their 

success.11 

In the context of the DFHERIS strategy statement, it is of value to articulate a clear position 

on the societal and economic potential offered through collaborative partnerships between 

higher education institutions and civil society organisations. 

 

Skills, Technology Enhance Learning and Flexible modes 

The National Skills Strategy 2025 (2016)12 refers to the necessity for a wider set of 

professional transferrable skills as an important response to changing labour market 

requirements. The skills strategy outlines the nature of the reforms in education and training 

with reference to ‘Learning for Life, Quality and Accountability, Inclusion and Diversity and 

Systems and Infrastructure’ (National Skills Strategy 2025, 2016, p. 56). In addition, the Expert 

Group on Future Skills Needs’ Report on Lifelong Learning Participation amongst Adults in 

                                                           
9 Goddard, J.; Hazelhorn, E.; Kempton, L. and Vallance, P. (2016) The Civic University: The Policy and 

Leadership challenges, Edward Elgar Publishing, Cheltenham.  
10 Ibid. p.10-11. 
11 Goddard, J. (2009) ‘Reinventing the Civic University’, Provocation 12: September 2009, NESTA, p.4, cited 

in National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030, 2011. 
12 Department of Education and Skills (2016) ‘National Skills Strategy 2025’, Government Publications. 
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Ireland (2016) emphasises the requirement for the continuous training and upskilling of 

people in the workforce as key to our competitiveness and to positive social development 

such as personal development, health and quality of life.13 The enhanced application of 

technological innovation in the field of higher education is an important mechanism to 

support access to higher education as well as flexible modes of delivery. It also contributes to 

the ongoing development of critical skills in relation to digital literacies. 

 

Digital Skills 

Prior to the wide scale transfer of teaching, learning and assessment to a primarily online 

model on a temporary basis owing to the prevalence of Covid19 in 2020, many higher 

education institutions were at the forefront of implementing technology enhanced 

approaches to teaching and learning. Carlow College’s Technology Enhanced Learning 

Strategy relates to the College’s Technological Infrastructure; Student Feedback and 

Engagement; National Policy and Funding; Internal Staff Training and Awareness; and 

Delivering Technology Enhanced Learning. It is understood that digital skills and literacies are 

critical for Carlow College’s capacity to respond to learner and employer requirements in 

relation to the provision of accessible and flexible education with the requisite skills. 

At Carlow College our infrastructure planning is focused on the following key areas: 

 prioritising a process of new programme development leading to the development of 

a range of new programmes with attention to the recommendations regarding flexible 

and accessible modes of delivery, including online, blended and evening courses; 

 developing existing staff teaching competencies through CPD in technology-enhanced 

learning to ensure the College remains at the forefront of pedagogical methods; 

 developing teaching competency and resources in the Digital Humanities;  

                                                           
13 Expert Group on Future Skills Needs (2016) ‘Lifelong Learning Participation amongst Adults in Ireland’, 

SOLAS, Department of Education and Science. 
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 exploring opportunities for the development of new programmes using a blended 

learning approach and ensure the integration of the development of increased 

Teaching Enhanced Learning;  

 reviewing and benchmarking of our current infrastructure to support Technology 

Enhanced Learning and how this aligns with National Strategy; and  

 providing external resources to staff for upskilling and training. 

From this perspective we would identify the value in ensuring that the strategic focus takes 

an integrated approach to enhancing digital skills in all of the domains where it has 

responsibility from further and higher education to research and science.  

2. What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate 

to meet those challenges? 

Infrastructure 

We strongly support the consolidation of the national Higher Education infrastructure that is 

set-out in the National Strategy 2030.  We support the use of Higher Education Institutions as 

important agents of regional economic and social development. In this context, we have 

identified the value and importance of the establishment of Technological Universities to 

accelerate the economic, enterprise, innovation, social and cultural development of their 

regions. In regions of the country with established Universities there are strong Arts, 

Humanities and Social Science cores to help shape discourse on matters such as regional 

identity, civic engagement, and regional purpose.  However, in regions now served or to be 

served in the future by newly established Technological Universities, this Arts, Humanities 

and Social Sciences core is much less developed within the relevant Higher Education 

Institutions.  While this reflects the origin, history and purpose of the Institutes of Technology, 

it needs to be addressed specifically if the Technological Universities are to fully serve the 

needs of economic, civic, and social development of the regions they serve. 
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In the South East, Carlow College has a long tradition of providing education and promoting 

discourse and engagement within these academic domains.  It also has the capacity to do 

much more in this area.  However, the Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences are not best 

served, and in turn, cannot best serve when they are placed separate to, or in a false and 

binary opposition to Science and Technology.  This is true both in a physical and intellectual 

sense.  Both domains arise from the same roots of human curiosity and human reason and 

must engage which each other in the shared purpose of service.  A university needs to hold 

both strongly within its compass if it is to best succeed in serving the society and community 

which sustains it.  The development of a knowledge economy and a knowledge society which 

can learn and adapt to a dynamic global context is not just a technical achievement but 

requires a social orientation which is inquiring, open to the ‘other’ and seeks discourse and 

dialogue as a mode to the development of social engagement and social coherence. 

 

The provision of targeted education on a regional basis is particularly relevant to the 

generation of stable and engaged communities.  In our disciplinary areas, Carlow College 

serves communities currently under-served by the primary national higher education 

infrastructure. Over 79% of our current fulltime undergraduate cohort are from the rural 

counties of Carlow, Kildare, Laois, Kilkenny and Wexford.  Our entry points for many of our 

courses are lower than for similar courses in other HEIs, yet, we have a strong reputation for 

student retention, the quality of our graduates and of graduate progression to postgraduate 

programmes.  The regional nature of our student body supports the maintenance of regional 

rural communities and mitigates against the centralising tendency of city based HEIs. 

 

Funding Modes 

As noted above, Carlow College, is currently maintained as a directly funded institution under 

the DFHERIS.  From the College’s viewpoint, the annualised nature of this funding, is inimical 

to our longer-term development as a HEI.  While we recognise the historical reasons for this, 

it does conflate the College with independent third level institutions in Ireland whose 
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operations are specifically designed to be profit making and profit distributing to private 

owners.  One of the operational implications of a for-profit institution is that the choice of 

programmes to develop and deliver is, by intent focussed, on such programmes as may attract 

high fees. By default, typically, such programmes are directed towards immediate market 

opportunities for individual learners rather than developing lifelong learners for a knowledge 

society or in creating a socially engaged institution.   If the potential and capacity of Carlow 

College to serve its region as well as its learners fully are to be realised, then the funding 

model under which it operates needs to support this policy and strategic intent. 

 

 

STEM 

This submission has emphasised the ongoing importance of integrating the knowledge, skills 

and competency base acquired from the Arts, Humanities and Social Science disciplines as a 

core element of the strategy for addressing regional economic growth. It would be of value 

to have this work integrated into the strategic focus for DFHERIS with further exploration of 

potential fields of development and collaboration between the Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Mathematical fields in the Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences (STEAM) with 

a more comprehensive articulation of the types of initiatives, innovative potential and 

associated funding streams. 

 

Digital Transformation Initiatives  

The requirements of educational provision in the context of the restrictions enforced by the 

COVID 19 pandemic have served to accelerate both the interest in Technology Enhanced 

Learning and Blended Learning Programme Design among educationalists and among 

learners.  There is substantial scope in this field for HEIs, to support life-long learning for multi-

career work lives, and to extract greater return from their capital investments in terms of 

increased programme provision and longer delivery hours.  However, there is a risk that such 
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provision will be a pale shadow of the full-time face to face experience, afforded to many, 

without substantial investment in related matters of the training of academics, the 

engagement of educational technologists, improved connectivity for learners, and the 

necessary fee supports for part-time learners.  In addition, attention to the requirement 

expertise in teaching and learning is important to the ongoing upskilling of teaching 

academics. 

Continued investment will be central to the core further and higher education network 

infrastructure to provide agility and scalability in our technological offering for Teaching and 

Learning. 

 

Equity and Inclusion 

Economic and social disadvantage has long-term and multifaceted roots.  But it also has long-

term and multifaceted implications for those whose face this context.  Education, from Early 

Childhood education through to Higher Education has the capacity to exacerbate or to 

alleviate the issues. Some 70% of our new learner intake in an average years are in receipt of 

SUSI supports.  Many are undertaking degree programme options which are not available 

elsewhere in the region and which may not be available to them otherwise due to the costs 

of attending Higher Education in major urban centres.  In a context of economic and social 

disadvantage and the highly competitive nature of access to programmes of Higher 

Education, the provision of equal opportunity may never have the impact intended, and equal 

outcomes may provide a more telling metric.   

Participation from disadvantaged areas is still not as high as it should be in higher education. 

It is important to place all potential students whatever their background at the centre. It is 

our recommendation that the Department consider this strategic intention in the context of 

the type of supports and mechanisms which would enable HEI’s to promote wider 

participation and engagement from underrepresented student cohorts.  
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Executive summary 

 

The current research funding landscape in Ireland is strongly focused on applied research, 

with significant weight being given to funding research in which the private sector 

recognises short- to medium-term benefit. This narrow focus reduces the potential positive 

impact that a broad base of research activity can have for our society, in both cultural and 

economic terms. It wastes significant existing human capital within our higher education 

system, and reduces the opportunity for students to benefit from research-led teaching. 

 

A re-imagining of the Irish national research funding ecosystem is possible and will allow the 

goals of the National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 to be achieved. We call on the 

government to enhance the vision for research funding to include broad support for all 

areas of research, including fundamental research, to benefit our economy, society and to 

inspire future generations. This can be done through a re-allocation of approximately 50% of 

all national research funding to blue-sky research in line with EU norms. 

 

 The roles of the Irish Research Council and Science Foundation Ireland should be re-defined 

appropriately. A national aim of increasing overall research funding to at least the level of 

competitor countries with advanced economies should also be adopted.  

 

Introduction 
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As a research centre dedicated to the advanced education of students and the advancement 

of human knowledge in frontier research we focus our submission on the nature of the Irish 

research funding ecosystem, leaving considerations regarding the sustainability and 

accessibility of the further and higher education sector as a whole, important though these 

are, to be addressed by other submissions. 

 

We address the questions in the public consultation 2 on strategy from the perspectives of 

the scientific research community. We note the government’s National Strategy for Higher 

Education to 2030 3 and the UNESCO report “What is the optimal balance between basic and 

applied research?” 4. Both address the critical need for a broad research base across the 

whole range of disciplines, the latter concluding that “Strength in basic research is essential 

for any country that wishes to keep producing frontier technologies in rapidly evolving 

markets.” This is of critical importance to a country like Ireland for which frontier 

technologies form a key part of our economic structure. However, Ireland allocates far less 

to basic research than other advanced countries 5. As an aside, we note here that applied 

research is sometimes referred to as “oriented basic research”, which is not to be confused 

with basic, or blue-sky, research. 

 

Needs of the Research Sector 

How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be enhanced? 

The National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030, referred to above, calls for research 

activity to be “characterised by a strong and broad base across all disciplines ”. However, 

Ireland allocates far fewer resources to funding basic research than other advanced 

economies 5 . The aims in the National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 naturally arise 

from the recognition of the importance of the generation of human capital: it is a key reason 

for funding research activity, whether in basic or applied research, across all disciplines. The 

primary national benefit from state-funded research is the human capital created, rather 

than the research outputs per se . Generating human capital in this way requires the 
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maintenance of a broad research base, something which is not happening in Ireland at the 

moment. 

The needs of the research community in Ireland, at least those primarily performing basic 

research, are currently not being met. It is difficult, and often impossible, for researchers in 

theoretical areas such as astrophysics and relativity to progress knowledge generation to 

new graduates in the way envisioned by the government’s policy document. 

For the vast majority of such researchers no national funding pathways exist for them to 

lead research projects . This presents extreme difficulties to early career researchers in 

particular, as they are denied a base upon which to build their career. The same situation 

holds for all research communities whose primary areas of research lie within the bounds of 

fundamental research. 

2 Public Consultation on Statement of Strategy 2021 - 2023 

3 National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 

4 What is the optimal balance between basic and applied research? 

5https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/science-and-technology/basic-research-expenditure-as-a-percentage-ofgdp_ 

dbb4aee8-en#page1 

 

The needs of the research community, and indeed Ireland as a whole, can only be effectively 

met by a funding landscape which allows a balanced ecosystem involving both applied and 

fundamental research to thrive. There are a number of ways to achieve this (see below). 

However, the fundamental need of CfAR, and other basic research communities, is for the 

research funding landscape to be re-imagined so that the ambitions of the National 

Strategy can be achieved, and so that students and society generally can benefit fully from 

research carried out in Ireland. 

 

Policy Challenges 

What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate to 

meet those challenges? 

 

A fundamental aim outlined in the National Strategy (footnote 3) is the creation of a broad 

base of international quality research across all disciplines. This is perhaps the primary 
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research policy challenge for Ireland now. If this is to be facilitated it requires a broad base 

of international quality funding available to all disciplines: This is not how the Irish research 

funding landscape is currently structured. Science Foundation Ireland (SFI), which primarily 

funds applied research in limited areas of STEM, has a very much larger budget than the 

Irish Research Council which is responsible for funding all research, both basic and applied, 

across all disciplines. Funding for basic research is severely constrained and disadvantaged 

when compared with applied research in those limited STEM areas within the SFI remit. 

Such a narrow, overriding focus is ineffective in the creation of a viable national research 

environment. It wastes the human capital and expertise residing in Ireland’s higher 

education institutions, by excluding many from pursuing leading international research. In 

contrast to the approach in Ireland, within the European Union the average proportion of 

government expenditure on research which is devoted to fundamental, or basic, research 

is 52% (see footnote 4). 

The resolution to these issues lies in the underlying funding policy itself: the Irish national 

funding policy should be coherent, and motivated by the creation of a balanced, 

internationally competitive research ecosystem across all disciplines. This may necessitate 

the re-imagining of existing funding agencies, potentially completely transforming their role 

within the national funding framework. This will enable the achievement of the goal of the 

National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 stated above. 

 

Achieving a more balanced research ecosystem 

 

A balanced ecosystem can be achieved in a variety of ways, two of which we suggest here. 

 

SFI is currently mandated to focus on applied research across a limited range of domains. 

This prevents it from being a fully developed national research funding agency. If the 

mandate of SFI to play the role of an enabler of collaborations between industry and 

academia is to remain unchanged, then the role of the IRC should be expanded. The latter’s 

role should then be extended to be the primary funder of research, with SFI required to 
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coordinate closely with entities such as Enterprise Ireland. This would necessitate an 

appropriate re-balancing of budgets between SFI and IRC. 

 

An alternative route is to expand the role of SFI to fund basic and applied research across all 

STEM areas. The role of the IRC should then be to primarily fund research in the Arts, 

Humanities and Social Sciences. 

 

Either of the above re-definitions of Ireland’s research funding agencies will result in a more 

coherent and effective state funding effort, in line with the State’s aims for the sector and in 

line with competitor countries. 

 

Summary 

In summary, a re-imagining of the Irish national research funding ecosystem is required in 

order to achieve the goals of the National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030. In line with 

EU norms, research funding should be split approximately equally between basic research 

and applied research to create a viable, internationally competitive research environment. 

This may necessitate a re-definition of the roles of the main national funding agencies, SFI 

and IRC. 

 

 

Sinéad Ryan (Trinity College Dublin) & Ronan McNulty (University College 

Dublin), on behalf of the CERN-Ireland academic users community 

 

In response to the public consultation on Statement of Strategy 2021-2023, we, as 

chairpersons of the CERN-Ireland Users Community Group, raise the ongoing discussion of 

Irish membership of CERN, the European Centre for Particle Physics. This is of significant 

importance for each strand of the Department's remit. 

 

1. Further and Higher Education:  Particle physics is a proven attractor to students of STEM 
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and stimulates many technology advances.  Membership of CERN would allow Irish 

students, secondary school teachers, trainees, technicians, scientists and engineers to 

attend schools and workshops, avail of internships and placements, study for Ph.D.s and 

collaborate on projects at CERN.  Joining CERN would enhance STEM skills training. 

 

2. Research: Active research at Maynooth University, DCU, DIAS, TCD, UCC, UCD, UL requires 

closer links to CERN to deliver on current and future research projects, not just in particle 

physics, but in computer science, engineering, sensors and semiconductor materials. Joining 

CERN would strengthen research outputs at institutes of education in a variety of sectors. 

 

3. Innovation: Spinoffs such as the Web or PET scanners have arisen from frontier research 

at CERN.  Opportunities currently exist in Ireland for spinoffs in micro-electronics, big-data, 

and medical applications, and there is nascent collaboration with companies and 

hospitals.  Joining CERN would allow such collaboration to grow and new opportunities to 

be exploited. 

 

4. Science: Probably no science is more fundamental than that which addresses 

the  question 'how did the universe begin and how does it function?'.  1/3 of Nobel physics 

prizes are awarded in this area, which is highly collaborative, attracts significant funding 

from the EU, and is a springboard for science and technology advances.  Joining CERN would 

allow Ireland to be part of this global effort, improve the scientific health and integrity of 

the country, deliver associated societal and economic benefits, and prevent us from being 

scientifically sidelined. 

 

Delivering on previous strategies, unless they had faults, should be a starting point for 

future strategies.    

 

Innovation 2020 said "Increased investment will be targeted at ... expanding Ireland’s 

participation in International Research Organisations, including CERN." 
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Following this, the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Business, Enterprise and Innovation 

recommended in its report on 13th November 2019 that Ireland seek associate membership 

of CERN and published a report 

(https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/32/joint_committee_on_business

_enterprise_and_innovation/reports/2019/2019-11-13_report-on-the-case-for-irish-

membership-of-cern_en.pdf), which summarises several Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science arguments as well as significant economic benefits that would 

accrue. 

 

For background reading, see also  

https://www.iop.org/sites/default/files/2020-11/The-Case-for-Irish-Membership-of-

CERN.pdf 

and pages 62-65 of the online publication 

https://edition.pagesuite-

professional.co.uk/html5/reader/production/default.aspx?pubname=&edid=9995eeb7-

14f4-4649-9640-24589a5e97f1 

 

CERN membership would have a very positive impact on each of the areas under the 

Department's charge.  Roughly one third of the associate membership fee (from 1.3 million 

euro/year) would be spent on providing training opportunities to Irish citizens, one third 

would be spent on contracts and knowledge exchange for Irish companies, and one third on 

employing Irish scientists and engineers at CERN.  The money spent is invested in the 

country and, as evidenced in several reports, has an impact on the economy with a 

multiplier of 3 to 10. 

 

The Department has much documentation on this issue that has received strong support 

from policy makers over more than ten years.  All reports are positive and the financial 

commitment does not appear onerous (for associate membership).  We feel that delivering 

on previous recommendations to join CERN should form part of the Department's strategy.  

   

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/32/joint_committee_on_business_enterprise_and_innovation/reports/2019/2019-11-13_report-on-the-case-for-irish-membership-of-cern_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/32/joint_committee_on_business_enterprise_and_innovation/reports/2019/2019-11-13_report-on-the-case-for-irish-membership-of-cern_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/32/joint_committee_on_business_enterprise_and_innovation/reports/2019/2019-11-13_report-on-the-case-for-irish-membership-of-cern_en.pdf
https://www.iop.org/sites/default/files/2020-11/The-Case-for-Irish-Membership-of-CERN.pdf
https://www.iop.org/sites/default/files/2020-11/The-Case-for-Irish-Membership-of-CERN.pdf
https://edition.pagesuite-professional.co.uk/html5/reader/production/default.aspx?pubname=&edid=9995eeb7-14f4-4649-9640-24589a5e97f1
https://edition.pagesuite-professional.co.uk/html5/reader/production/default.aspx?pubname=&edid=9995eeb7-14f4-4649-9640-24589a5e97f1
https://edition.pagesuite-professional.co.uk/html5/reader/production/default.aspx?pubname=&edid=9995eeb7-14f4-4649-9640-24589a5e97f1
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Competition and Consumer Protection Commission (CCPC) 

 

Introduction 

The Competition and Consumer Protection Commission (CCPC) welcomes the opportunity to 

respond to the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science’s call for input on the Department’s new Statement of Strategy 2021 - 2023.   

The CCPC has a statutory function under Section 10(3)(a) of the Competition and Consumer 

Protection Act 2014 to provide advice to policymakers on matters likely to impact on 

consumer protection and welfare, or competition.  The CCPC also has a specific statutory 

mandate to promote the interests of consumers by promoting the development of financial 

education and capability14. The observations below will outline common policy issues of 

relevance to the CCPC and the Department, including productivity and skills, science and 

innovation, and financial capability.  

Financial Education and Capability 

The CCPC’s statutory responsibility to promote financial education and capability to enhance 

consumers’ ability to manage their finances and engage with complex financial products. 

Consumers are increasingly accessing financial products digitally and making financial 

decisions online. The shift to digital banking and digital financial decision making has been 

accelerated by the COVID-19 crisis.15 Therefore, the development of digital skills must be seen 

as a critical part of financial well-being.  

                                                           
14 Section 10(3)(j) Competition and Consumer Protection Act 2014 
15 Market Research commissioned by the CCPC, and conducted in September 2020, reflected that more consumers were using online 

banking, and less were visiting a physical branch of a Bank.  
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In 2018, the CCPC published the ‘Financial Capability and Well-being in Ireland’ study which 

examined levels of financial well-being and financial capability in Ireland16. The study found 

low levels of financial resilience across significant segments of the Irish population and 

identified the behaviours of ‘active saving’ and ‘not borrowing for daily expenses’ as being 

key to overall financial well-being. Consumers are being faced with increasingly more 

complicated financial decisions, which often have significant implications for their financial 

well-being. Financial education, alongside consumer protection measures, are key means in 

assisting consumers to better navigating these complicated decisions. Financial skills are 

necessary through life and should be developed from as early an age as possible and built on 

through each stage of life, including through higher and further education. 

The CCPC has observed the statement by the Minister that literacy, numeracy and digital skills 

problems can exclude individuals both economically and socially.17  The CCPC is currently 

preparing a response to the SOLAS consultation on a 10 year Literacy, Digital Literacy, and 

Numeracy Strategy18. 

The CCPC has recently welcomed the adoption of the OECD’s Recommendation on Financial 

Literacy, which calls for a holistic approach on financial-consumer issues. The OECD also 

recommended the development of national financial literacy strategies and highlighted the 

increasing digitalisation of financial services.19  The CCPC notes that Ireland does not currently 

have a national strategy for financial literacy or financial well-being. The CCPC is available to 

engage with the Department, as part of any broader national initiative, in respect of proposals 

for measures suitable for further and/or higher education.  

Economic Development Policies and Productivity of Firms 

                                                           
16 CCPC, ‘Financial Capability and Well Being in Ireland in 2018’.  
17 Dáil Éireann Debate – 19th November 2020, ‘Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science: 

Statements’. 
18 Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, Minister Launches Public Consultation on 10-Year 

Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy’.  
19 CCPC, ‘CCPC Welcomes Adoption of OECD Recommendation on Financial Literacy’.  

https://www.ccpc.ie/business/research/market-research/financial-capability-and-well-being-in-ireland/
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2020-11-19/24/
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2020-11-19/24/
https://www.ccpc.ie/business/ccpc-welcomes-adoption-of-oecd-recommendation-on-financial-literacy/
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Digitalisation and the expansion of online markets has driven the increasing importance of 

factors such as access to relevant data and digital skills20 for enterprises. In its response to the 

draft National AI Strategy, the CCPC outlined how imbalances in these factors have the 

potential to exacerbate productivity gaps between larger, ‘frontier’ firms, and smaller 

companies21. Access to digital skills reflect similar dynamics, where SMEs can struggle to 

attract people with the requisite skill sets, especially in newly emerging digital areas. Smaller 

organisations face the dual challenge of hiring new staff with the appropriate skills, while 

building on the soft skills of their existing staff to expand their capabilities.22 The lack, for 

many, of knowledge of the skills base, the networks, and the capacity, makes upskilling a 

business harder.23  Government can assist in building up networks that are open to 

participation by all types of businesses, and making sure individuals are aware of skills 

opportunities24, including the many different types of apprenticeships administered under 

the auspices of the Department. The CCPC welcomes proposals in the draft National AI 

strategy that should enable enhanced access to data and relevant networks for SMEs.   

The CCPC has also highlighted such concerns to the National Competitiveness Council (NCC). 

The NCC has proposed measures such as increases in the prevalence of digital skills among 

employees, improved SME awareness and uptake of management development options, as 

well as the financing options available to them that would assist their competitive position.25 

The CCPC welcomes the National Skills Council statement of priorities emphasising digital 

skills, and providing programmes through Skillsnet Ireland to support SMEs to adapt and 

innovate, and improve productivity26. The CCPC also notes the involvement of Skillnet 

                                                           
20 OECD, ‘Skills Strategy 2019’.  

21 Department of Finance, Patterns of Firm Level Productivity in Ireland: Technical Background Paper for the Economic Development 

Review Committee, (2018).  
22 Solas, ‘2018-2021 Further Education and Training Policy Framework for Skills Development of People in Employment: Background 

Paper.’ 
23 OECD, ‘SME and Entrepreneurship Outlook 2019’.  

24 OECD, ‘Skills for Competitiveness: A Synthesis Report’. 
25 National Competitiveness Council, ‘Ireland’s Competiveness Challenge 2020’. 
26 National Skills Council, ‘National Skills Council Statement of Priorities: Autumn 2020’.  

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/9789264313835-en/1/2/3/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/9789264313835%20en&_csp_=eef9590c8a200b40c4a9357a6f7dd37e&itemIGO=oecd&itemContentType=book
https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Patterns-of-Firm-Level-Productivity-in-Ireland.pdf
https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Patterns-of-Firm-Level-Productivity-in-Ireland.pdf
https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/8eadeaada3/supportingworkinglives_enterprisegrowth_backgroundpaper_sept2018.pdf
https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/8eadeaada3/supportingworkinglives_enterprisegrowth_backgroundpaper_sept2018.pdf
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/d8aca30f-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/d8aca30f-en
https://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/skills%20for%20competitiveness%20synthesis%20final.pdf
http://www.competitiveness.ie/publications/2020/ireland%20s%20competitiveness%20challenge%202020.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/c13945-national-skills-council-meeting-documentation/
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programmes in providing training in customs and other Brexit readiness initiatives.27 The 

CCPC has been monitoring business readiness for Brexit particularly closely in areas that fall 

under the CCPC’s remit in respect of product safety legislation. 

Science and Innovation 

The CCPC notes the Department’s responsibility for implementing Innovation 2020, the 

strategy for research and development, science and technology. The CCPC understands that 

under the current strategy, the network of Research Centres will be further developed, and 

challenge-centric research will bring together research institutions and the public and private 

sectors.28 It is important that R & D programmes should, where possible, actively facilitate the 

participation of all types of businesses, assisting them to build the networks and knowledge 

for new technological and scientific developments. The CCPC also understands from the draft 

AI strategy, that a successor plan will further articulate objectives in relation to AI. The CCPC 

remains available to engage with the Department in relation to any proposals which could 

have potential impacts on consumers and/or affect competition in markets. 

 

 

 

 

 

Conradh na Gaeilge 

Peadar Mac Fhlannchdha 

Bainisteoir Abhcóideachta, Leas-ArdRúnaí 

  

  

                                                           
27 Dáil Éireann Debate – 19th November 2020, ‘Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science: 

Statements’.  
28 Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, ‘Innovation 2020’.  

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2020-11-19/24/
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2020-11-19/24/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7287b-innovation-2020/
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INTREOIR   
  

  

Cuireann Conradh na Gaeilge fáilte roimh an deis seo aighneacht a dhéanamh don Roinn 

Bhreisoideachais agus Ardoideachais, Taighde, Nuálaíochta agus Eolaíochta maidir leis Ráiteas 

Straitéise na Roinne don tréimhse 2021 – 2023.  

Is é Conradh na Gaeilge fóram daonlathach phobal na Gaeilge. Tá níos mó ná 200 craobh agus an 

iliomad ball aonair ag an gConradh ar fud na cruinne, baill a bhíonn ag saothrú chun úsáid na teanga 

a chur chun cinn ina gceantar féin. Is í príomhaidhm na heagraíochta an Ghaeilge a spreagadh mar 

ghnáth-theanga labhartha na hÉireann. Bhunaigh Dubhghlas de hÍde, Eoin Mac Néill, agus 

comhghleacaithe leo Conradh na Gaeilge ar 31 Iúil 1893. Tá idir ranganna Gaeilge; abhcóideacht ar 

son chearta teanga; fheachtais fheasachta; Seachtain na Gaeilge le Energia; PEIG.ie, lárphointe eolais 

don Ghaeilge; An Siopa Leabhar; thacaíocht do Raidió Rí-Rá; agus eile ar bun ag an eagraíocht ó shin i 

leith. Tuilleadh eolais: www.cnag.ie.  

Tá an aighneacht seo bunaithe ar thaithí na heagraíochta, ar ról Chonradh na Gaeilge mar 

cheanneagraíocht sa réimse Chosaint Teanga agus Ionadaíochta ar son phobal na Gaeilge agus na 

Gaeltachta, agus ar obair na heagraíochta sa réimse tríú leibhéal, ach go háirithe agus foireann an 

Chonartha ag plé le mic léinn i ngach institiúid thríú leibhéal sa tír.  

San aighneacht táimid ag díriú ar ról na Roinne maidir lena freagrachtaí as beartas, cistiú agus 

rialachas na n-earnálacha breisoideachais agus ardoideachais agus taighde agus as maoirseacht a 

dhéanamh ar obair na ngníomhaireachtaí Stáit agus na n-institiúidí poiblí a oibríonn sna réimsí sin.  

  

  

  

MOLTAÍ  

  

  

Treoirphrionsabail An Roinn Breisoideachais agus Ardoideachais, Taighde, 

Nuálaíochta agus Eolaíochta linn na tréimhse an Phlean Straitéise  
• Go bhfuil ceart ag mic léinn na tíre oideachas tríú leibhéal i nGaeilge a fháil  

• Go bhfuil ceart ag mic léinn na tíre seirbhísí trí Ghaeilge a fháil ó na húdaráis in aon choláiste 

tríú leibhéal  

• Go bhfuil ceart ag mic léinn na tíre a saol ar an gcoláiste a chaitheamh trí Ghaeilge chomh 
fada is gur féidir. Chuige sin ba chóir go mbeadh bun uirlisí cumarsáide an choláiste ar fáil as 

Gaeilge ar nós an chórais ríomhphoist agus córas bainistíochta foghlama an choláiste  

• Go bhfuil gá le cur chuige nua agus plean forbartha faoi leith a bheith ag an Roinn 

Breisoideachais agus Ardoideachais, Taighde, Nuálaíochta agus Eolaíochta chun oideachas 
tríú leibhéal i nGaeilge a chinntiú  

• Go bhfuil gá rogha Gaeilge a chur ar fáil do mhic léinn aosach  

• Go bhfuil gá a chinntiú go ndéanfar freastal ar mhic léinn Ghaeltachta agus go gcuirfear 

gníomhaíochtaí sonrach i bhfeidhm mar thacaíocht do Pholasaí Um Oideachas Ghaeltachta  

http://www.cnag.ie/courses
http://www.cnag.ie/courses
http://www.cnag.ie/courses
http://www.snag.ie/
http://www.snag.ie/
http://www.snag.ie/
http://www.peig.ie/
http://www.peig.ie/
http://www.cnag.ie/siopa
http://www.cnag.ie/siopa
http://www.rrr.ie/
http://www.rrr.ie/
http://www.rrr.ie/
http://www.rrr.ie/
http://www.cnag.ie/
http://www.cnag.ie/
http://www.cnag.ie/
http://www.cnag.ie/
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• Go mbeadh tacaíocht curtha ar fáil don earnáil phobal dheonach, ina measc na 

Comharchumainn Ghaeltachta agus Coistí Pleanáil Teanga  

• Go bhfuil gá le hOifigeach Gaeilge nó Foireann Gaeilge i ngach coláiste le dualgais an 
choláiste i leith na Gaeilge a chomhlíonadh  

• Go dtabharfaidh an córas oideachas tríú leibhéal cothrom na Féinne don Ghaeilge agus 
d’oidhreacht na teanga. Chuige sin go rachfar i dteagmháil lena hInstitiúidí lena cinntiú go 
bhfuil measúnacht déanta acu lena seo a chinntiú, agus polasaithe a athrú mar is cuí, mar 
shampla: Go dtabharfaidh Ranna Staire an aird chuí ar fhoinsí / peirspictíochtaí Gaelacha, go 
háirithe maidir le léachtóirí staire gan Gaeilge i dteagasc stair na hÉireann. Le sin tá claonadh 
in oideachas staire na mac léinn i dtreo foinsí agus peirspictíochtaí an Bhéarla / coilíneacha, 
rud a bhféadfadh dochar a dhéanamh do chás na Gaeilge ar an mheán  
   

Beartas na n-earnálacha breisoideachais agus ardoideachais  
• Go gcuirfear réimse breise cúrsaí tríú leibhéal ar fáil i nGaeilge; agus chuige seo go ndéanfar 

taighde i bpáirt leis an Roinn Oideachais agus Scileanna, leis an Roinn Cultúir, Ealaíon, 

Gaeltachta, Spóirt agus Meán agus leis an Údarás um Ard-Oideachas ar dhaltaí dara leibhéal 
na tíre ar na cúrsaí trí Ghaeilge a bheadh spéis acu a dhéanamh ar an tríú leibhéal trí 

Ghaeilge  

• Go mbeidh tairiscint do chúrsa Gaeilge / dioplóma ofráilte (ar líne más gá) do gach mac léinn 

lánaimseartha nach bhfuil ag staidéar na Gaeilge  

• Go mbeidh teacht ar réimse breise cúrsaí tríú leibhéal i nGaeilge (ar líne más gá) do mhic 

léinn aosach  

• Go mbeidh rogha lóistín Gaeilge agus spás nó seomra Gaeilge ar fáil do mhic léinn i ngach 

coláiste  

• Go ndéanfar pleanáil, agus feidhmiú de réir na bpleananna sin, lena chinntiú go mbeidh 

dóthain céimithe ar fáil le hinniúlacht sa Ghaeilge chun freastal ar na poist nua a chruthófar 

mar thoradh ar Acht na dTeangacha Oifigiúil (Leasaithe). Faoin Acht beidh gá go mbeidh  

20% d’earcaithe nua sa státchóras inniúil sa Ghaeilge  

• Go mbeadh aird ag Ranna Teangeolaíochta ar mhic léinn a chumasú ar chúrsaí aisiompú 
teanga in Éirinn, go háirithe sna Gaeltachtaí. Tá gá níos mó Céimithe a chur ar fáil le 
scileanna sna réimsí seo ó thaobh cúrsaí pleanála teanga sa Ghaeltacht agus mar chuid den 
Phleanáil Teanga atá aitheanta in Acht na Gaeltachta 2012 agus i Straitéis 20 Bliain an Rialtas 
don Ghaeilge  

• Go bhforbrófar LMS (blackboard/moodle) nó córas ríomhphoist (Gmail/ Outlook) a bheith ar 
fáil as Gaeilge mar rogha do gach institiúid  

• Go gcinnteofar  go bhfuil córais teicneolaíochta na hInstitiúidí éagsúla in acmhainn an leagan 
ceart Gaeilge(síneadh fada san áireamh) de mhic léinn  agus d’fhoireann na hInstitiúidí a 
thaifead go cruinn, ar chártaí aitheantais/córas na hInstitiúide  

   

Cistiú na n-earnálacha breisoideachais agus ardoideachais  

• Go gcuirfear maoiniú sonrach ar fáil d’Institiúidí tríú leibhéal chun cúrsaí Gaeilge a thairiscint 

do mhic léinn  



128 
 
 

 

• Go gcuirfear maoiniú ar fáil d’obair Chonradh na Gaeilge do na gníomhaíochtaí atá ar siúl acu 

leis na mic léinn sna hInstitiúidí tríú leibhéal a spreagadh leis an nGaeilge a úsáid agus na 
deiseanna ann dóibh leis an nGaeilge a úsáid sa saol mór a chur os a gcomhair  

• Go gcuirfear scéim maoinithe ar fáil d’Institiúidí tríú leibhéal chun lóistín ar champas a chur 

ar fáil do mhic léinn Ghaeltachta agus Gaeilge atá tiomnaithe d’úsáid na Gaeilge agus go 
neagrófaí iad ar nós a déantar in ollscoileanna eile ar nós An Choláiste Ollscoile Bhaile Átha 

Cliath  

• Maidir leis an Deontas Gaeltachta do na hábhair oide, ba cheart go mbeadh sé intuigthe go 

nglacfaidh an Rialtas freagracht as na costais a bhaineann leis an tréimhse fhoghlama sa 
Ghaeltacht d’ábhar múinteoirí. Ní bhíonn ar aon dream eile íoc as cuid riachtanach dá gcúrsa 

nó ní fhaigheann aon dream eile 'deontas' ón Rialtas chun freastal ar chúrsa atá riachtanach  

mar chuid den chéim atá ar bun acu. Ba cheart an costas a bhaineann leis an tréimhse 

fhoghlama sa Ghaeltacht a bhaint óna mic léinn ina iomláine agus socrú a dhéanamh le 

CONCOS/an Chomhairle Múinteoireachta maidir le conas a íocfar as na mic léinn a chur chun 

na Gaeltachta go díreach in ionad  trína mic léinn  

  

Rialachas na n-earnálacha breisoideachais agus ardoideachais  

•  Go mbunófar Coiste Straitéise Gaeilge le ról na Gaeilge sa Roinn agus sa tríú leibhéal 

a threisiú. Go mbeadh ionadaíocht ar an gCoiste seo ag na hOllscoileanna, ó Aontas na Mac 

Léinn in Éirinn, Aontas na nDaltaí Iarbhunscoile in Éirinn, Conradh na Gaeilge agus grúpaí 

leasmhara Gaeilge & Gaeltachta  

  

Taighde ar obair na ngníomhaireachtaí Stáit agus na n-institiúidí poiblí  
• Go mbunófar córas measúnachta chun breithiúnas a dhéanamh ar na gníomhaíochtaí 

Gaeilge sna hinstitiúidí poiblí a thagann faoi scáth na Roinne  

• Go bhfostófar Oifigeach Gaeilge, a bheadh freagrach go díreach d’Ard-Rúnaí na Roinne, chun 

polasaí na Gaeilge sa Roinn a fheidhmiú  

  

Maoirseacht ar obair na ngníomhaireachtaí Stáit agus na n-institiúidí poiblí  
•  Go ndéanfar athbhreithniú rialta, le hionchur neamhspleách, ar fheidhmiú na 

gníomhaíochtaí Gaeilge sna gníomhaireachtaí agus na hinstitiúidí poiblí a thagann faoi scáth 

na Roinne agus go gcuirfear tuairisc bhliantúil ar fáil bunaithe ar an athbhreithniú seo  

  

Spreagadh na hearnálacha breisoideachais agus ardoideachais  
• Go dtabharfar aghaidh ar an spreagadh seo tríd an réimse tacaíochta agus maoiniú 

thuasluaite  

• Go dtabharfar treoir do gach institiúid thríú leibhéal leis na rudaí seo a leanas a dhéanamh:  
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o Straitéis 5 bliana do chur chun cinn agus úsáid na Gaeilge san institiúid a chur le 

chéile  

o Oifigeach Gaeilge a fhostú a bheidh freagrach go díreach do cheannasaí an institiúid 
le comhordú a dhéanamh ar chur i bhfeidhm na straitéise  

o Lóistín ar champas, má tá a leithéid ag an institiúid, a chur ar fáil do mhic léinn 

Ghaeltachta agus Gaeilge atá tiomnaithe d’úsáid na Gaeilge agus go n-eagrófaí iad ar 

nós a déantar in ollscoileanna eile ar nós An Choláiste Ollscoile Bhaile Átha Cliath  

o Coiste Straitéise Gaeilge a chur ar bun leis an straitéis Ghaeilge a chur i bhfeidhm le 

hionadaíocht leathan ón institiúid féin, ó Aontas na Mac Léinn, ó na Cumainn 
Ghaelacha, ón nGaeltacht má tá Gaeltacht gar don institiúid, ó ghrúpaí leasmhara ag 

plé leis an nGaeilge agus ón bpobal níos leithne  

o Go mbeidh tairiscint do chúrsa Gaeilge / dioplóma ofráilte (ar líne más gá) do gach 
mac léinn lánaimseartha nach bhfuil ag staidéar na Gaeilge  

  

Taighde forbairt shóisialta agus eacnamaíoch na hÉireann  
• Go ndéanfar taighde ar na buntáistí a bhaineann leis an ilteangachas agus ról an 

ilteangachais i gcothú na fiontraíochta agus an éagsúlacht smaointeoireachta atá de dhíth 

chun forbairt shóisialta agus eacnamaíoch a spreagadh  

• Go léireofar, mar chuid den taighde sin, ról na Gaeilge ag cothú na mbuntáistí a bhaineann 

leis an ilteangachas  

• Go bhfeidhmeofar clár eolais agus feasachta chun torthaí an taighde seo a phoibliú  

• Chun cur le hionchur sóisialta na Roinne go gcuirfear tacaíocht ar fáil don earnáil phobal 

dheonach, ina measc na Comharchumainn Ghaeltachta agus Coistí Pleanáil Teanga  

  

Rochtain ar na deiseanna a thiocfaidh as an infheistíocht phoiblí agus as an mbeartas 

poiblí a cheapfar sna hearnálacha sin  

• Go ndéanfar taighde i bpáirt leis an Roinn Oideachais agus Scileanna, leis an Roinn Cultúir, 

Ealaíon, Gaeltachta, Spóirt agus Meán agus leis an Údarás um Ard-Oideachas ar dhaltaí dara 
leibhéal na tíre ar na cúrsaí trí Ghaeilge a bheadh spéis acu a dhéanamh ar an tríú leibhéal  

• Ag éirí as an taighde luaite thuasluaite, go gcuirfí breis cúrsaí trí mheán na Gaeilge ar fáil sna 

hInstitiúidí tríú leibhéal  

• Go gcuirfear plean feasachta agus margaíochta I bhfeidhm chun mic léinn dara leibhéal a 
chur ar an eolas faoin réimse cúrsaí Gaeilge atá ar fáil. Mar chuid den chlár feasachta seo go 

gcuirfear eolas ar fáil faoina deiseanna fostaíochta a bhaineann leis an nGaeilge, anseo in 
Éirinn agus in Institiúidí Aontas na hEorpa  

  

Rochtain ag na daoine is soghonta sa tsochaí  

• Go gcuirfear tacaíocht faoi leith ar fáil do scoileanna DEIS  

• Go mbeadh an tacaíocht seo ar fáil i nGaeilge sna scoileanna DEIS sna ceantair Ghaeltachta  
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Freastal bheartais na Roinne ar riachtanais na hearnála Breisoideachais agus Ardoideachais, 

Taighde, Nuálaíochta agus Eolaíochta  

• Go mbeadh rogha na Gaeilge ar fáil ag gach gníomhaíocht sa réimse seo  

  

Feabhas a chur ar na beartais sin  

• Gníomhú de réir na moltaí atá aitheanta ag Conradh na Gaeilge san aighneacht seo  

  

Na dúshláin is gá a shárú  

• Níl dóthain cúrsaí Gaeilge, idir cúrsaí Céime agus cúrsaí Iarchéime ar fáil anois  

• Níl an córas ina iomláine ag cur dóthain Céimithe ar fáil atá inniúil sa Ghaeilge chun freastal 
ar riachtanais an córas oideachais, maidir le múinteoirí do bhunscoileanna agus 
meánscoileanna na tíre  

• Tá fadhb faoi leith maidir le heaspa Céimithe atá cáilithe mar mhúinteoirí atá inniúil chun 

múineadh sa chóras oideachas Ghaeltachta agus Gaeloideachas  

  

An bhfuil an Roinn ag díriú a dhóthain faoi láthair ar na dúshláin sin a shárú?  

• Níl. Tá na fadhbanna seo aitheanta le fada ach is in olcas atá na fadhbanna ag dul seachas a 

mhalairt. In ainneoin na Roinne a bheith ar an eolas faoin réimse fadhbanna is beag céim atá 

glactha chun dul i ngleic leo  

  

Tuairimí ginearálta ar threo straitéiseach na Roinne  
•  Ní léir go bhfuil aon iarracht chomhtháite straitéiseach déanta ag an Roinn chun 

tabhairt faoina fadhbanna atá sainaitheanta maidir le soláthar oideachas tríú leibhéal i 

nGaeilge  

  

An bealach is fearr inar féidir an Roinn a shainchúram a chomhlíonadh  
• Gníomhú ar mholtaí Chonradh na Gaeilge mar atá aitheanta san aighneacht seo  

• Tarraingt ar an taighde atá déanta maidir le soláthar oideachas tríú leibhéal i nGaeilge  

• Tarraingt ar an taighde, náisiúnta agus idirnáisiúnta atá déanta maidir le buntáistí an 
ilteangachais  
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Aon tuairimí eile a d’fhéadfadh cabhrú linn an Straitéis nua a fhorbairt  

Tá sé riachtanach go mbeadh Plean Straitéise na Roinne Breisoideachais agus Ardoideachais, 

Taighde,  

Nuálaíochta agus Eolaíochta comhtháite le Straitéis agus pleananna eile de chuid an Rialtais i leith na 

Gaeilge agus na Gaeltachta, ach go háirithe: Straitéis 20 Bliain don Ghaeilge de chuid Rialtas na 

hÉireann; An Polasaí Um Oideachas Ghaeltachta de chuid na Roinne Oideachais; an Próiseas Pleanáil 

Teanga(sa Ghaeltacht & lasmuigh den Ghaeltacht) mar atá rianaithe in Acht na Gaeltachta 2012  

  

 

Disability Federation of Ireland 

Introduction  

The ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons, UN CRPD, with Disabilities in 

2018 means that every government Department has a role to play in implementation. 

Ensuring that the rights in the UN CRPD are made real for people with disabilities will 

require a mainstreaming approach and cross-governmental working. The Programme for 

Government included a range of commitments relating to disability that involve your 

Department. It states that:  

“Ever since Ireland ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, we 

have signalled to those with a disability that we are now serious about making a difference – 

a difference that will make things better.”  

Ireland will be submitting its state report to the UN on its progress so far in implementation 

next year. The UN will be expecting to see a range of initiatives advancing the rights of 

people with disabilities that include demonstrated commitments from your Department. It 

is therefore essential that disability is reflected in your Statement of Strategy. Furthermore, 

the public sector duty places an obligation on all government Departments and state bodies 

to promote equality and human rights.  

There are 643,131 people with disabilities in Ireland. They do not exist in isolation but rather 

are children, parents, partners, workers, employers, volunteers, students etc. Disability can 

impact anyone as most disabilities are acquired. A society that is inclusive towards people 

with disabilities benefits us all and every Department has a role to play.  
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The National Disability Authority estimate that by 2026, the number of people with 

disabilities will have increased by 20% due to demographic factors.1 It is essential that your 

Department begins planning for the future now or it will be both catastrophic for the people 

involved, and costly for the state in the future.  

 

Key Considerations for Your Department  

The creation of a new Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation 

and Science is a significant move that brings many opportunities. It offers a chance to create 

a truly inclusive further and higher education system, that is accessible to all including 

people with disabilities. Article 24 of the UN CRPD states that people should not be excluded 

from the mainstream education system on the basis of disability. Your Department has a key 

role to play in ensuring implementation of the UN CRPD in further and higher education.  

 

Addressing Educational Inequities  

People with disabilities access further and higher education at a lower rate than people 

without disabilities. Census 2016 people with disabilities aged 15 to 50, 13.7% had 

completed no higher than primary level compared to 4.2% of the general population. 37% of 

people with disabilities aged 15 to 50 had completed third level education compared to 

53.4% of the general population.2  

An important part of this Department’s strategy should be to increase the participation of 

people with disabilities in both further and higher education.  

The Progress Review of the National Access Plan (2018) revealed that the participation of 

students with disabilities (as a % of all new entrants to higher education) had increased from 

a baseline of 6% to 10%, exceeding the target of 8%.3 This is testament to the work of the 

Higher Education Authority, higher education institutions and other key stakeholders. There 

is still progress to be made however, and a more ambitious target is clearly warranted. 

Research by AHEAD shows that in the last ten years the number of students with sensory 

disabilities has grown by less than half the rate of students with disabilities generally, so 

there is a need to focus on the barriers facing this cohort of students with disabilities in 

particular.4  
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We hope to see early progress on the commitments in the Programme for Government to 

expand the National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education, and to formalise Higher 

Education Access Route programmes across all institutions.  

 

Further Education  

Ensuring that Further Education is accessible to students with disabilities is also a key 

concern. Further education courses are sometimes more accessible to students with 

disabilities when transitioning from secondary education, who may then go on to higher 

education after completing a course. Furthermore, for adults who acquire disabilities 

further education courses can be a valuable way of retraining and regaining confidence. 

Given the disproportionate numbers of people with disabilities who have completed no 

higher than primary education, further education can offer a route back in to education. 

However, supports for students with disabilities in further education are often 

underdeveloped in comparison to higher education. The commitment in the Programme for 

Government to conduct an audit of equity of access of students with disabilities to FET was 

welcome and should be progressed.  

The funding and appointment of disability experts in ETBs as the lead support for students 

with disabilities (at a cost of €1.5m) would improve the knowledge base around disability in 

ETBs and ensure consistent supports for students with disabilities.  

 

Cross-Departmental Working  

To resolve the challenges facing people with disabilities in accessing further and higher 

education and implement the UN CRPD, this Department will need to work closely with 

other Departments.  

Points of transition are often a particularly challenging time in the lives of people with 

disabilities as services and supports are not delivered in a joined-up way. Transitioning from 

secondary education to further/higher education to employment means having to reapply 

for the same supports. To address this, your Department will need to work closely with 

other Departments like the Department of Education, the Department of Social Protection, 

and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment.  
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A lack of accessible transport and accessible accommodation are other areas that can 

hamper the ability of people with disabilities to attend further and higher institutions, 

particularly when they are not in the immediate locality. Resolving these issues will involve 

engaging with the Department of Transport and the Department of Housing, Local 

Government and Heritage.  

This Department can also work closely with other Departments to address issues such as the 

unemployment of people with disabilities. Ireland has the lowest employment rate for 

people with disabilities in the EU, almost 20% lower than the EU average of 50.8%.5 An 

education, training and employment support fund is one means of addressing this.  

 

Universal Design for Learning 

The Department should promote the principles of universal design for learning in further 

and higher education. Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a set of principles and 

guidelines that use a variety of teaching methods in order to lower barriers to learning and 

give all learners equal opportunities to succeed.  

UDL is already embedded in the policies, guidelines and strategies of many national bodies- 

including this Department, the Department of Education, SOLAS, Quality and Qualifications 

Ireland and the Centre for Excellence in Universal Design. This Department can play a 

leading role in promoting education that is inclusive for all learners.  

UDL encompasses areas such as presenting content in multiple formats, providing multiple 

assessment options and investment in closed captioning, audio-visual supports, Irish Sign 

Language interpreters etc. so that these are provided as a matter of course rather than in 

exceptional circumstances. Support for further and higher education institutions to make 

their physical environments more accessible and build flexible learning spaces for UDL 

approaches of teaching should be provided via a programme of capital works.  

 

Supports for Students with Disabilities  

There is a strong correlation between disability and poverty. Poverty rates for people with 

disabilities are 10% higher than the EU average, with Ireland ranking among the worst five 

countries in the EU.6 There is a higher prevalence of students with disabilities in DEIS schools 
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than other non-DEIS school across the country, primarily due to the fact that people with 

disabilities are approximately twice as likely to suffer from poverty or social exclusion than 

the rest of the population (Smyth, 2018; Eurostat, 2018).  

Further and higher education are a means of addressing this poverty, however in order to 

do so, financial barriers to engaging in education need to be overcome. These include the 

additional costs that many students with disabilities face accessing education such as 

specialist transport, equipment, assistive technology etc.  

We welcome the full review of the SUSI student grant scheme recently announced by 

Minister Harris. Engaging with people with disabilities as part of this review will be 

important to ensure that their support needs are reflected. The extension of the SUSI grant 

to part time students would greatly benefit many students with disabilities who find it easier 

to study part time due to for example health complications that make it difficult to engage 

on a full time basis.  

The Fund for Students with Disabilities helps to ensure that further and higher education 

institutions can provide students with disabilities with the necessary equipment and 

assistance to complete their course. This fund should be extended to all students in further 

education. Currently, it is only available to full time students in level 5/6 PLC programmes. 

Students in other further education programmes, including part time students and lower 

levels should have access to the same supports. This would help achieve the commitment to 

‘consistent learner support’ in the FET Strategy.  

The attitude of teachers/lecturers and other staff to students with disabilities can also be a 

vital source of support. There is an ongoing need for inclusion training for further and higher 

education staff to ensure that they are best equipped to include and support students with 

disabilities.  

 

Digital and Assistive Technology  

Assistive technology is an important educational support for people with disabilities. 

However, there are very little assistive technology supports available in further education 

and adult education in particular. This is an area that this Department should focus on as 

part of its strategy.  
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A barrier to accessing education for people with disabilities can be an inconsistent approach 

and need to repeatedly reapply for the same supports, with no guarantee of success. DFI 

have long advocated for an assistive technology passport that would follow the person 

through life. At €1.5million, the cost is relatively modest and would make a huge difference 

to the ability of people with disabilities to live independently and engage in education and 

employment. The challenge thus far has been the collaboration which is required between 

multiple Departments to deliver this. Your Department has an opportunity to take a leading 

role in championing this initiative.  

Funding should be provided to further and higher education institutions to conduct digital 

accessibility audits, and to carry out recommended works. This should include funding for 

training teachers to create accessible learning materials. As COVID-19 has led to a far 

stronger reliance on remote and digital learning, this would be a particularly timely 

intervention. It would also support institutions to implement the EU Web Accessibility 

Directive recently transposed into Irish Law.  

Access to digital equipment is important for students with disabilities, with the Fund for 

Students with Disabilities one means to address this. 

However, an underlooked and important aspect is access to training on how to use digital 

equipment and access online content and webinars.  

 

Addressing staffing shortages  

The Department can help to address shortages of staff that are key to supporting people 

with disabilities, such as therapy staff, through the CAO process.  

 

Research  

Given the Department’s research remit, it can play a role in promoting and incentivising 

research into areas that would benefit people with disabilities. An important element of this 

is promoting the direct participation of people with disabilities in research about disability, 

including as researchers.  

 

Conclusion  
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Your Department has a real opportunity to show leadership and transform educational 

supports and services for people with disabilities in line with the UN CRPD. This ambition must 

be reflected in your Department’s strategy. 

 

1 Census 2016 and NDA (2018), Disability Statistics.   

2 CSO, Census 2016.  
3 HEA,  
4 AHEAD (2020), Students with Disabilities Engaged with Support Services in Higher Education 2018/19.   

5 CSO, SILC (2018) op cit, EDF (2020) p.18-19.   

6 CSO, SILC (2018) op cit, EDF (2020) p.18-19.   

 

 

Dublin City University (DCU) 
 
 

1. Introduction  

The Department of Further, Higher Education, Research, Innovation & Science (DFHERIS) has 

requested submissions from stakeholders as part of the preparation of its Strategy 

Statement 2021-2023 (the ‘Strategy’). DCU welcomes the establishment of the department, 

which indicates that the importance of the tertiary education sector and of research for the 

social and economic development of Ireland, are clearly recognised and prioritised by 

government.  

 

DCU appreciates this opportunity to contribute to the strategy statement of the 

department. In this submission we set out the strategic priorities which we feel are 

necessary to position us, and all of the tertiary education sector, to maximise and optimise 

engagement regionally, nationally and internationally.  

 

DCU presents these priorities with reference to the submission made on behalf of the 

university sector by the Irish Universities Association (IUA) and taking cognisance of the 

economic and social imperatives pertaining to Ireland’s growth and development.  

 



138 
 
 

 

Below is a summary of the main areas which are considered by DCU as central to informing 

the strategy of the DFHERIS.  

1. A Vision for Tertiary Education  

 

A number of significant changes in Irish tertiary education have occurred in the last 2-3 

years, notably the creation of the DFHERIS as well as the establishment of the new 

technological universities. DCU looks forward to a new vision for the sector which clearly 

outlines the remits of the different kinds of institutions which now comprise Irish tertiary 

education and which defines clear pathways for learners, especially school leavers. A policy 

focus on maximising participation and completion rates across tertiary education is 

considered critical for sector.  

 

The establishment of the new department provides an opportunity to clarify the respective 

roles and responsibilities of relevant government agencies – the DFHERIS, the HEA, QQI etc. 

While each agency has its own remit, from the universities’ perspective multiple agencies 

can result in duplication of requests, provision of the same data and information on 

numerous occasions and an inefficiency in communications and correspondence processes.  

 

2. An Agile and Flexible HE System  

 

Modern developed economies and societies are characterised by rapid and constantly 

changing horizons, with technological innovation and development occurring at a pace 

never seen at any time in the past. Irish universities must produce graduates with the 

requisite skills to be effective and successful in such contexts and this requires the system 

itself to also be agile and dynamic. The recent HCI 3 funding received for the DCU Futures 

initiative, illustrates the recognition that curriculum redesign to facilitate flexible learning 

pathways and transformative skills sets, is fundamental to the future of tertiary education. 

DCU requests that underlying systems’ rigidity, which represents barriers to fully realising 

curriculum innovation, be removed and these are discussed below.  
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2.1 Flexible Student Funding Models  

In addition to the revised sustainable funding model set out in the IUA submission, DCU 

requests that funding mechanisms themselves be sufficiently flexible to fully realise the 

potential of transformative curricula. Areas requiring consideration include:  

2.1.1 Credit Based Funding  

DCU recommends that tuition funding for students is considered with respect to the total 

credits for a programme as opposed to on an academic year basis. This would support full 

and part-time learning pathways, as well as accelerated and slower achievement of 

qualifications, as the funding would follow the modules/credits undertaken. This could be 

implemented within a framework of a maximum allowed elapsed time frame, and/or 

minimum/maximum credits per annum, for example.  

2.1.2 International Exchange  

Implementation of appropriate funding models to facilitate inward and outward student 

exchange, especially in the context of Pan-European university initiatives (see section 4). 

 

2.2 Staff Remuneration for Innovation and Strategic Engagement  

DCU echoes the IUA call to remove the ECF which is a seriously limiting factor in recruiting 

and retaining the requisite number and type of staff necessary to facilitate the realisation of 

DCU’s, and the country’s, strategic educational objectives. In addition, DCU requests that 

the DFHERIS reviews the current limitations and anomalies associated with academic 

contracts, in particular, the limitations associated with payment for activity considered over 

and above “normal” duties, while at the same time facilitating independent activity, such as 

private consultancy, unrelated to university duties1 . Such a review would incorporate:  

 

2.2.1 Engagement in Non-Exchequer Revenue Generation Activities  

Where academics are required to provide programmes or courses nationally, regionally or 

internationally, or participate, in particular in leadership roles, in international 

collaborations, outside of those funded through the exchequer, the universities should be 

able to remunerate them appropriately.  

2.2.2 Framework for International Education Provision in Ireland  
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Post-Brexit, Ireland faces a risk of international, high profile institutions setting up within the 

country and providing education, for example executive education, in direct, in-country 

competition with Irish HEIs. The anomalies cited above, such as the Devlin Hours, would 

enable academics currently employed on full-time contracts, to also work for such 

institutions. DCU requests that a framework to manage and control such activity be 

developed, in order to implement a ‘level playing pitch’ for Irish HEIs in this area.  

Finally, DCU reiterates the IUA call for governance and legislative reform, with clearly 

delineated responsibilities, to afford the universities the ability to operate with autonomy 

within a well-defined accountability framework.  

 

3 Leveraging Technology Enhanced Learning  

The demands of the COVID pandemic forced a sudden move to full online delivery in a very 

short timeframe, worldwide, resulting in very varied learning provision and student 

experiences. Despite being a leader in the area of Technology Enhanced Learning (TEL) and 

being better prepared than most for this shift, DCU believes that undergraduate education 

should be delivered primarily in person and on campus. However, we also believe that the 

benefits of TEL should not be lost post-COVID. Anecdotally it has become evident that, for 

undergraduate, full-time students in particular, incorporation of TEL in appropriate ways is 

the ideal going forward. Such a complementary, fit for purpose model, which facilitates 

flipped classroom2 approaches, will scaffold the acquisition of independent, self-managed 

learning, critical thinking and higher-order learning skills. A designed-in pedagogical 

approach which combines the best elements of digital and face-to-face educational 

provision, will position Irish education at the forefront of innovative learning. This will also 

afford research opportunities, further collaboration with tech companies and position 

Ireland as a destination of choice for international students. Such a move requires a re-

orientation of physical and human capital resources, a realignment of technological 

facilities, a reclassification of technological costs from capital investment to operational 

expense, and significant staff and student training programmes.  

 

4 International Educational Leadership  
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Ireland is highly regarded internationally as a base for the education of highly skilled 

graduates and this is enhanced through our recently changed status as the only native 

English language country in the EU. Irish universities require government support to fully 

realise and leverage this status. DCU wishes to draw attention, in particular, to the EU focus 

on the establishment and growth of Pan-European universities and ensuring that this is 

seen and supported, as a national, strategic priority.  

4.1 Pan-European University Collaboration  

DCU calls for financial support for Irish universities participating in the recently created 

European Universities, a central EU strategic priority. These have the mission to transform 

tertiary education by strengthening strategic partnerships between educational institutions 

across the EU, with the emergence by 2024 of twenty 'European Universities'. This consists 

of bottom-up networks of universities which will enable undergraduate students to obtain a 

degree by combining studies in several EU countries and contribute to the international 

competitiveness of European universities. With the exit of the UK from the EU, Ireland is 

uniquely positioned to attract EU students to the only EU country where they can undertake 

full or partial programmes of study, not only through English, but while also immersed in an 

English-speaking culture and context. In addition, our EU collaborations provide a rich array 

of international study opportunities for Irish students, in particular when these are fully 

integrated into their Irish university programmes. European alliances (such as the European 

Consortium of Innovative Universities - ECIU), have the physical scale to begin the 

transformation of the European Education and Research Areas by creating Pan-European 

universities capable of aligning societal needs with economic opportunities and at scale. 

DCU is a founding member of the ECIU, which is adopting a challenge-based approach to 

achieve a Pan-European university, through our education, research and innovation 

activities and strong collaboration with external stakeholders. At meetings of these 

collaborations it has become very clear that other national governments are investing 

significant resources to complement and supplement their universities participation in 

this strategic initiative. In addition, their national governments and tertiary education 

departments are actively lobbying at EU level, for additional support for these alliances. 

The ECIU sees DCU as a leader, particularly in the area of Micro-credentialing and digital 
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learning and many also see Ireland as a leader in the accreditation and quality assurance of 

joint qualifications.  

 

To support our leadership in this area DCU calls for: 

● Government funding to support effective engagement of universities in such alliances  

● Student funding models to facilitate meaningful inward and outward student 

participation in Pan-European qualifications  

 

● Advocacy by the Minister and other government representatives at relevant EU meetings 

and fora  

● Support for Irish universities and accreditation and quality assurance bodies to simplify 

processes and procedures to enhance Ireland’s reputation as a leader in these areas.  

 

5 Inclusivity and Engagement  

DCU is situated in the fastest growing region in the country and 70% of our student body 

comes from this region. DCU has a long standing and well-developed, successful Access 

scheme, as well as strong engagement with community and industry partners and the 

Further Education (FE) sector, to provide increased educational pathways and employment 

opportunities for those from areas of social deprivation. It is well-established that growing 

and successful economies affect different population cohorts unequally and DCU advocates 

that the DFHERIS allows sufficient flexibility to cater for students from a wide range of 

backgrounds. Provision of flexible learning opportunities, in novel ways and over extended 

periods of time, in particular through modular, accumulated credit pathways and micro-

credentialing accreditation, will substantially and radically alter the ability of non-traditional 

learners to up-skill and reskill, as well as to access tertiary education. DCU requests that 

particular attention be given to the inequalities which arise from the “digital divide”, which 

are well-known and which were exemplified throughout the pandemic, when access to 

broadband and devices (for students and teachers) was a defining characteristic of the 

quality of digital learning opportunities. The provision of TEL-based education is a powerful 

mechanism for widening access to, and participation in, education. If we are to realise the 
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full potential of TEL in this regard however, then students must have equitable access to the 

relevant technological infrastructure.  

 

6 Research  

DCU reiterates the IUA’s submission with regard to building Ireland’s research capacity and 

we particularly emphasise the following areas:  

6.1 R&D Strategy  

The new R&D strategy to replace I2020 should be informed by an analysis of international 

best practice of the research systems of both large international competitors and other 

small advanced economies. Key areas of comparative focus should be in those areas in 

which Ireland’s system has shown a marked lack of balance:  

 Availability of responsive-mode versus directive-mode research funding. Ireland has 

very few ‘open’ research calls, which leaves us at a disadvantage compared with 

competitor systems.  

 Balance across disciplines. The vast majority of research funding in the state 

supports a sub-set of STEM research. It is particularly notable that funding for arts, 

humanities, business and social sciences research at any scale is largely absent; 

notwithstanding the now-historic rationale for this systemic focus, it is not the 

hallmark of a mature research ecosystem.  

 The provision of research networking and ‘small grant’ funding. DCU requests that 

the notable lacuna in the national portfolio for either research networking activities 

or for ‘small’/ seed grants for research be addressed so as to build research capacity 

more comprehensively across the research ecosystem.  

6.2 Research Impact and Engagement  

● There is, at present, no structured approach within Ireland’s research system to record, 

incentivise and publicise both research impact (the social and economic impact of research) 

and public engagement with research (ways in which the activity and benefits of tertiary 

education and research are shared with the public).  

● The establishment of a Government Office for Science (or a similar structure) to ensure 

that scientific advice to the government - both that related to short-term imperatives and to 
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longer term forecasting – is based on a wide range of the best expertise and would result in 

a more robust and independent system than exists at present.  

6.3 Research excellence  

A policy focus on growing high quality research would effect an increase in Ireland’s 

standing in international rankings and research reputation (which are key to attracting 

international students, researchers of renown, and FDI). It is the norm internationally that 

‘pockets of excellence’ are acknowledged as existing across a wide range of institutions in 

any given system. If a system (based on a metrics or a peer-review exercise) were instituted 

whereby such ‘pockets’ were recognised and supported, the growth of a more balanced 

national research system would be encouraged. Such a system is common in small 

advanced economies (New Zealand, for example, with a similar number of universities to 

Ireland, runs a Performance Based Research Fund).  

6.4 Research internationalisation  

 Research internationalisation is critical to growing Ireland’s research reputation, 

performance in rankings and overall research culture, underpinned by a national co-

ordination and support structure to address the potential for an unbalanced system 

which might arise in the context of such resource intensive activity.  

 Recognising the importance of international, in particular Pan-European 

collaboration, our relationship with the UK is of obvious significance post-Brexit and 

DCU requests that this be included in the Department’s research internationalisation 

efforts. North-south relationships are of particular moment and DCU welcomes the 

Department’s recent initiatives in this space.  

6.5 University-TU research collaboration  

Universities are extremely well positioned to assist in improving the capacity and quality of 

research taking place in the new Technological Universities and Institutes of Technology. 

Specific funding schemes – particularly those which build on existing University-IoT 

relationships – to build both human capital and project capacity (e.g. joint doctoral training, 

joint research projects, mechanisms to increase the capacity of professional research 

development staff) would result in building strong collaborative relations. Such relationships 
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would expedite the delivery of these institutions’ missions to attract research funding and 

drive balanced regional growth which is a key objective of Ireland Project 2040. 

 

 

EduCampus Services 

 

Paddy Naughton 

Chief Executive 

 
Introduction to EduCampus Services 

EduCampus’ vision is to “Empower higher education through quality IT shared services”. It is an 

education sector, shared services initiative that provides business critical ICT application services and 

Management Information Systems (MIS) to the Higher Education and Research sectors in Ireland. It 

acts as a broker for its clients by engaging with relevant service providers and suppliers in negotiating 

software licensing and subscription agreements as well as application hosting and support 

agreements. It also provides the implementation services and operations support for the systems on 

a shared services basis thereby safeguarding the quality of the systems while ensuring that value for 

money to the sector is maintained. It is committed to quality and innovation in the design, 

implementation and operation of the environments and shared services that it provides. Cost-

efficiency and value for money are at the heart of all of EduCampus activities and the organisation is 

committed to providing appropriate modern platforms, software and applications to support the 

ongoing and emerging needs of its client community.  

EduCampus’ client community as at November 2020, comprises the 11 Institutes of Technology, TU-

Dublin, University of Limerick, Houses of the Oireachtas and through its agreement with Education 

Shared Business Services (ESBS), Trinity College Dublin, University College Cork and National University 

of Ireland, Galway.  

The EduCampus managed MIS portfolio consists of five key business applications as follows:  
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Client Engagement 

The EduCampus engagement model is based on continuous collaboration with our client community.  

We are committed to deliver services that are responsive to and reflective of clients’ needs. Its 

engagement model is designed to build relationships with clients, to earn the trust of the user 

community and to facilitate the changes required for the client institutions to evolve their operations 

in meeting the needs of their students.  

EduCampus is working in partnership with the Technological Universities already designated and with 

each Consortia working on achieving designation to deliver consolidated MIS applications to support 

their operation as cohesive Universities.  Further engagement with the TU’s and TU Consortia is 

planned to identify requirements for enhanced digital capability to support them in creating 

technology-enabled universities.                                                                        

Proposal 

EduCampus would welcome the inclusion of a “Digital Strategy” or “Digital Transformation Policy” in 

the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science statement of 

Strategy 2021-2023.  This policy would provide leadership to technology shared service providers such 

as EduCampus, and to the HEI’s as they strive to provide opportunities to deliver a quality educational 

experience to as wide and diverse a community as possible.   

This policy would provide a framework for increased investment in technology to enhance the digital 

capability across the DFHERIS HEI’s.  This in turn would support ease of access and opportunity across 

the cohort of students attending the HEI’s and underpin and stimulate Ireland’s social and economic 

development. 

MIS Applications provided by EduCampus 

Student Records Management  Banner 

HR & Payroll Management    CoreHR 

Finance Management  Business World on 

Library Management  Koha 

Student Credentials                Digitary 
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Some immediate benefits arising from investing in enhancing digital capability to support student 

success and excellence in teaching and research, are envisaged as follows: 

 Enhanced capability to support blended delivery models 

 Better outcomes and attainment for students 

 Improved Student Attraction and Retention  

 Improved digital capability to facilitate lifelong learning 

 Recognition of prior learning 

 Sector wide Analytics and Reporting           

 

                                                                    

Conclusion 

EduCampus is committed to supporting the objective of DFHERIS, as required, in developing the 

Statement of Strategy 2021–2023 and in identifying strategic initiatives that support delivery of the 

strategy goals of the department in collaboration with our clients across the higher education secto 

 

 

 

 

 

Enterprise Ireland 

Julie Sinnamon 

Chief Executive Officer 

 

Below are Enterprise Ireland’s suggestions for consideration under the new Strategy. As well 

as feeding into the Statement of Strategy, these views on challenges, opportunities and 

recommended policy responses are also intended to feed into the development new the 

National Innovation Strategy, which I understand will come under the remit of your 

Department. Enterprise Ireland has developed up a full submission for the National 
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Innovation Strategy, which will be finalised and sent to you in January. We are happy to 

engage in any further consultation with you on either of these initiatives.  

 

Macro Challenges to Ireland’s Research and Innovation System  

 

Ireland’s national research innovation and higher education system is a critical platform 

upon which much of Ireland’s economic and social development is dependent. Irish 

innovation attracts FDI and generates new ideas, technologies, skills, knowledge and 

solutions which have proven to be transformative to our prosperity and the way we work 

and live. The publicly funded research and Innovation system is now ranked 10th in the 

world and simply maintaining this system in the current climate will present considerable 

challenges. However, preserving the current system is not enough; Covid-19, climate 

change, Brexit, regional development and our collective futures demand that we must do 

more.  

 

As a small open economy, Ireland can be significantly impacted by negative external 

economic shocks. Increasingly normal business interactions, open markets and consistent 

international trade policies can no longer be relied upon. In such an economic environment, 

the primary means to build resilience to meet these challenges is to economically 

differentiate ourselves. Research, Development and Innovation (RDI) is globally recognised 

as the key economic differentiator. Put simply, RDI enables us to develop products, services 

and solutions that are better, cheaper or more novel than those in global markets. At the 

same time, the pace of innovation has never been quicker. As such, we need progressive 

and ambitious strategic responses which recognise current challenges and opportunities 

and commits the necessary national effort and investment in order to deliver a robust, 

responsive and resilient national Innovation system.  

 

Enterprise Ireland’s Role in the Research, Innovation and Higher Education System  
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Enterprise Ireland is Ireland’s innovation agency and holds responsibility for the development 

and growth of Irish enterprises in world markets. 

Enterprise Ireland’s focus and supports in regard to research, innovation and higher 

education can be split out as follows:  

1. New Company Creation through disruptive spin-outs and high potential start-ups  

2. ‘1:1’ Bespoke RDI Solutions for companies  

3. ‘1: Many’ RDI Solutions for companies to Build Scale and Critical Mass  

4. 4.Enabling the Research and Innovation System to Work Robustly with Industry  

5. Engaging in the skills development agenda with Irish enterprise  

 

Specific Challenges, Opportunities and Recommended Policy Responses:  

1. Promoting Start-up Creation Throughout Ireland  

 

A vibrant start-up ecosystem is the cornerstone of any successful economy. In order for the 

Innovation System to produce and support nimble, high-tech, internationally differentiated 

start-up companies we need a ‘whole of system’ approach, where entrepreneurs are 

systemically supported, via strong VC funding, skills development, clustering, talent 

availability and technology to develop our next wave of regionally dispersed companies. 

Additionally, the commercialisation of research, leading to high performing spin-out 

companies, needs to be appropriately recognised and rewarded in addition to scientific 

excellence.  

2. Bespoke Supports for Individual Companies  

 

In order that the State meets its full economic potential, companies must be encouraged 

and supported to fully engage with Research, Development & Innovation. Companies, 

particularly SMEs, need to be supported on a 1:1 basis where the firm is the beneficiary of a 

combination of financial support (either national or international via Horizon Europe, ESA 

etc.), advice, training, technology or intellectual property in order develop its Innovation 

management capabilities or to develop new products, processes or services, either ‘in-

house’ or in collaboration with a Research Performing Organisations (RPO) or other 
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enterprises in Ireland or overseas. Such encouragement and de-risking of costly RDI 

activities can deliver the step changes necessary to allow sustainable SME growth, the 

development of robust regional communities that are built around real global opportunities 

and the ability of companies to meaningfully tackle societal challenges from environmental 

sustainability to healthcare.  

Enterprise Ireland’s recent Innovation Strategy will be the guiding methodology for how we 

engage in-company RDI development and as such it will be important for the system to 

engage and align with this methodology as much as possible. Strong investment is necessary 

to provide these supports directly to companies, via a blended mix of grants and soft 

supports from Agencies and also indirectly, via RPOs which have the capabilities and 

equipment to meet industry need.  

3. Supports for Clusters to Build Scale & Critical Mass  

 

In addition to 1:1 supports to companies it is very important that we leverage the critical 

mass, peer learning and B2B opportunities that arise from ‘1:Many’ clustering and company 

consortia collaborative actions. 

Supports such as Technology Centres achieve impact across entire sectors of the economy 

by addressing problems or opportunities that are shared by groups of companies. Such 

collaborative actions also enable fruitful interactions between Multinationals and 

indigenous SMEs. We must also leverage international funding such as Horizon Europe, 

Digital Europe and Eureka in order to build mutually beneficial international clusters that 

can achieve far more collaboratively than the ‘sum of their parts’ ever could.  

Clustering and collaborative initiatives such as Technology Centres and the Disruptive 

Technologies Innovation Fund also enable us to build at scale; something that is increasingly 

important as our innovation system matures and becomes capable of making larger more 

ambitious plays on the international innovation stage. Such scale may also be required as 

we seek to tackle significant challenges such as climate change and post-COVID economic 

recovery.  

 

4. Supports to Create a Robust, Balanced and Industrially Engaged Innovation System  
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Additional to the need for supports which help companies increase their Innovation and 

compete globally, we also need to invest in the system’s general vitality and ability to 

engage with industry. Our publicly funded research system’s primary mission is skills 

development, with significant contributions to FDI attraction and research 

commercialisation. Enabling and rewarding it for engaging collaboratively with industry for, 

primarily, industry’s benefit requires funding, expertise, governance structures, industrially 

relevant equipment and appropriate KPIs that are linked to funding. This system must also 

be supported via Knowledge Transfer Ireland to identify, capture, protect and transfer its 

knowledge and intellectual property to enterprise.  

However, a balance is critical and, while progressive changes are required in order to drive 

this system to meet its fullest economic potential, we must be careful not to ‘tip the scales’ 

too far towards high TRL/ close to market activities in line with best practice. A strong well-

funded base in fundamental research is essential for any country that wishes to keep 

producing frontier technologies in rapidly evolving markets. Put simply, we do not have full 

visibility of the technologies and capabilities that will be required to drive economic 

development in coming years and as such we should not seek to ‘pick winners’ without 

hedging some of our investment ‘bets’.  

Ireland is below the EU average of 0.68% of GDP, with 0.31% of GDP in Ireland attributed to 

RDI expenditure in the public sector. An increase in publicly funded research is essential to 

achieve a healthy pipeline of new ideas, people, opportunities and sustainable economic 

recovery and growth. However, the new strategy should seek to ‘broaden the funnel for 

ideas’ and achieve a more appropriate balance between basic and applied/industry-oriented 

research spend in order to keep a strong research base and adequately populated research 

pipeline. The systems regionally disperse nature, particularly with regard to the Institutes of 

Technology, also means that it has a strong history of driving regional development. This 

critical role must be recognised and enshrined in the missions of RPOs and in National 

Strategy.  

 

5. Governance of National Innovation Strategy  
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The effective implementation of the new national strategy will require strong governance 

structures where the collective strengths of all relevant government departments and 

agencies are appropriately represented and brought to bear on the challenges we face. It is 

proposed that Enterprise Ireland has a leading role in such a structure. 

 

6. Apprenticeships  

Investment in skills and human capital is critical to drive innovation, competitiveness and 

diversification in Irish businesses. A strong Apprenticeship structure is a key means of 

strengthening workforce skills, providing industry with the means to adapt to changing 

market demands. The focus of the consortia-led apprenticeships model on collaboration 

between enterprise and the education and training sector to identify and address short- and 

medium-term skills needs is positive, and the engagement of employers with regional 

education and training providers underpins stronger regional economic development. 

However, participation by enterprises in apprenticeship programmes is not yet at the level 

envisaged in the 2014 reform of the apprenticeship system.  

Enterprise Ireland welcomes the ongoing review of the Apprenticeship Action Plan 2021-

2025 and has provided inputs to the review process to identify specific issues relevant to 

enterprise. In the development of the new plan, strengthened enterprise engagement in 

apprenticeship programmes could be achieved through:  

• The development of a consolidated apprenticeship system with a single coherent model of 

governance  

• Coordination of the process for programme design, delivery, and review to strengthen the 

apprenticeship programme role in meeting industry skills needs  

• Addressing differences in the funding structure for apprenticeship programmes and 

addressing the cost challenges for smaller enterprises  

• Provision of dedicated enterprise liaison support for apprenticeships to provide 

enterprises with greater capacity to successfully participate in programmes  
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FET Colleges Ireland 

 Dr Rory O’Sullivan 

 Chair. 

 

FET Colleges Ireland Submission to Public Consultation on the Department of Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 

Statement of Strategy 2021-2023 

 

Background 

 

The National Association of Principals and Deputy Principals (NAPD) is the professional 

association for all Principals and Deputy Principals in Post Primary Schools, Further Education 

and Training (FET) Schools and Colleges in Ireland.  Further Education and Training Colleges 

Ireland (formerly the NAPD FET Committee) is a Committee of NAPD, representing Principals 

and Deputy Principals from over 100 FET Schools and Colleges in Ireland under the auspices 

of the three managerial bodies, ETBI, JMB, and ACCS.  Established in 2000, this committee has 

represented NAPD on many State Boards, national working groups, and committees involved 

in FET.  In addition, a nominee of this committee is a member of the NAPD National Executive, 

and works with the NAPD Executive in addressing FET issues as they affect Principals and 

Deputy Principals in their role in leading and managing their Schools and Colleges. 

 

This submission is based on the collective experiences and knowledge of Principals and 

Deputy Principals who are involved in delivering many different FET programmes such as: 

 

 Apprenticeships (Pre- and Post-2016) 
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 PLC Programme 

 Traineeships 

 SkillsETB 

 Momentum 

 BTEI 

 VTOS 

 Adult Education – part-time night provision 

 

FET Colleges Ireland Schools and Colleges have been catering for a diverse range of learners 

on the above programmes for many years. 

 Direct entry from second level schools  

 Direct entry from the senior cycle at special national schools  

 Direct entry from Youthreach centres 

 Recently unemployed 

 Long-term unemployed 

 Those up-skilling 

 Those retraining 

 Those seeking employment 

 Part-time Night Students 

 Graduates 

 International students 

 Those who do not thrive in HE and revert to FET 

 Mature learners 

 Early retirees who are seeking a career change 

 Those seeking a change of career 

 

Further Education and Training Colleges Ireland (FETCI) continues to seek the full 

completion of the FET sector reforms in Ireland.  In line with the FET Strategy 2020-2024, 
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FETCI is advocating for the establishment of a formal FET College Sector in Ireland as the 

foundational pillar of a world-class system of FET provision.  In particular, we are working to 

achieve: 

 

 A new FET College of the Future, separate from post-primary sector, which will 

consolidate all level 5 and level 6 provision; 

 An integrated funding model for all FET provision; 

 FET provision that will be flexible, available 12 months of the year, during the day, in 

the evening and on weekends; 

 A 2+2/2+1 model of tertiary education in which the first two years of post-secondary 

provision could take place in the FET College with progression to year three in higher 

education (HE) in a University or Institute of Technology; 

 Teaching support staff to support the teachers in the development and delivery of 

programmes; 

 Integrated system of learning supports for all FET students; 

 Educational technologists, IT support staff,  and Access teams to support the learning 

within FET Colleges; 

 FET Colleges to be properly resources with a fit-for-purpose middle-management 

structure. 

 

Introduction 

 

FET Colleges Ireland welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this public consultation of 

the Department’s Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023.  When the new department was 

established last June with “Further” in the title, FET Colleges Ireland were hopeful that this 

would represent a new beginning for FET having been for many years, the Cinderella of the 

Irish education and training system. 
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During the developmental period of 2010 to 2014 for FET, the Minister for Education of the 

day described the FET sector as having been treated as the ‘black sheep of the education 

system’ (Quinn, 2012), the ‘backwater’ (Quinn, 2013), and the ‘Cinderella of the broader 

education system’ (Quinn, 2014).  The legacy of neglect of the vocational sector (Walsh, 

2011) in general and the FET sector in particular has resulted in a situation where “FET in 

Ireland has suffered from a persistent capacity deficit” (O’Sullivan, 2018, p. 332).  

Consequently, in order to move from such a level of under-resourcing to become a world-

class FET system (SOLAS, 2014), or indeed to be part of the best education and training 

system in Europe by 2026 (DES, 2016), a conscious effort will be required on the part of 

government to commit the necessary investments both financial and structural. 

 

In 2018, the Department of Education and Skills (DES), in its Statement of Strategy (DES, 

2018), identified a strategic objective of achieving “a more integrated tertiary education 

system” (p. 14). This was reiterated in the Action Plan for Education for 2019 (DES, 2019): 

 

“Develop a framework for an integrated strategic approach to tertiary education” 

(Action 64.1, p.41). 

 

The National Risk Assessment (Government of Ireland, 2019) identified the capacity of the 

higher and further education system as a strategic risk stating: 

 

“An adequately resourced, flexible, responsive and aligned Higher Education (HE) 

and Further Education & Training system has a crucial role to play in sustaining 

enterprise growth in Ireland” (p.38). 

 

Programme for Government 
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The Programme for Government (Government of Ireland, 2020) states: 

 

“We want a Higher and Further Education sector that sees education as a holistic 

and lifelong pursuit…It is vital that we invest in our Higher and Further Education 

sectors, so we can continue to tackle inequality, based on race, gender, and socio-

economic background” (p.97). 

 

This is an aspiration with which FET Colleges Ireland agree.  However, the remainder of this 

section of the document suggests that the purpose of higher education is more towards the 

economic imperative, while FET is linked more with being a response to unemployment and 

social inclusion.  This would be a return to the days of the pre-2010 situation and is out of 

line with the evidence. 

 

Skills Policy – Are we asking the right questions?  FET has a Central Role 

 

Labour markets world-wide are described and categorised using various criteria, such as 

employed/unemployed, age cohorts, industry sector, and gender.  However, when it comes 

to the skill profile of labour markets, the most commonly used criteria is highest educational 

attainment, which is taken as a proxy for skill level.  So, is this helpful for skills policy?  The 

OECD in its Employment Outlook 2017 examined the change in high, middle and low skills 

level jobs over a 20 year period from 1995 to 2015.  It found that, for Ireland, while the level 

of low skill jobs remained roughly the same, high skill jobs increased by 15% over this 

period, and middle skilled jobs decreased by the roughly the same amount.  As this is based 

on “employment rates of people according to their education levels” (www.oecd.org) is this 

change a description of the change in the education profile of the Irish population rather 

than an actual change in the skills required, if the labour market change was examined by 

http://www.oecd.org/
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occupational category?  Using Labour Market data from the CSO based on Standard 

Occupational Classification, the profile of the Irish Labour Market has changed very little 

from 2007 to 2019.  The breakdown is as follows:  High skill 28-30%, intermediate skill 59-

61%, and low skill 10-12%.  How can this be so different?  The principle reason is that by 

using highest educational attainment as a proxy for the skills profile of the labour market, 

the level of over-education is hidden.  According to the ESRI, “the percentage of Irish 

workers reporting skill levels in excess of those required for their job is the third highest of 

28 EU countries”.  Evidence-based policy making needs to include ALL the evidence. 

There is an opportunity, within the framework of an integrated tertiary sector to provide a 

more balance supply of skill provision to the Irish Labour market.  The strategic aim of the 

FET College of the Future as a key element of the second FET Strategy (SOLAS, 2020) is both 

timely and opportune.  A strong FET system capable of providing a broad range of 

intermediate skills to the Irish Labour Market will also have a positive impact on socio-

economic inequality by addressing skill inequality in Ireland.  The FET Sector’s time has 

come. 

 

Convergence of FET and HE 

 

Speaking at the Education and Training Boards Ireland (ETBI) Conference in 2018, Dr Padraig 

Walsh, Chief Executive of QQI, referring to the obligation of ETBs in relation to quality 

assurance, stated that “the development, compliance and reporting responsibilities of the 

ETBs are now commensurate with those for higher education” (Walsh, 2018).  Indeed, in its 

recent Statement of Strategy, QQI stated that the ETBs would be subject to an Institutional 

Review model similar to the “CINNTE model” that applies to the Universities and Institutes 

of Technology (QQI, 2018).  This alignment of quality assurance approaches between FET 

and HE is in line with the ambition to see ETBs assuming delegated authority to confer 

awards.  Similarly, the Strategic Performance Agreements concluded recently between 
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SOLAS and each ETB were based on the model used for similar agreements between the 

Higher Education Authority and the third-level institutions. 

 

The demand and expectations on FET and increasingly similar to those of HE.  However, FET 

Schools and Colleges still operate within a post-primary model of governance. Over half of 

the FET Schools and Colleges around the country provide both junior and senior cycle, as 

well as FET, primarily PLC courses.  The recent reopening of Schools and Colleges presented 

a difficulty for many in that there were now two different social distancing protocols 

operating in the same building and, in many cases, with the same teachers having to teach 

under both protocols throughout each day. 

 

The Standing of FET 

 

The Standing of FET was one of the five strategic goals of the first FET Strategy (SOLAS, 

2014).  In the context of the development of framework for a unified tertiary sector, the 

standing of FET must remain a strategic goal of the Department in its Statement of Strategy. 

 

Sweeney (2013) described Ireland as having a “third level society” (p.12).  He states: 

 

“…the secondary education system focuses at an early age on preparing young 

people for entry to third level and is less successful in preparing people for 

alternative routes through FET to employment” (p.13).   

 

In comparing the standing of VET (to use the international term for FET) in Ireland and in 

Germany, Busemeyer and Schlicht-Schmälzle (2014) state: 
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“There is a great difference between a country in which both employers and the 

state are committed to initial VET, but few students participate (as in Ireland), and 

one with high levels of commitment from the state and employers as well as high 

participation (Germany)” (p.59) (emphasis in the original). 

 

The FET Strategy (2014) states that it is “…a roadmap and implementation plan to realise 

the vision of world-class integrated system of further education and training in Ireland…” 

(p.3).  Given that between 2012 and 2014, the then Minister for Education and Skills, Ruairí 

Quinn, referred to the FET system as the “black sheep”, the “backwater”, and the 

“Cinderella” of the education system”, there is some significant distance to travel.   

 

A fundamental issue for FET Colleges Ireland is parity of esteem for FET with HE.  As 

mentioned above FET Colleges Ireland was pleased to see “Further” included in the title of 

the new department and were hopeful for the future standing of the FET sector.  While 

under the aegis of the Department of Education and Skills, the experience of FET Schools 

and Colleges being excluded from post-primary funding schemes was a frequent occurrence 

over many years.  However, our initial hope has not yet been realised. 

 

While is it understandable that it will take time to establish a full website for the new 

Department, the current section under the heading of policy information, while entitled 

“Further and Higher Education”, contains solely higher education information.  There is no 

reference to further education. 

 

In the circumstances in which we all find ourselves with the COVID-19 pandemic, such an 

omission could be an oversight.  However, an analysis of the 52 press statements issued by 

the department since July 3rd identifies a pattern which is of concern.  Of these 52 
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statement, 51 refer to FET or HE.  Of these, 48 refer to HE, and 18 refer to FET.  15 of these 

refer to both FET and HE.  However, in 20 cases, the statements referred to HE only, even 

though the issue concerned was also relevant to FET.  For example,  

 

 August 28th - A comprehensive financial package of €5 million to support students’ 

wellbeing and mental health in higher education.  No mention of FET students. 

 

 September 14th - A new text-based mental health support which will be available to 

all returning and new third level students. No mention of FET students. 

 

While FET Colleges Ireland is pleased that HE students are receiving the support they need, 

we must insist that, in the new Department of Further and Higher Education, FET students 

are treated equally. 

 

The most recent example of this omission was the €250 cashback/credit note scheme.  

When all EU citizens in HE, either in receipt of a SUSI grant or not, would receive the 

payment, only PLC students in receipt of SUSI grants would benefit.  EU citizens on PLC 

courses not in receipt of SUSI grants were deliberately excluded.  This is an unacceptable 

situation.  This is not just a lack of parity of esteem, but, due to the deliberate nature of the 

decision involved, this is disrespectful. 

 

The student support services available in HE institutes, include disability support, learning 

support, ICT support, libraries, sports and leisure facilities.  FET Colleges Ireland would 

expect that the roll out of such services for FET students would be a priority of the 

Department’s Statement of Strategy.  For FET teachers, the provision of educational 

technologist support, as is the case in HE, must also be funded. 
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Equally, given the poor state of repair of many FET facilities, a major capital programme 

investing in such facilities, as stated in the Programme for Government (p.97) should be 

given high priority. 

 

Circular Letters 

 

With the establishment of the new Department, and policy responsibility for FET provision 

transferring from the Department of Education, some areas emerged that need clarification.  

As mentioned above, with FET Schools and Colleges operating within the post-primary 

model of governance, the application of circular letters referring to post-primary teachers, 

has caused some confusion, and indeed some difficulties, for the post-primary teachers 

teaching in FET Schools and Colleges.  This is particularly the case with the circular letters 

issued by the Department of Education since the establishment of the new department.  FET 

Colleges Ireland is of the view that a roll-out of fit-for purpose circulars for FET should 

commence as soon as possible. 

 

In answer to the question… 

 

“How well do the department’s policies meet the needs…” It is not clear yet what the 

policies are in relation to FET, but the initial impression leaves room for improvement 

especially on the issue of parity of esteem for FET.  The aspirations for FET in the 

Programme for Government have yet to be appropriately reflected in the actions of the 

department. 

 

Conclusion 
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This submission represents the current thinking of the FET Colleges Ireland Committee.  As a 

Committee of NAPD, FET Colleges Ireland is committed to working with the department in 

seeking positive resolution to any issues.  We continue to be available for discussions, and 

to contribute constructively to the continued development of the FET Sector in Ireland.  
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 Shatashvili, Samson L. FTCD, MRIA. Director, the Hamilton Mathematics 

Institute TCD and University Chair of Natural Philosophy (1847), School of 

Mathematics 

 

I would like to bring to your attention the concern we have at Trinity College School of 

Mathematics in regards to the support of curiosity driven basic research in Ireland.  

  how well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be enhanced? 

Unfortunately, the disciplines of Pure Mathematics and Theoretical Physics have difficulties 

in Ireland since local support is very limited. Historically, these were the disciplines that 

made Ireland world-level research culture in 19th and most part of 20th century. These are 

also disciplines that largely influence the academic culture in every country worldwide. It is 

our belief at TCD that current government policies do not meet the need:  

1. of our Mathematics and Theoretical Physics students, who come to Trinity driven 

by curiosity to study the fundamental laws of the Universe;  

2. of our researchers/professors who are appointed with the goal to make Ireland 

competitive in the most fundamental areas of science, since there is almost no 

funding. Trinity College created the Hamilton Mathematics Institute (HMI) exactly 

with the goal to reach international standards in basic research, primarily in Pure 

and Applied Mathematics and in Theoretical Physics, in 2005 during the celebration 

of W. R. Hamilton’s 200th birthday anniversary and regretfully most of funding HMI 

is getting comes from the US (Simons Foundation in New York). In Ireland 

HMI cannot even apply for funding since the profile of HMI is not included in 

government funding system. Creating the opportunity for institutions like HMI will 

certainly enhance the science and research sector substantially. 

 ** What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate to 

meet those challenges? 
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We believe the solution to the problem I have outline above is actually simple - basic, 

curiosity driven research in the disciplines of Mathematics and Theoretical Physics needs to 

be included in government policies in regards to the Higher Education, Research, Innovation 

and Science. Most importantly - any restriction of such funding in any sub-discipline of 

Mathematics and Theoretical Physics needs to be removed; the International Union of 

Mathematicians lists all sub-disciplines of Mathematics and all these sub-disciplines need to 

be eligible for funding in Ireland. Similarly, institutions like HMI (which won the most 

competitive international awards from the USA twice, in 2016 and 2019, but is not even able 

to apply for similar funds in Ireland) need to have opportunities to compete for local funds 

in Ireland. 

 

 

 

Health Research Board 

 

Submission to the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science Statement of Strategy 2021-2023 

 

The HRB welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the development of the Department of 

Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science Statement of Strategy 2021-

2023. Although the HRB is an agency of the Department of Health, we work closely with 

agencies that come within the remit of DFHERIS, notably HEA, IRC and SFI. In addition, much 

of the work that we do to support health research relies on or is sustained by a strong national 

higher education and research system. 

As the lead agency in Ireland with responsibility for supporting heath research, the HRB works 

within and at the interface of the health and academic systems to improve our understanding 
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of health and the determinants of health, develop a strong evidence base for health policy 

and healthcare, and translate research and evidence into better outcomes for people’s 

health, patient care and health service delivery. HRB investment has also brought about 

significant improvements in Ireland’s health research infrastructure and has supported 

talented researchers and health professionals. In addition, the HRB supports the governance 

of heath research in Ireland; HRB provides the secretariat for the Health Research Regulations 

Consent Declaration Committee (HR-CDC) and houses the National Office for the NRECs 

(National Research Ethics Committees). 

 

The HRB draft Strategy 2021-2025 identifies a number of areas relevant to the support of the 

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science in building a 

strong national research system to facilitate research and innovation in health and social care, 

and which should be referenced in the Statement of Strategy. Specifically, we propose that 

the following ‘research actions’ be included in the Statement:    

a. Shared research infrastructures 

Research needs a supportive and enabling environment in which to thrive. This includes 

national, shared, high cost research infrastructures that benefit all sectors, e.g.  data hubs and 

biorepositories. We would like to see an explicit reference in the Department’s Statement of 

Strategy to the establishment of a national forum to identify priority national research 

infrastructure needs and agree how such infrastructures would be funded, governed and 

operated.  

b. Human capital and skills 

PhD training is increasingly provided through structured programmes. A good example is the 

HRB funded SPHeRE programme which supports cohorts of students to undertake doctoral 

training in population health science and health services research. Structured training 

programmes require funding for individual students and projects but also core support for 

training modules, coordination and administration. Without core support, such programmes 

rely on short term grants and are unsustainable. A national approach to the long-term 

sustainability of PhD training programmes is required.  
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c. National consortia – collaboration across institutions 

Research is generally funded on the basis of open competition with institutions competing in 

response to calls. However, this is not always appropriate. For some investments, a national 

collaborative approach is required, e.g. the current proposal to establish a national Covid-19 

biobank, in which Higher Education Institutions need to work together for the common good. 

There is a need to establish appropriate, structured mechanisms to support collaboration 

across institutions where it is in the national interest to do so.   

d. Sectoral issues - recommendations specific to health research 

Clinical research takes place in a unique space at the interface of the health and academic 

systems. To work well, a clinical research system requires transparent and fit for purpose 

governance arrangements between hospitals and their affiliated universities. While some 

progress has been made, a number of barriers remain to the effective working of the clinical 

research infrastructure in Ireland. To overcome these,  a national, coordinated effort by 

relevant government departments, funding agencies and the health system is needed. 

e. Data, data infrastructure and data governance 

Optimising the secondary use of health and social care data is a key area for the HRB and is 

an explicit priority in our new strategy, in particular the goal of optimising the use of 

administrative and statistical data for secondary use purposes for research . The HRB has 

committed to participating in two new EU initiatives, an European infrastructure project to 

handle population data on COVID-19 and a Joint Action on EU Health Data Space that will 

focus on governance, data quality and infrastructure of health data in Europe.  It should be 

noted that in October, the EU Member States prioritised the creation of a common EU health 

data space by the end of 2021.  

We would welcome specific reference in the Statement of Strategy to the importance of data, 

data infrastructure and governance. This is especially relevant in the context of the pending 

EU Data Governance Act and has real opportunities to ensure security and trust in 

developments in areas such  as personalised medicine, genomics and Artificial intelligence. 

f. Scientific advice to Government   
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The Covid-19 pandemic has underlined the importance of independent scientific advice. It 

would be prudent now for the new Department to establish a properly resourced, 

independent office for the Chief Scientific Advisor in line with that of other European 

countries.  

g. All island and international engagement 

A strong commitment is needed to all-island, European and International engagement in 

areas of mutual interest, and an explicit reference to the importance of cooperation around 

data, research and evidence should be made in the strategy. 

h. Successor to Innovation 2020 

Research and innovation support the well-being of our society, as well as our economy. The 

Covid-19 pandemic has demonstrated clearly the links between the economy and health, and 

the economic benefits of a healthy population. In developing a new national research and 

innovation strategy, the focus on research for economic development must be balanced by a 

commitment to invest in research for societal development and well-being.  

 

Higher Education Authority (HEA) 

Tim Conlon 

Head of Policy and Strategic Planning 

 

The Higher Education Authority (HEA) welcomes the establishment of the Department of 

Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science (DFHERIS), responsible for 

policy, funding and governance of the Higher and Further Education and research sectors 

and for the oversight of the work of the State agencies and public institutions operating in 

those areas.  

 

As the State agency with a statutory responsibility, at central government level, for the 

effective governance and regulation of higher education institutions and the higher 

education system, the HEA promotes the strategic development of the Irish higher 
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education and research system with the objective of creating a coherent system of diverse 

institutions with distinct missions, which is responsive to the social, cultural and economic 

development of Ireland and its people and supports the achievement of national objectives.  

 

We would like to offer the following suggestions and views in response to your invitation to 

input to the process of developing your new Statement of Strategy. In preparing this input 

we have been mindful of the Minister and Department’s intended priorities in respect of 

innovation, inclusion, enterprise engagement, talent & skills as well as an international 

outlook.  

 

Finally, we look forward to continued engagement with the Department on the legislative 

reform process for the higher education and research sector and to working with you to 

implement a transformative agenda in support of students, staff, and our higher education 

system.  

 

Access  

Education has the power to transform lives, lift people out of poverty and break down cycles 

of disadvantage. The objective of achieving equity of access to higher education is rooted in 

principles of equality and social inclusion and has been a longstanding national policy 

priority. Access to higher education should be available to individuals independent of socio-

economic disadvantage, gender, geographical location, disability or other circumstances. 

Educational disadvantage and disengagement from education can occur at any stage in the 

education cycle, and policies to address equity of access to higher education must span the 

entire education system, from pre-school, through primary, secondary and further 

education. Irish national policy is consistent with European and international efforts in this 

respect, and the Europe 2020 strategy objectives on poverty reduction and social inclusion 

contribute to policy in Ireland.  

 

It is essential to ensure that pathways to higher education are available to all of those 

seeking to upskill through higher education. The economy requires a supply of innovative, 
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creative, flexible and critical thinking graduates who bring diverse ideas to their places of 

work and challenge traditional ways of thinking. We can only supply these graduates if there 

is a diversity of students entering higher education. An inclusive higher education is a 

priority for our country’s social and equality objectives. We want to be a society that 

embraces diversity and where higher education is accessible by all regardless of background, 

disability, ethnicity or financial means. This is a priority that dovetails with economic 

objectives. Our economy needs to mobilise the talents and skills of our diverse population 

to sustain growth and meet skills needs. For both social and economic objectives, it is 

therefore imperative that inclusivity is at the heart of our objectives for our higher 

education system and the Department’s Statement of Strategy. Funding streams such as the 

FSD (Fund for Students with Disabilities), SAF (Student Assistance Fund) and PATH 

(Programme for Access to Higher Education) are welcome investments and build on the core 

access infrastructure funding provided through the HEA block grant. This should also be part 

of a wider social policy strategy and integrated whole-of-education approach that addresses 

systemic issues of disadvantage across society.  

 

The HEA has progressed implementation of the National Access Plan, 2015-2021 and this 

has been broadly characterised by achievement and investment e.g., the Programme for 

Access to Higher Education (PATH). There have been increases in participation from groups 

that historically had low higher education participation rates, with particularly high 

increases for students with disabilities and among some socio-economically disadvantaged 

groups. Notwithstanding these achievements, key challenges remain including difficulties in 

meeting targets set for mature students and Irish Travellers. Much work also remains to be 

done in improving pathways from further to higher education and in enhancing the 

partnerships between further and higher education institutions to develop access and 

foundation courses.  

 

As part of the development of the next National Access Plan, the availability of robust and 

verifiable data to inform new targets for participation from under-represented groups will 

be critical. Using new data based on Deprivation Index Scores (DIS), which measure the 
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relative affluence or disadvantage of a particular geographical area based on data compiled 

from the census, the HEA has analysed the socio-economic profile of nearly all (94%) of the 

student population on an individual institutional level for 2018/19. The quality of this data 

gives us a critical understanding of the student population and underpins the importance of 

addressing inclusion at all levels of education. While DIS are one valuable indicator of socio-

economic profile, future National Access Plans are also likely to consider a range of 

indicators in developing targets and assessing progress e.g., the progression to higher 

education from DEIS schools and the number of students supported by SUSI. 

Skills  

We support the Department on the implementation of the national skills strategy and 

welcome the additional funding provided for Springboard+, HCI Pillar 1 and Modular and 

Postgraduate places. We would encourage the Department to allocate more NTF funding to 

HE to broaden skills initiatives in areas such as Work Based Accelerated Skills Programmes 

and an expansion of the modular skills places.  

 

In addition, we welcome the development of a new Action Plan for apprenticeship. 

Apprenticeship is the one true vehicle of further and higher education collaboration and 

should be governed as such and promoted as a mode of learning that spans both further 

and higher education.  

 

Staff equality, diversity and inclusion  

In recent years, many advances have been made in terms of staff equality, diversity and 

inclusion in Irish Higher Education, particularly gender equality. We encourage the 

department to sustain this equality focus and to broaden it to all equality grounds. It is 

strategically important that equality, diversity and inclusion is taken into account in all 

policies and that this approach is mainstreamed across all the department’s work.  

 

We support the department’s current focus on eliminating all forms of bullying, harassment 

and sexual violence. We would encourage the department to make increasing regulatory 

powers in this area a strategic priority.  
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Research, Innovation and Science  

We support the creation of a new single Department with a broad remit and ambition for 

research, innovation and science, given the central role that our higher education 

institutions play in research, education, discovery, knowledge creation and innovation 

across all academic and scientific disciplines.  

Maintaining and growing the deep interconnectivity between further and higher education, 

research innovation and science is crucial to our national ambition. Research and new 

knowledge should inform and revitalise our society and economy at every level. It should be 

open and accessible and inform teaching, learning and skills development, health outcomes 

and national policy at all levels of education and training.  

 

This requirement is articulated in Project Ireland 2040 which aims to provide a 

comprehensive social, economic & cultural Infrastructure for all our people to flourish 

wherever they live and whatever their background. The vision encapsulated in Project 

Ireland 2040 sees a society which is: 

 more equal and balanced in which we all share increasing prosperity 

wherever we choose to live and work;  

 better for learning & innovating;  

 more creative & innovative.  

 

Education, training and life-long learning are key enablers to sustained economic 

development and inclusive communities.  

 

For these reasons, we are of the view that the Department should seek to connect research 

strongly into the Department’s three other strategic pillars:  

 

 Better connect research capability to the talent agenda, including but not limited to 

research students, i.e., also strengthening the application of our research capability 
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to wider skills development, e.g. in the currency of undergraduate curricula, 

expertise of all educators, etc.  

 Reformulate the approach to internationalisation, continuing to nurture Ireland-UK 

relations and, within that, all-island collaborations; while deepening and expanding 

alliances within the now EU27 against the backdrop of Horizon Europe, as well as 

forging connections beyond Europe.  

 Strengthen civic inclusion in the research process, for instance, in the framing of 

research questions, evaluation of proposals, open access to research outputs.  

 

Beyond HE, the Department should seek to embed greater links between research and 

wider public policy objectives:  

 

 Building on the response of the research community to the pandemic, develop a 

more strategic approach to other public imperatives, e.g. climate, so that the 

maximum research impact possible can be brought to bear on these.  

 Continue to ensure maximum economic returns from public research investment, 

e.g., through the forthcoming National Economic Plan.  

 training so that researchers are equipped and encouraged to engage with this 

agenda.  

  Support Government Departments’ articulation of their research expertise needs.  

 

The Department should also develop appropriate research system oversight to safeguard 

maximum effectiveness and efficiency of public investments in research:  

 

 Utilise the Higher Education System Performance Framework to align core 

investment in research with national strategic objectives.  

 When making large-scale competitive public investments, consider, on an ex-ante 

basis, the pull of these on the core funding allocations to the institutions.  

 As part of the HEA’s evolving governance activities, develop its role in this space with 

respect to the HE Research system.  
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 Manage a balanced portfolio of investment across a number of axis, including 

directed and responsive research activity, across disciplines and, increasingly, in 

support of interdisciplinary research.  

 Consider the establishment of an advisory research council, as is present in many 

other countries.  

 Strengthen the evidence base, using a structured and systematic approach to deliver 

more robust system-level evidence beyond the traditional academic metrics and the 

more recently incentivized (under the Strategy for Science, Technology and 

Innovation 2006-2013) economic impact.  

 The Department should ensure a balanced research base, supporting a level playing 

field so that all can then compete to the best of their abilities and their particular 

strengths:  

 Sustain a broadly-based foundational research capability, building on which 

appropriately identified priorities can then be driven.  

 Address any platform capability gaps, e.g. in the emerging Technological University 

sector.  

 Ensure that existing infrastructure is fit-for-purpose and has adequate maintenance 

and technical support.  

 Support improved access to infrastructural resources including equipment and e-

journals.  

 Equip the sector to engage comprehensively with the Open Research agenda.  

 

It should, in the context of Ireland 2040, review and revitalise the role of research in the 

regional clustering agenda:  

 

 Build greater recognition of the role that research can play in sustainable regional 

development through the National Development Plan review and implementation.  

 Learning from the evolution of HE clustering policy, devise appropriate strategies for 

two broad types of innovation districts in Ireland: those with highly research-
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intensive institutions at their heart, and regional clusters that drive technology 

diffusion throughout the country.  

 Use public research capability to improve productivity levels across the enterprise 

base, for instance through increased researcher mobility (whether temporary or 

permanent) into the indigenous sector.  

 

The Department should seek to realise the full potential of our researchers and research 

base:  

 Support researchers to manage their career expectations and pathways.  

 Encourage parity of esteem for career pathways and parity of treatment across 

research funders and research performing organisations.  

 Foster researcher mobility, both as a career step for them and as an important 

enterprise support.  

 Ensure that HEIs’ training, recognition and promotion processes align with 

international good practice in researcher competence (e.g. Research Integrity, Open 

Research) and in HE Research impact (beyond the traditional academic domain).  

 Improve our understanding, and pursuit, of an appropriate and sustainable 

researcher pipeline for Ireland, using latest statistics on researcher levels and 

analysis of enterprise demand for researchers.  

 

Sustainability  

 

The HEA would welcome a strong focus in the Department on promoting and supporting 

sustainability and the sustainable development goals (SDGs) across further and higher 

education. There are a number of whole of government policies that intersect with this 

agenda including: 

 

 the Climate Action plan (the next iteration of this plan is currently in development, 

led by the Department of the Environment, Climate and Communications (DECC));  

 the SDGs implementation plan (next plan in development, led by DECC);  
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 Innovation 2020 (and its successor);  

 the National Skills Strategy;  

 National Strategy on Education for Sustainable Development (consultation on the 

next National Strategy is due to commence in early 2021, led by the Department of 

Education, creating an opportunity to strengthen the contribution of further and 

higher education in this area).  

Engagement by the Department at the policy level to ensure policy coherence and to 

maximise the contribution that further and higher education, research, innovation and 

science can make to the sustainability agenda would position Ireland to be a leader in this 

area internationally, as well as supporting social, environmental and economic goals in Irish 

society. There is an opportunity in the immediate future to ensure that advancing 

sustainability and the SDGs is featured prominently in the next System Performance 

Framework, as well as being included as a function of the Higher Education Commission. A 

dedicated workstream and funding to support whole of institution approaches to 

sustainability, cutting across teaching and learning, research and innovation, campus 

operations would also be warmly welcomed.  

 

Capital Investment  

The HEA has been undertaking a Higher Education Space Survey over the last number of 

months. This process is designed to collate and maintain an up to date position in relation to 

the extent and condition of the Higher Education estate portfolio. The survey will 

encapsulate a wide range of data pertaining to the condition capacity and utilisation of HEI 

estates. It is the intention of the HEA to use the Higher Education space data to inform 

future funding programme design and to assist with decision making in relation to capital 

funding. Additionally the HEA intend to utilise the Space Survey data to assist the sector to 

the extent possible to continue to drive improvement across the higher education estate 

portfolio (Action 67 of the Climate Action Plan, Undertake an updated space survey of the 

higher education sector, to fully ascertain the baseline with regard to energy efficiency and 

inform future capital investment).  
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Utilising this information, the Department should work with the HEA to identify and support 

the most appropriate capital projects in the higher education sector to deliver the required 

additional capacity to support student demographics projection, provide state of the art 

facilities and support the implementation of national, regional and local strategy (e.g. 

National Planning Framework National Skills Strategy, TU Agenda, Research Infrastructure, 

etc.). In the past the HEA and Department have collaborated successfully to deliver 

programmes including the Higher Education Strategic Infrastructure Fund and the ongoing 

Higher Education Public Private Partnership.  

 

Investment is required to support the higher education sector with refurbishment, energy 

retrofit programmes and minor works programmes in existing higher education 

estate/facilities. The higher education estate extents to circa. 1100 buildings and in excess 

of 1.7m Sq.m which requires ongoing maintenance and renewal. The Climate Action Plan 

2019 has also established ambitious energy efficiency and decarbonisation targets to be 

achieved by 2030 and 2050. It is the intention of the HEA to continue to assist the sector to 

work toward these ambitious targets though the provision of capital funding to support 

projects and programmes that will incorporate energy efficiency improvement in the higher 

education estate that will ultimately work towards the attainment of the ambitions targets 

in the CAP (Action 67: Supporting capital investment in the higher education sector, both in 

the upgrade and retrofit of existing buildings, which will incorporate energy efficiency 

improvements, and new buildings which are built to NZEB standards)  

 

Additionally, the HEA will continue to implement programmes to support the higher 

education sector in the refurbishment of facilities to bring about the necessary 

improvements to deliver and continue to deliver higher education in fit for purpose and 

state of the art facilities (previous programmes include: Infrastructure Upgrade and Energy 

Efficiency & Decarbonisation Pathfinder Programme).  

 

Teaching and Learning  
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Reflecting the close working relationship between the National Forum for the Enhancement 

of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education and the importance of the Forums work and 

Mission, the HEA would welcome:  

 

 Valuing meaningful student partnership and engagement in the sector by reinforcing 

the centrality of students in this new strategy.  

 Imagining and promoting a future of learning to ensure that everyone, irrespective 

of professional or personal circumstances, can engage optimally with education at 

any point in their lives.  

 Promotion of the synergies between teaching and learning, innovation and research 

as fundamental to addressing economic and social challenges as well as ensuring the 

upcoming higher education legislation emphasises the importance of teaching and 

learning and reinforces a sense of equilibrium between research and teaching and 

learning.  

 Higher education which fosters an inclusive, collaborative and innovative culture 

that maximises learning impact for the success of all students and staff and which 

contributes to the common good more broadly.  

 Continuing to ensure that the experience of those who teach, learn and lead across 

the higher education community informs decisions and practice at institutions at all 

levels.  

 Consolidating the national structural underpinning for the enhancement of teaching 

and learning through establishing the National Forum on a sustainable basis under 

the auspices of the HEA from 2021.  

 

Digital Transformation  

 

The HEA is grateful for the opportunity afforded to us to engage with your officials on the 

review of the National Development Plan to 2027 and National Recovery and Resilience Plan 

in recent weeks. We see an opportunity to leverage the experiences of staff and students 
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over the past year to inform meaningful transformation in higher education in the short and 

medium term. 

With the onset of the pandemic, HE in Ireland adapted rapidly and with agility to the 

fulltime use of digital tools and platforms to deliver modules, workshops and seminars, to 

redesign assessment and grading requirements and to maintain high standards of teaching 

and learning as well as conduct online social and ceremonial events. Going forward, it seems 

clear that technology will play a more prominent role in course delivery. This development is 

to be welcomed as additionally, blended or fulltime digital learning is conducive to wider 

access to education. Web-based software, combined with access to digital technology, 

facilitates participation for learners for whom accessing educational institutions presents 

difficulties such as scheduling, distance or other access issues.  

 

The opportunity for a digitally assisted transformation agenda should be an important pillar 

of the Department’s new strategy. This will underpin our shared ambitions for innovation, 

inclusion, enterprise engagement, talent & skills as well as an internationally relevant and 

engaged higher education system.  

 

Driving system performance  

The Higher Education System Performance Framework is a key document for driving 

enhanced performance across the Higher Education sector in Ireland and in ensuring that 

the sector is maximising its potential to contribute towards national strategic objectives.  

 

The current framework draws to a close in 2020 and the HEA is keen to progress the 

development of a new, inclusive and holistic framework that addresses current challenges 

and opportunities in consultation with key stakeholders. This framework will form the 

foundation for HEIs to set out clear performance objectives and indicators for the coming 

years which the HEA will support and monitor through the Strategic Dialogue process.  
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The development of a new System Performance Framework is a timely opportunity to 

reflect on how the HE sector can contribute towards the pressing challenges that our society 

is facing, including the recover from the COVID 19 pandemic that will be required.  

 

Support for landscape reform (TUs)  

The HEA plays a role, together with the Department, in monitoring the progress of reforms 

in the higher education landscape, as envisaged in the National Strategy for Higher 

Education to 2030. The HEA welcomes the commitment in the Programme for Government 

to support established Technological Universities (TUs) and to work with and support other 

TU consortia working towards designation. The assignment of responsibility to the HEA for 

the allocation of 90m euro in TU Transformation Funding (TUTF) over three years to support 

this transformation, is welcomed. We would encourage the Department to provide 

complementary funding streams to the TUTF, to enable the full potential of Technological 

Universities to be realised in terms of Higher Education access, research-informed teaching 

and learning, and enterprise and regional development. There is a particular requirement 

for additional investment in digital infrastructure and research capacity-building. Supporting 

the development of appropriate career structures within the new TUs, is also vital to 

achieving wider transformational objectives. 

 

International  

The internationalisation of Irish higher education is a key element in the delivery of a quality 

teaching, learning and research experience for students and staff and for building 

international engagement for the sector at home and abroad.  

 

The Government of Ireland – International Education Scholarship (GOI-IES) scheme has been 

highly successful in attracting international students to Ireland and has reflected Ireland’s 

engagement in target international locations. The scheme operated in the higher education 

sector and funded in partnership between the Government and the higher education 

institutions (HEIs) should be continued and expanded where possible. These scholarships 
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are prestigious awards and reflect the core messages about Ireland as a centre of 

international education. It is expected that for every scholarship winner, awareness of 

Ireland will be raised among many more potential students.  

 

Alongside support for national programmes, ongoing engagement in European initiatives 

such as Erasmus+ and the European Solidarity Corps, European Universities and 

international collaborative research, such as through Horizon Europe, should be a significant 

feature of Department strategy. The development of Ireland’s next International Education 

Strategy, including the examination of more closely integrated support structures, through 

the work of the High-Level Group on International Education, will be important in this 

regard.  

 

Thank you again for the opportunity to input to the process of developing your new 

Statement of Strategy. 

 

Higher Education Colleges Association (HECA) 

Patricia O’Sullivan 
Executive Director 

 

Section 1: The Private Higher Education Sector in Ireland 

 

About HECA 

HECA was established in 1991 and serves as a representative voice for thirteen established 

and state accredited privately funded Colleges of higher education. Some of our member 

higher education institutions (HEIs) have been part of the higher education sector in Ireland 

for over fifty years. All HECA members have Quality Assurance and Enhancement processes 

agreed with Quality & Qualifications Ireland (QQI) and offer QQI validated programmes 

across a very diverse range of disciplines from Education, Arts, Humanities, Social and 
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Behavioural Sciences, Information and Communication Technologies, Health & Welfare, 

Business, Services, Engineering, Pharmaceutical Sciences, and Law. While our HEIs have a 

strong focus on professional and industry orientated programmes, HECA institutions also 

provide niche, flexible, and demand-led provision (including postgraduate studies) to 

learners. The Irish independent HE sector is a heterogeneous group and member colleges of 

HECA are highly diverse in terms of mission, ownership, size, subject specialisms, and 

learner profile.  

 

In 2019, HECA HEIs provided over 370 academic programmes between levels 6 and 10 on 

the National Framework of Qualifications to a student body of over 27,00029. This 

represents approximately 12% of the total population of third level students in Ireland. Our 

institutions have a track record of flexibility and excellence in higher education and 

significantly contribute to capacity building, social inclusion and increasing access to higher 

education. In addition, HECA providers have the physical and teaching/infrastructure to 

ramp up provision within a short timeframe and the capacity to provide higher educational 

places on QQI validated programmes to over 57,000 students.  

 

Private Higher Education and Higher Education Needs 

Over recent decades, significant growth has occurred in the Irish private higher education 

(PHE) which has expanded to meet and absorb demand in response to:  

● demographic pressures  

● continuing transition to knowledge-intensive economies and services 

● changes to the labour market  

● the expansion in lifelong learning, and  

● increasing cohort of mature and pre-COVID-19 international learners 

 

The increasing demographics, targets in addressing the under-represented groups, widening 

participation and lifelong learning and societies growing demand for higher education in 

                                                           
29 https://heca.ie/ 
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Ireland is staggering. Even with the DFHERIS move to increase further education and 

apprenticeships, it is anticipated that to sustain current participation rates for higher 

education would require considerable capital investment by the exchequer. Some 

governments in Europe and globally, e.g., Poland, Hungary, Japan, etc., encourage and/or 

support PHE as a method to meet growing HE demand and are considered part of the higher 

educational provision for their citizens30. While Irish HE policy and public investment has not 

embraced the PHE sector to cover access to HE to address Ireland’s growing student 

demographic population; there has, over the last decade, been an inclusion in the PHE 

sector for public and European funded initiatives addressing Ireland’s economic 

development such as Springboard. This has successfully provided thousands of students 

from all sections of society, with NFQ, QQI validated qualifications in key skills areas 

required to underpin and stimulate Ireland’s social and economic development. There is 

now a unique opportunity to review the role and potential of PHE in helping to meet the 

skills, widen the participating field and support the growing demographic demands for 

higher education.  

 

There is a perception that the DFHERIS or its predecessor, Department of Education and 

Skills (DES), have excluded or not significantly considered the contribution of the PHE sector 

when planning policies, funds, regulations, access pathways or student parity of esteem. 

While it is acknowledged that in the optics of the general public and government bodies, the 

PHE has held a less prominent position in the Irish HE sector, it does contribute significantly 

to the higher education sector. As stated previously, it represents up to 12% of the Irish 

student population. There is also a perception that students at PHEI are regularly 

disadvantaged and possibly discriminated against in comparison to students at public 

funded HEIs. This is most notably in relation to student support funds directed at students 

who are socio-economically disadvantaged, with disabilities or members of marginalised or 

vulnerable group, or most recently when predominately excluded from the government 

                                                           
30 J. Fielden & R. Middlehurst (2012) “A Policy Guidance Note on private higher education providers”, Draft Report for the HEA, Unpublished. London: CHEMS 
Consulting, p. 5, 9 as cited in https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/04/6th_hea_forward-look_forum_-_discussion_paper.pdf 

https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/04/6th_hea_forward-look_forum_-_discussion_paper.pdf
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range COVID-19 student supports to address the increase financial requirements of 

switching to online teaching, learning and assessment.  

Reflecting on this, it seems that the Strategy Statement for 2021- 23 must reflect not only 

the key role played by public HEI in our society, but also on the critical role played by the 

PHEIs in the DFHERIS landscape and how to address inequalities in allocation of state funds 

for students.  

Section 2: The Consultation 

We welcome Minister Simon Harris’s key ambition is to ensure third-level education is 

accessible to everyone, regardless of age, race, geography, or gender. According to the HEA 

figures 31 

the higher-education student population does not yet reflect the diversity found in the rest 

of the population in Ireland and it is important that the DFHERIS policies strengthen the 

participation of students in higher education. We also welcome the HEA’s announcement of 

a review of the SUSI grants scheme and plans of a series of new targets in a new National 

Access Plan, which aims to boost the number of under-represented groups at third level.  

 

2.1 Student Supports 

The DFHERIS/HEA policy of increasing diversity, equality, inclusion remains a persistent 

challenge-          as demonstrated by the reduced number of socio-economic cohorts in 

higher education in the recently published HEA Maps and Socio-Economic 32. Provision of 

public funding support for students to attend PHEIs will broaden access to higher education 

to those receiving these grants who are, by definition, from lower socio-economic 

backgrounds, students with disabilities (SWD) or from marginalised or vulnerable groups. 

 

Diversity, Equality, and Inclusion 

When considering ‘diversity, equality and inclusion’ when accessing higher education, 

individuals should not be disadvantaged in accessing QQI approved higher education 

                                                           
31 https://hea.ie/statistics/data-for-download-and-visualisations/socio-economic-data-and-maps/ 
 
32 https://hea.ie/statistics/data-for-download-and-visualisations/socio-economic-data-and-maps/ 

https://hea.ie/statistics/data-for-download-and-visualisations/socio-economic-data-and-maps/
https://hea.ie/statistics/data-for-download-and-visualisations/socio-economic-data-and-maps/
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programmes because of socio-economic or disability circumstances. In The Progress Review 

of the National Access Plan and Priorities to 202133 it was recommended that greater 

flexibility at a system level is required to ensure student success and drive progress in 

relation to participation and progression for target groups such as students with socio-

economic or disability circumstances. While HECA providers have approval and recognition 

of the quality of their educational institutions and programmes, most of the students in 

HECA member HEIs, do not reap the benefits of receiving public student funding supports 

e.g., SUSI, SAF, Disability, Free Fees. 

 

 

 

To simplify it: 

● Students attending a public funded HEI who meet certain means-test criteria will 

receive a SUSI grant.   The same student, if attending a PHEI, will not receive this 

grant. 

● While students attending public funded HEIs can avail of the Student Assistant Fund 

(SFA) which is partially funded by the European Social funded, again, students from 

non-public funded institutions are not eligible.  

● Students with disabilities attending private HEIs have been excluded from receipt of 

the Funds for Students with Disability (FSD).  

● School leavers progressing to Higher Education will receive free tuition fees if they 

attend a public funded HEI while they will not receive this support if they attend a 

private HEI. 

● In addition, students at PHEI were excluded from the government COVID-19 fund to 

support student’s well-being and mental health services.  

● Students who were disadvantaged due to COVID-19 were not eligible to apply for 

the same supports given to all HE students attending public funded HEIs. This 

included the 'COVID-19 Once off Grant' grant of 250 euro which was pledged ‘to 

offer assistance to all EU full-time undergraduate and postgraduate students in 

                                                           
33 The Progress Review of the National Access Plan and Priorities to 2021 https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/01/HEA-Progress-Review-2021-NAP.pdf 

https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/01/HEA-Progress-Review-2021-NAP.pdf
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/01/HEA-Progress-Review-2021-NAP.pdf
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/01/HEA-Progress-Review-2021-NAP.pdf
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/01/HEA-Progress-Review-2021-NAP.pdf
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recognition of the significant upheaval they have experienced due to the COVID-19 

pandemic’ 34 . 

 

During the challenge COVID-19, the DFHERIS focus has overall, so far, been adequate if not, 

an example of good practice in comparison to other countries. However, the exclusion of 

state support for students in PHEI clearly highlighted a discriminatory historic anomaly. 

Public funds should be used equitably for public goods.  

 

In the past, concerns were expressed35 of the cost to the exchequer in increasing student 

supports to students in the PHE sector. However, this evaluation gave no consideration to 

the fact that PHEI provide third level places at no capital cost to the state and can provide a 

much larger role in meeting government targets to further widen the participation field in 

higher education if student supports available to eligible students in public funded 

institutions were also available to students at QQI awarded PHEIs. In 2017, all-party Joint 

Oireachtas Committee on Education and Skills report 36 recommended to the Department of 

Education & Skills that students enrolled in private HEIs should be entitled to SUSI and SAF if 

eligible. That recommendation has been ignored to date.  

 

Many students are financially disadvantaged by virtue of attending a private HEI over a 

public HEI.   There are many examples across HECA colleges where a student applies for and 

is accepted onto a programme only to subsequently withdraw because they are not eligible 

to access a SUSI grant, even though they meet the means-test criteria. Having applied 

through the CAO and chosen to attend a PHEI, school leavers and their parents have found 

the unfair treatment disadvantaged them further. Evidence was presented to the Joint 

Committee of Education and Skills in 2017 of many disadvantaged families making great 

financial sacrifices so that their sons or daughters can enrol in a QQI course of their choice.  

                                                           
34 https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/e4955-ministers-harris-and-collins-launch-50-million-once-off-covid-19-payment-scheme/ 
35Senad Debates 2017 Student Universal Supports https://www.kildarestreet.com/sendebates/?id=2017-11-23a.90 
36 https://ptfs-oireachtas.s3.amazonaws.com/DriveH/AWData/Library3/Report_on_Wake_Up_SUSI_163248.pdf 

https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/e4955-ministers-harris-and-collins-launch-50-million-once-off-covid-19-payment-scheme/
https://www.kildarestreet.com/sendebates/?id=2017-11-23a.90
https://ptfs-oireachtas.s3.amazonaws.com/DriveH/AWData/Library3/Report_on_Wake_Up_SUSI_163248.pdf
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DEIS Areas 

Another area of concern is under-representation of students from DEIS areas. This is a 

significant problem and requires innovative ways of thinking and application to ensure 

inclusiveness in higher education. It is important that equal access and progression is 

available for all under-represented groups across all HEIs. Several progression support 

initiatives should be considered including funding for smaller class size and mentoring in 

both public and private HEI. The DFHERIS should consider policy initiatives that demonstrate 

a positive impact on an inclusive higher education sector for the entire populace. 

 

In addition, many PHEI are situated in the vicinity of DEIS areas and access of learners to an 

HEI in their vicinity would also significantly decrease their costs and promote retention. 

Disability  

The objectives of an inclusive higher education sector are to ensure that students with 

disabilities have the same opportunities as any other student to maximise their success. 

While the increase in numbers of Students with disabilities (SWDs) in Irish HEIs is being 

made possible in part by European Social funds, SWD are still underrepresented in the Irish 

HE sector. The lack of public funding for SWD attending their chosen programme in private 

QQI validated HEI is part of the reason why. Students with disabilities attending private HEIs 

have been excluded from receipt of the FSD which has a negative impact on the ability of 

students with disabilities to study independently and to graduate in privately funded HEIs. 

Moreover, SWDs studying in PHEI were also not eligible for COVID-19 supports.  

 

The current focus of the DFHERIS/HEA is not sufficiently addressing how to increase the 

representation of socio-economically disadvantaged groups in higher education37 . Because 

of funding challenges, it can be argued that inclusive education is being implemented 

narrowly in Ireland in a way which perpetuates the exclusion and marginalisation of some of 

target groups that DFHERIS want to promote.  To obtain an inclusive higher education 

                                                           
37 https://hea.ie/statistics/data-for-download-and-visualisations/socio-economic-data-and-maps/ 

 

https://hea.ie/statistics/data-for-download-and-visualisations/socio-economic-data-and-maps/
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system and to do so in a flexible, speedily, and cost-effective way is to give serious 

consideration to the provision of public funding supports to students to attend PHEI. 

 

Recommendation: Thus, we recommend to the DFHERIS to address these challenges as a 

matter of urgency if they are to respect the rights of individuals from lower socio-economic 

backgrounds, with disabilities or from marginalised or vulnerable groups, as well as provide 

them with an enabling environment to succeed academically. 

 

 Subject to a higher education programme being QQI approved, eligibility for a 

maintenance/SUSI grant should be based on the means of the student rather than on 

the choice of HEI. 

 All HECA higher education institutions can be considered an approved institution for 

student grant funding purposes as outlined in section 7 of the Student Support Act of 

201138  (Please note some HECA institutions are an approved institution under the 

current criteria). 

 Extension of the Student Assistance Fund (SAF) (part of the European Social Fund) 

and the fund for students with disabilities, to eligible students on HECA institution 

QQI award programmes, of not less than one year’s duration. 

 Consider the need to establish progress initiatives that will support HEIs including 

private HEI in delivering student success in under-represented groups. 

 All students enrolled at private colleges should, if eligible under the relevant SUSI 

criteria, be entitled to the same value of SUSI funding for payment of annual degree 

course fees that they would receive at an equivalent course in a state funded higher 

education institution.  

 Students enrolled in private colleges should be entitled to access the Student 

Assistance Fund. 

 

                                                           
38 http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2011/act/4/section/7/enacted/en/html 

 

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2011/act/4/section/7/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2011/act/4/section/7/enacted/en/html
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2.2  Engagement 

Recognition of the PHE Sector 

Since March 2021, the department led model of engagement, discussion and collaboration 

with the Tertiary Education Sector (TES) has supported the remarkable resilience of the 

sector in meeting recent COVID-19 challenges.  The ongoing engagement with all higher and 

further education stakeholders, public and private, in relation to the comprehensive range 

of topics related to COVID-19 has been a successful model in ensuring that Ireland has one 

of the safest managements of COVID-19 in the TES in Europe. The challenges of the future 

will be of a different magnitude and the continuation and development of this stakeholder 

engagement model is an essential foundation in maintaining continued resilience, flexibility, 

quality, inclusion, and progression for Irish TES and to build stronger bridges between TES 

and the wider community. 

 

Private HEIs recognise their current position in the sector.   They also recognise the 

contribution they make to the education ecosystem and to the economy in terms of 

employment and economic impact they have in a geographical area.   The sector contributes 

to policy debates and discussions, provides the benefit of their front-line experience with 

students, and delivers equal to or better than public HEIs on Springboard+ tender delivery.    

 

Recommendation: The sector would urge the Department and policy makers to 

constructively recognise the existence and contribution of private HEIs 

 

Future of learning and work 

HECA HEIs have successfully contributed thousands of graduates with the core skills and 

attributes into the workforce, including from Springboard and Human Capital funded 

programmes. The success in part lies with the HECA institutions’ innovative ability to 

address the higher educational needs of the changing face of work, society and lifelong 

learning demands whilst also ensuring their programmes meet the needs of their learners, 

industry, and partners.   
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Each HECA member college has formed strong links, both formal and informal, with industry 

and professional bodies.  In some cases, they have formal industry specific advisory boards 

while in almost all colleges, practitioners from industry and discipline sectors teach on their 

programmes as associate faculty or guest lecturers.  It is this strong link with industry, work-

based practice and employers that makes the programmes provided by HECA colleges so 

relevant to employment, the labour market and economic growth.  Those industry links, 

coupled with an innate agility and flexibility, creates a strong basis to produce graduates 

with the skills and attributes that employers need.    

 

Despite, HECA’s tradition and ability to identify, innovate and respond to rapidly changing 

skills needs and provide higher education programmes to deliver those needs, HECA HEIs 

are not eligible to participate in national or local skills fora while every public HEI is. This 

means private HEIs are excluded from inputting their knowledge and expertise into 

discussions on skills-related matters and, similarly, cannot influence the skills agenda or 

otherwise benefit from this.  

There is now an opportunity to address the inconsistencies in official policies towards the 

PHE sector who are playing a significant part in meeting skill shortages and tackling the 

needs of disadvantaged students through Springboard and the July Stimulus Package. Given 

HECA’s position in the Irish HE system, with 12% of the current active students in Ireland, 

HECA strongly encourages the DFHERIS to include the PHE sector in the National Skills 

Advisory Board as a stakeholder that can add value and advise on the national skills needs 

and educational delivery. As its members are distributed throughout the country and in a 

position to respond to skills development needs, it would recommend the inclusion of HECA 

members on Regional Skills Fora. 
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Recommendation: HECA strongly encourages the Department to include a HECA 

representation in the National Skills Advisory Board as a stakeholder that can add value and 

advise on the national skills needs and educational delivery 

 

 

2.3  Microcredentials  

The creation and delivery of short courses are becoming increasingly important for the 

delivery of education and training that meets the different skills gaps in the economy.   As 

well as being a robust educational award, a micro credential needs to have relevance and 

recency to the skills market.   Therefore, microcredentials need to be validated efficiently 

yet robustly.    

 

Recommendation: The development of a process to enable this, while also ensuring 

relativity to the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) and global mobility through the 

European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS), should be a priority objective.  

2.4  Fitness for Purpose of Leaving Certificate 

Notwithstanding the changes from the traditional Leaving Certificate necessitated by the 

COVID-19 crisis there are ongoing concerns about the fitness for purpose of the Leaving 

Certificate. A recent OECD review of the Leaving Certificate39 criticised it for being “too 

narrow and rigid” and that it has essentially become a clearing house for admission to 

higher education. It is also causing undue stress on students. 

Recommendation: The challenge is to allow the Leaving Certificate to continue to be a 

selection system for higher education but also to prepare students better for life and 

broader range of opportunities than progression to higher education. 

 

                                                           
39 EDUCATION POLICY OUTLOOK IRELAND https://www.oecd.org/education/policy-outlook/country-profile-Ireland-2020.pdf 

https://www.oecd.org/education/policy-outlook/country-profile-Ireland-2020.pdf
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2.5  Awarding Bodies 

Private HEIs are all quality assured through QQI.   So too are non-university public HEIs.   

However, these public HEIs have received delegated authority (DA) from QQI for the 

development of programmes while all private HEIs do not have DA.   The processes and 

documentation required by QQI are cumbersome and slow, thereby reducing the speed by 

which new programmes and other education products come to market.   The processes 

employed by public HEI who have DA are deemed to be appropriate but are much shorter 

and less cumbersome than QQI processes.   Private HEIs cannot achieve DA currently 

because a Statutory Instrument has yet to be enacted by the Department.  

QQI have an effective monopoly on making awards in the PHE sector in Ireland.  

 

Recommendation: There should be alternative awarding bodies available to this sector both 

within Ireland and internationally. A longer-term policy objective is for the independent 

sector to achieve delegated authority to make its own awards. 

 

QQI Monopoly 

The credibility of a HE programme, a HEI and a HE sector in any economy is predicated on a 

robust QA regime.   Such a regime exists in Ireland through QQI.   However, QQI is both 

regulator and awarding body and its role as regulator impacts the processes by which it 

establishes awards.   Because QQI have a monopoly in making Awards outside of the 

university sector, it can make decisions on process, fees, and validation outcomes in such a 

way that it controls the supply of programmes and Awards into the Irish market.   As well as 

impacting on the speed to market of programmes and training products, it is also anti-

competitive as public HEIs are always more enabled to introduce products more quickly. 

 

QQI Skill, Capacity, and Costs 

QQI is the amalgamation of HE awarding and regulatory bodies that had been in existence 

to focus on different sectors or elements of HE provisions.   When QQI was formed in 2012 

the newly formed organisation was the combination of the skills, competencies, and costs 
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already existent its predecessor organisations.   This has not changed substantially in the 

intervening period.   However, the HE markets and providers have changed significantly.   

Currently, approximately 12% of HE provision is through private HEIs.   These are 

organisations that are run on a commercial basis where expenditure is possible only through 

the receipt of fees income, unlike a public HEI where its income is primarily from or heavily 

contributed to by exchequer funding.   QQI has a responsibility to oversee the corporate 

governance, financial capacity, and legal behaviours of PHEIs.   PHEIs account for a large 

proportion of the QQI HEI customer base yet they have almost no skill or capacity to 

effectively and constructively oversee corporate governance related matters.   

2.6  Integration Across the Sector 

The provision of education and training to meet the need for the provision of new skills and 

reskilling in the economy correctly involves many state stakeholders including the DFHERIS, 

HEA, SOLAS, QQI, INIS and possibly others.   It is important that in pursuing national 

objectives, e.g., to develop more jobs or attract FDI, that these stakeholders are integrated 

in terms of their thinking and actions.   For example, if the country needs to attract 

international students to study a specific discipline that will supply skills to a sector, then the 

process to validate HE programmes and the process to provide a visa to the international 

student applicant need to run to the same timeline.   Or a programme that is awarded on a 

Springboard+ tender but still requires to be formally validated by the regulator before 

delivery can start, needs to have the funder and regulator processes aligned such that 

students can participate on those programmes as soon as possible.    

 

Recommendation: There remains significant opportunity for all these state bodies to work 

together instead of remaining in their own organisation silo. 

 

 

2.7  Balance of First Full-time versus Lifelong Learning 

Ireland currently has among the highest participation rates in higher education in full-time 

post Leaving Certificate Learning (~65%). However, the counter of this is that Ireland has 
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among the lowest participation among OECD nations in Lifelong Learning. Our public grants 

system is aimed almost exclusively (with the exception of some skills initiatives) at full-time 

students.  

Recommendation: The public grants system should apply to all validated programmes 

whether students are studying part-time or full time. 

 

 

2.8  Capital Development 

Ireland has invested heavily in developing on-campus infrastructure across the publicly 

funded higher education system. Before continuing with this strategy consideration must be 

given to potential long-term shifts to blended learning and the value for money of capital 

investment. 

The COVID-19 crisis has seen all colleges delivering significant amounts of programmes in 

online environments. While this situation was forced by the emergency some of the benefits 

for both students are staff are likely to be retained in future learning models. 

Investment in student accommodation needs to be considered carefully in light of changing 

learning and working from home models. 

 

Recommendation: All year-round usage of existing on campus infrastructure needs to be 

considered before major additional investment is made. 

 

 

2.9  Ratio of Spend of GDP on Education 

Measuring Ireland’s Progress (2017) reports our education spend as a proportion of GDP at 

3.8%. This number has been falling since 2010. EU average is 5% and Sweden is 7.1%. 
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Recommendation: We need to increase spend on education and also achieve better value 

for the money we do spend. 

 

 

2.10   General Policies 

The State's policies towards the private sector are inconsistent. The public can choose 

between public and for-profit operators who offer services such as buses, airlines, hospitals, 

radio, television, telecoms, etc. Not alone is the private sector encouraged but is actively 

supported directly and indirectly through state funds. This allows the customers to have a 

real choice.  

 

2.11  Teaching & Learning  

Though not specifically a DFHERIS policy, HEIs are precluded from tendering or from leading 

a tender for funding that is otherwise available to public HEIs and would be of benefit to 

students, e.g., initiatives through the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching & 

Learning. HECA HEIs were initially included as an active member in innovative collaborative 

teaching and learning projects across both the public and private higher education sector. 

However, in 2019, HECA members and academics were excluded from participation in these 

national sectoral collaborations as the specific allocations were revised to only include 

directly funded HEA colleges. Subject to the revision, the National Forum, who are funded 

by the HEA, were no longer able to include private QQI HEIs in collaborative projects.  

 

Recommendation: Cross HEI collaborations focused on enhancing teaching and learning in 

the Irish higher education sector is of immense benefit to remit of DFHERIS and benefits the 

student in all sectors by improved quality of teaching, learning and student engagement. 

 

Conclusion 

If this commitment is to move beyond aspiration and translate in practical measures, it is 

critical that the DFHERIS listen to the expertise of those who work in the system, including 
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the PHE sector and that there is meaningful consultation and engagement with them. In 

addition, the DFHERIS needs to give serious consideration to how the PHE sector can 

support their targets for both inclusion and national skill needs. Finally, the DFHERIS needs 

to secure appropriate resources to ensure the delivery of their targets and work effectively 

to put those commitments into practice. 

 

We thank you for the opportunity to make this submission and we wish you the very best 

for your programme of work which is of great importance to higher education sector in 

Ireland.  

 

 

IBEC 

Claire McGee  

Head of Education and Innovation Policy, 

Section1: Introduction  

Ibec welcomes the opportunity to input into the Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023 for the 

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science. As Ireland’s 

largest business representative group, this submission is shaped by membership from across 

38 trade associations covering a wide range of industry sectors, Ibec’s Labour Market and 

Skills Council and Ibec’s Innovation Policy Committee.  

Digitalisation, automation, globalisation and the adoption of new technologies such as AI 

and machine learning, cloud technologies, big data and advanced computing are 

transforming the world of work and the global economy. The COVID crisis has accelerated 

many of these existing trends, and at the same time Brexit as well as broader 

environmental, demographic and quality of life issues are interacting to create complex 

challenges. Ireland needs a workforce with the necessary skills and a robust innovation 
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ecosystem to respond to rapid socio-economic transformations and harness emerging 

technologies to open new markets and to boost innovation and productivity.  

The transformation of Irish society and economy over the last four decades towards a high 

tech, highly integrated services economy Ireland’s is underpinned by Ireland’s educations 

institutions. Ireland’s education and training system has long been regarded as a key 

enabler for foreign direct investment. And this asset must be protected. However, the lack 

of core funding in recent decades is silently eroding our competitive edge.  

It must also be acknowledged that Ireland’s further and higher education institutions have 

been at the forefront of Ireland’s response to the pandemic showcasing significant 

resilience, agility and flexibility. Teaching and other work has moved online almost overnight 

requiring rapid adjustment to new ways of teaching and working while also facing significant 

financial challenges from closure of on-campus services due to social distancing measures. 

Similarly, the scientific community has played an important role in Ireland’s response to the 

COVID crisis by reorientating many activities towards innovative solutions for managing the 

health, societal and economic aspects of the COVID crisis.  

The three years covering the Statement of Strategy will be critical for managing the long-

term legacy impacts of the COVID crisis, and the many other competitiveness challenges 

faced by Irish people and enterprises. As outlined in Ibec’s Reboot and Reimagine Strategy, 

investing in talent particularly through upskilling and reskilling initiatives and driving 

innovation across industry sectors will be critical for Ireland’s economic stabilisation and 

growth. The formation of the new Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science has created an opportunity to bring together important and 

complementary pillars in our skills and innovation ecosystem which need to work ‘hand-in-

glove’ for an integrated responding to the aforementioned challenges, planning for future 

labour market needs and pursuing an ambitious R&I agenda.  

The Department for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science is a key 

stakeholder for Ibec and Irish business and we look forward to ongoing productive and 

extensive engagement over the course of the strategy period. At a whole of Government 

level, we will continue to advocate strongly for a more effective social dialogue model, 

particularly as it relates to labour market and key enterprise issues, which include education 
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funding and human capital investment. We look forward to working with the Department in 

advancing that agenda.  

Building on the themes outlined by Minister Simon Harris T.D. in his keynote address to the 

Irish Universities Association’s ‘Future of Ireland’ seminar series (Oct. 2020) , Ibec’s vision 

for education, research, science and innovation over the next three years is to develop 

Ireland as an:  

Island of Talent supported by a world-class education and training system which facilitates 

strong industry collaboration; demonstrates agility and flexibility in pivoting to emerging 

labour market needs; and invests in talent as a competitive advantage and economic 

differentiator for Ireland .  

Innovation Island driven be a rich and robust innovation ecosystem; growing and attracting 

top-class researchers; orientated towards addressing societal grand challenges; attracting 

international investment and funding; and supporting a full spectrum of cutting-edge R&I 

activities across basic, applied and experimental research.  

International Island where Ireland is recognised internationally as a leader in education, 

research and innovation attracting international talent and investment making Ireland an 

important destination for doing business; fully engages in the European and international 

education, research and innovation ecosystems; and where Ireland is a strategic partner for 

international R&I collaboration.  

Island of Inclusion and Engagement facilitating participation in the continuum of lifelong 

learning across the whole-of-society; particularly supporting marginalised and 

underrepresented communities in fully participating in the education system through 

targeted actions and communications; engaging businesses across all sectors and of 

different sizes in skill-based and innovation opportunities. 

Section 2: High Level Strategic Priorities  

1. A Sustainable Funding Model for Higher Education  

A high quality, engaging and dynamic education system is the cornerstone of social and 

economic progress. Ireland’s higher education institutions, and all that they offer, are 

undoubtedly critical for our nation’s economic success and contribute substantively to the 
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Irish business model. Ibec have been at the forefront of highlighting the impact and national 

deficit created by underinvestment in this sector.  

Underinvestment in higher education is threatening the quality of Ireland’s education 

system, widening the gap between Irish universities and their international counterparts 

and damaging Ireland’s international reputation including our ability to attract research and 

business investment. The financial impact of the COVID crisis has further highlighted the 

difficult and uncertain funding environment facing higher education. A significantly higher 

level of sustained investment is essential for maintaining Ireland’s competitive advantage 

and supporting national ambitions to be a global education and innovation leader.  

A move to a more cohesive whole of education offering has the potential to streamline the 

system and grant institutions the opportunity and tools to facilitate long term planning. This 

in turn would enable institutions to strategically direct funds into key areas that best suit 

their mission and delivers greater return on investment for all stakeholders.  

Recommendations:  

 Expediate the ongoing research of the EU Commission on an economic review of funding 

options and consult with key stakeholders on the findings.  

 Implement a sustainable long-term funding model for higher education.  

 Maintain the investment commitments to establish Technological Universities, including 

the €90m TU Transformation Fund.  

2. Boosting Ireland’s capacity for innovation  

As the global trading environment becomes more competitive, the ability to innovate will 

help business to build resilience to such challenges. Talented people are at the heart of all 

innovation. High quality education and training institutions that can develop a skilled and 

adaptable workforce will be central to the development of productive, skilled industry 

clusters and to underpin regional attractiveness. Boosting Ireland’s overall capacity for 

innovation and increasing the productivity of Irish SMEs must remain a national priority. The 

high level of ambition of a robust, stable and future-orientated innovation system should be 

to focus on knowledge and technology creation and diffusion and building human capital.  
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Ibec looks forward to the opportunity to engage in a consultation on the successor to 

Innovation 2020 and to support the creation of an innovation ecosystem that can deliver 

this strategic ambition.  

Overarching Ibec priorities for the forthcoming successor strategy:  

 Enhancing innovation capacity in Higher Education: Critical to this ambition will be to 

establish a new approach to funding innovation capacity and infrastructure in higher 

education institutions that builds on the progress made under PRTLI to enable institutions to 

build on their strengths, support skills development, embrace technological innovation and 

cutting-edge research.  

 Showcasing Ireland’s research excellence: Enhance Ireland’s capacity as a frontier 

research system to target highly competitive EU funding by delivering the Research 

Excellence Strategy. The objective is to enhance the visibility of Ireland’s research capability 

and enable research-led institutions to create synergies with appropriate academic or 

industry collaborators for Horizon Europe, EIC and ERC programmes.  

 Innovation districts and incubation centres to support regional development: Creating a 

network of innovation districts throughout Ireland, which build on the deep research 

capacity of the anchor institution. Developing a culture and connection between the 

innovation ambitions of global and local enterprise to enrich the diversity of opportunities 

and synergies between business, academia, innovators and educators in Ireland. In mature 

and innovative economies, innovation districts are key differentiator for mobile business 

R&D investment.  

 Increasing collaboration between key stakeholders in the innovation ecosystem: 

According to the European Innovation Scorecard 2019, linkages are among Ireland’s 

weakest innovation factors. Stronger science- and innovation- based linkages between 

multinationals and domestic firms, as well  

as HEIs and public research institutions, could support the diffusion of innovation 

throughout the economy.  
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 Increasing innovation and absorptive capacity in Irish business: Irish indigenous 

businesses and SMEs may experience greater challenges than larger companies to dedicate 

and develop internal resources needed to engage successfully with research centres and 

higher education institutes to capitalise on their research outputs. These companies require 

additional support to build absorptive capacity and bring external knowledge to their 

business through participation in meaningful research collaboration within the innovation 

ecosystem.  

 Protect FDI investment through talent and innovation: Ireland’s FDI growth model is now 

in a position of great challenge. While the tax regime remains important, additional 

measures are urgently required to incentivise increased engagement in R&D, investment in 

advanced technologies and retaining talented and skilled staffed. Protecting FDI investment 

in high-end manufacturing and R&D through skills and talent development must become a 

national policy priority.  

 

3. Skills, Talent, Lifelong Learning and Enterprise Engagement  

Since the turn of the century, the way we work, communicate, do business and access 

information has fundamentally changed. Change at the enterprise level is accelerated by 

investment in smart communication technologies, cloud and cognitive computing, artificial 

intelligence and machine learning and data analytics. Successful implementation of these 

technologies rests with capable people with necessary skills and ability to ensure business 

transformation. While some organisations are more open and ready for digitalisation, this is 

now a constant challenge for all businesses across all industries.  

The COVID crisis has also demonstrated how the education and skills needs of the economy 

are complex and change rapidly, and often in unpredictable ways. The rapid pace of change 

makes it challenging to define with precision the exact skills needs of the future workforce. 

However, several broad trends must be addressed to boost the resilience of learners and 

employees for the future of work.  

Digitalisation has become an important economic policy for Ireland and ensuring that 

Ireland has a secure pipeline of ICT specialists is essential. Digital skills have also become a 

part of the everyday work lives of Irish people and a critical skill for entering the labour 
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market. Employees need a competent level of digital literacy to be proficient in their jobs 

and reap the benefit of digital technologies in their work and everyday lives. Digital skills 

need to be embedded in the fabric of Ireland’s education system, requiring not only the 

inclusion of digital skills as part of the curriculum, and investment in the infrastructure and 

professional development of educators.  

As technology increasingly replaces routine tasks, workers are free to focus on more 

complex tasks that require soft skills such as creative thinking and problem solving. Many 

technical roles will become cross-functional requiring employees to not only be able to use 

technology but to have the soft skills required to analyse and act on data outputs. Critical 

employability skills for the future of work include complex problem solving, critical thinking, 

people management, emotional intelligence and cognitive flexibility. Ultimately, Ireland 

needs to be preparing ‘T-shaped’ graduates with deep subject knowledge in key 

occupational areas, supported by strong foundation in transferable employability skills.  

Demographic changes mean that people are participating in the labour market for longer. In 

the context of a rapidly changing economy, the skills that a person enters a labour market 

with will no longer last them a lifetime. In response the labour market will need to have 

multiple contact points with learners over the course of their lives. Initially to provide strong 

underlying foundation, and subsequently, the system will need to offer follow-on 

opportunities for dynamic, lifelong learning so the workforce is adaptable and capable of 

reacting to what are likely to be very changeable future skills needs.  

Ibec’s Smarter World Smarter Work policy campaign sets out Ibec’s contribution to the 

future of work debate and prioritises an inclusive and lifelong approach to skills 

development that supports an individual’s employability.  

Key recommendations within this campaign, which should be addressed within the 

forthcoming Statement of Strategy include:  

 Develop a long-term funding model for lifelong learning that incentivises employers to 

participate and the education and training system to respond with appropriate training 

programmes.  

 Develop a voucher-style, cost reimbursement scheme to enable employers to choose 

suitable training services from accredited education and training providers.  
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 Develop a modern, fit-for-purpose labour market intelligence system to enable informed 

investment decision for business, government and the education and training system.  

 Design a new model for career guidance that embraces and supports lifelong learning.  

 

4. The National Training Fund and the Role of Business in Education and Training  

The world of work is changing at such a fast pace. The education and training system needs 

to reflect this new dynamic. We have a window of opportunity to put talent, technology and 

innovation as central pillar of Ireland’s business model but can only do it if the education 

and training system are keeping pace. To support this ambition requires investment, 

modernisation, accessibility and enhanced engagement with enterprise. Using the National 

Training Fund to support this activity can increase collaboration and better outcomes for 

industry and for education institutions. Programmes such as Skillnet Ireland, Springboard+ 

and the new Human Capital Initiative can be successful in developing industry-led skills 

programmes.  

Education, innovation, and skills will be key to our economic recovery. Business can play an 

important role here to continue to support work based, experiential learning and mentoring 

through provision of apprenticeships, internships and project work. To harness the true 

potential of the education and training system and to deliver the skills, competencies and 

knowledge to help Ireland overcome the current challenges, the NTF should be leveraged to 

support enterprise and education engagement and collaboration to be able to draw on a 

wider pool of expertise.  

 

To support greater enterprise-education, Ibec recommends that the National Training 

Fund governance and investment should be focussed on :  

 Quality metrics and evaluation tools that build additionality within the system to boost 

employability and return on enterprise investment  

 Award the National Training Fund Advisory Group the power to appropriate advise 

investment decisions  
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 Rebalance investment decisions towards enterprise and societal themes rather than 

traditional programmes.  

 Key themes include: ▪ Regional development through skills, people and innovation;  

▪ Supporting SMEs to improve innovation capacity, productivity and management capability 

through skills, training and development;  

▪ Impact of digitalisation on the future of work;  

▪ Support measures to help individuals and enterprise to make the appropriate training 

decisions to support employability – career services, labour market intelligence, work place 

planning supports to support redeployment, training interventions, social protection 

supports etc.  

▪ Developing skills and management capability for the low carbon economy.  

▪ Protecting FDI investment in high end manufacturing and R&D through skills and talent 

development.  

 

5. Rejuvenating Further Education and Training  

Vocational and further education is highly valued by enterprise. Further education offers 

significant potential to unlock the growth mindset of individuals, particularly who may be 

more vulnerable to the impacts of digitalization, and to allow individuals to invest in their 

employability. Further education also provides real choice for learners to identify and select 

programmes, disciplines and learning opportunities that are appropriate to their distinct 

needs and allows enterprise to broaden their search for talent. Ibec welcome’s the recently 

launched strategy for future education and training ‘Future FET: Transforming Learning’ and 

looks forward to support enhanced enterprise engagement over the lifetime of the strategy.  

 

To deliver on this ambitious strategy, Ibec recommends:  

 Support greater permeability and pathways between higher education and further 

education and training  

 Realising the potential for further education and training, empowering Education and 

Training Boards to become a highly responsive regional training partner for businesses with 
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increased investment for a Business Liaison service to develop agile training programmes to 

respond to evolving skills needs in enterprise.  

 There is an urgent need to streamline and improve the offering to build programmes that 

have clear employability routes. This includes capital investment to induce step change in 

the offering and the environment for further education.  

6. Developing an Attractive Apprenticeship Offering  

The reform of the apprenticeship model, the introduction of consortia-led apprenticeships 

and launch of the Generation Apprenticeship campaign as part of the 2016 – 2020 Action 

Plan for Apprenticeship has created meaningful skills partnership between business and 

academia providing pathways to employment with world class industries. However, the 

apprenticeship system is still challenged in meeting its targets relating to the number of new 

programmes launched and new apprenticeship registrations, which does not reflect the 

value of apprenticeships to business or the dormant interest among businesses in engaging 

in the programme.  

Ibec welcomes the recent opportunity to participate in the consultation on the 

Apprenticeship Action Plan 2021 – 2025. The potential to fully embed apprenticeships in our 

talent, skills and innovation matrix by addressing structural and governance issues cannot 

be missed. The current landscape supporting the development and promotion of 

apprenticeships is difficult to navigate and extremely fragmented with multiple actors 

involved. It requires urgent streamlining and the introduction of a single governance model 

with the necessary agency and resources to drive the apprenticeship agenda forward.  

The low-take up of new apprenticeships signals several challenges for businesses engaging 

in apprenticeships. As mentioned, the governance structure creates prohibitive red-tape, 

while the funding model does not support parity between old and new apprenticeships or 

recognise the full cost of engaging in apprenticeships for business such as salaries, 

subsistence for off-the-job training, and internal costs related to mentoring, equipment, 

administration and promotion of apprenticeships. The capacity of businesses, particularly 

SMEs, to engage in apprenticeships must also be strengthened by developing training 

centres, Shared Apprenticeship models and training for mentors.  
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At the same time, the perception of apprenticeships must be elevated among key 

stakeholders to create a parity of esteem between it and traditional education pathways. 

Comprehensive education pathways must be developed for prospective apprenticeships to 

communicate the, including the expansion of pre-apprenticeship programmes and the 

introduction of apprenticeship components at second level. The online portal must be 

further developed as a fit-for-purpose one-stop-shop for advertising and communicating 

apprenticeships.  

 

Key recommendations from Ibec’s submission to the Apprenticeship Action Plan 2021-

2025 include:  

 Develop a single, overarching governance structure to remove the policy and operation 

inconsistencies associated with the current dual apprenticeship model;  

 

 Review the overall administration process with a goal of reducing unnecessary 

administration to allow for greater agility and responsiveness in the programmes;  

 Derisk and facilitate SME engagement in apprenticeships by expanding innovation options 

for business engagement in apprenticeship provision, such as Shared Apprenticeships and 

the establishment of training centres.  

 

7. Supporting an Inclusive Education Model  

The COVID crisis has severely impacted the labour market and education system. Necessary 

interventions to contain the virus has resulted in unprecedented numbers of people 

unemployed and transformed occupations across industries. Young people are among those 

most impacted by the crisis because of the high level of young people working in sectors 

most impacted by COVID lockdown and participating in part-time non-standard 

employment. Specific attention must be given to youth unemployment and investing in the 

lifelong trajectory of young people to prevent against the long-term scarring effect of the 

COVID crisis on an entire generation.  
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Ibec welcomes the education and training initiatives announced in the July Stimulus and 

Budget 2021 as an important opportunity to make a wholesale shift in the skills profile of 

the future workforce and pivot the economy towards higher levels of productivity, 

innovation and absorptive capacity. Education and training targeting young people is an 

opportunity to prevent against the worst effects of long-term youth unemployment through 

forward-looking planning. Largescale skills investments are an opportunity to flip the crisis 

for young people by unlocking their future potential and career trajectories if short-term 

stopgap measures focused solely on the immediate crisis response are avoided.  

At the same time, communities which are already the most distanced from the labour 

market and education system, risk falling further behind without targeted engagement in 

skills-based and labour market action programmes. Targeted engagement and supports 

must communicate a strong and attractive value proposition for young people and 

marginalised groups.  

 

Ibec recommends:  

 Support a whole of government solution to ensure that the most marginalised groups are 

included in all aspects of society and the economy;  

 Ensure that all Labour Market Activation Programmes and skills-based initiatives are 

targeted and inclusive of marginalised communities.  

 

 Work to close the digital divide by investing in digital skills and resources, particularly for 

most marginalised communities.  

 

 

Irish Centre for High-End Computing (ICHEC) 
 

Prof. J.-C. Desplat 
Director 
 



208 
 
 

 

The Irish Centre for High-End Computing (ICHEC) welcomes the opportunity to respond to 

your request for input and suggestions for the Department of Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation and Science (DFHERIS) Statement of Strategy 2021-2023. Minister Harris 

has previously outlined his vision for the Department which is for Ireland to become (i) an 

Innovation Island, with particular reference to SMEs in a reform, research and innovation 

ecosystem, (ii) an Island of Talent, with an emphasis on human capital and lifelong learning, 

(ii) an International Island, promoting Ireland as a leader in Higher Education and Research 

and (iv) an Island of Inclusion and Engagement. In a speech to the IUA where he outlined this 

strategy for the Department, Minister Harris made reference to “the contribution of education 

and research institutions to the great public policy and social challenges of our day.” ICHEC 

has the technical staff and international and European links to support this agenda: 

 

 We share similar ambitions for innovation. We believe the Department can use High-

Performance Computing (HPC) and supercomputing to drive progress in academia, 

public sector solutions and industry.  

 We passionately believe creating an island of highly skilled HPC talent is possible 

through short-course, distance and online and work-based training for SMEs and 

those interested in learning more about technology developments and how these can 

support their research, business process or policy agenda.  

 We actively contribute to developing Ireland’s reputation internationally in the HPC 

ecosystem in Europe through programmes such as the EuroHPC Joint Undertaking, 

and the Partnership for Advanced Computing in Europe (PRACE). 

 We fully support the inclusion and engagement agenda. We aim to ensure our 

outreach activities support STEM at junior level through the BT Young Scientist and 

Technology Exhibition, and with opportunity, would support more internships, 

training and outreach activities to encourage participation in STEM and exposure to 

HPC and supercomputing, particularly for girls and women.  
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Our strategic plan 2021-2025 reflects areas of critical importance and allied funding 

mechanisms in Europe. This strategy (attached) de facto represents Ireland’s Strategy for HPC. 

It contains a vision for Ireland to achieve the former, through a federated approach to data 

infrastructure, while ensuring close alignment in Europe for the latter. The four pillars of our 

strategy are Enable Excellence in Science, Advance Digital Skills, Accelerate Economic 

Development, and Deliver HPC for Good, using HPC to inform and resolve key policy 

challenges. We have attached a document which details how ICHEC is positioned with regard 

to a number of items set-out in the Programme for Government. More specifically we can 

support the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Sciences’ 

“Statement of Strategy” in the following ways: 

  

1. Enabling Excellence in Science: DFHERIS will continue to ensure Irish scientists have 

access to necessary infrastructure and pathways to European exascale systems 

through the EuroHPC Joint Undertaking Initiative. 

2. Advancing Digital Skills: DFHERIS with ICHEC will ensure more graduate, on-the-job 

and retraining opportunities. As the Minister recently said, “to ensure Ireland truly 

becomes an innovation Island, where reform of the University sector takes place and 

more emphasis is put on short-courses and access to lifelong learning for all.” Ensuring 

the digital skills development for the SME sector is a key tenet of national and 

European ambitions. 

3. Accelerating Economic Development: Through the EuroHPC National Competence 

Centre for Ireland (EuroCC), DFHERIS has the mechanism to support Irish Scientists to 

reach Exascale computing capabilities in Europe. Early in 2021, ICHEC will launch a 

similar programme for Small and Medium Enterprises - the EuroCC SME Accelerator. 

This programme will support and train Irish SMEs and startups in their adoption of 

cutting-edge digital technologies, thereby enhancing their innovation capabilities and 

business solutions. 

4. Delivering HPC for Good: From Climate Sciences to Earth Observation to a Green Data 

Centre, ICHEC identifies a number of avenues (detailed in its strategy) of where data 
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and HPC are solutions. Ireland has been criticised for being a high emissions data 

centre capital. We can ensure that the next national supercomputer is developed on 

a carbon free basis, which would send a real signal about Ireland’s expectations in this 

regard. We believe that a green data centre for Ireland is not only a possibility but a 

prerequisite.  

 

 

 

Executive Summary 

This submission focuses primarily on “strategic issues that you consider should be 

incorporated in our Statement of Strategy”, as well as “challenges that we need to address 

and is our current focus adequate to meet those challenges”. Elements already adopted at 

policy level or covered by other stakeholders have been left out in the interest of conciseness. 

Our key recommendations and outline analysis are included below    

 

1. Seek greater alignment with the European Commission’s strategy and agenda on 

technological sovereignty40 and assess opportunities for national benefit by 

a. Leveraging and increasing participation in European initiatives including, but not 

limited to, the Digital Europe Programme41, EuroHPC Joint Undertaking Initiative42, 

European Processor Initiative (EPI)43, European Open Science Cloud (EOSC)44 and 

                                                           
40 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/breton/announcements/europe-keys-sovereignty_en  

41 https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/europe-investing-digital-digital-europe-programme 

42 https://eurohpc-ju.europa.eu/  

43 https://www.european-processor-initiative.eu/  

44 https://www.eosc-portal.eu/  

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/breton/announcements/europe-keys-sovereignty_en
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/europe-investing-digital-digital-europe-programme
https://eurohpc-ju.europa.eu/
https://www.eosc-portal.eu/
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Federated Data Infrastructure for Europe (GIAI-X)45 for pan-European advancement 

and security of high-performance computing and data management; 

b. Devising a balanced strategy that retains essential RD&I links with the FDI ecosystem 

in Ireland, while ensuring it does not impede Ireland’s active participation in key 

European initiatives and partnerships; 

c. Developing additional metrics to assess the impact of involvement in European 

activities and projects (augmenting the existing financial KPIs); 

d. Establishing streamlined decision-making processes for possible participation in 

forthcoming European opportunities, with decisions taken ahead of the calls being 

published when possible. 

For further details, see ICHEC Strategy and Business Plan, Section 1 (page 11), Appendix 

xiii (page 64). 

 

2. Prepare and position Ireland optimally to respond to the emergence of the Digital 

Continuum46,47 by 

a. Re-balancing the focus on digital technologies and infrastructure as an end-to-end 

chain of systems for RD&I of high-TRL, including support for the development and 

operation of operational platforms supporting national services and solutions such 

as Digital Twins for evidence-based decisions and policy development; 

 

b. Developing digital infrastructure, national federated FAIR48 datasets, activities, best 

practice and expertise to couple models and integrate data for cross-domain analysis 

                                                           
45 https://www.data-infrastructure.eu  

46 https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/building-ecosystem-where-iot-edge-and-cloud-converge-towards-

computing-continuum  

47 https://www.etp4hpc.eu/hpc-in-digital-continuum.html 

48 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/turning_fair_into_reality_0.pdf 

https://www.data-infrastructure.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/building-ecosystem-where-iot-edge-and-cloud-converge-towards-computing-continuum
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/building-ecosystem-where-iot-edge-and-cloud-converge-towards-computing-continuum
https://www.etp4hpc.eu/hpc-in-digital-continuum.html
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/turning_fair_into_reality_0.pdf
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to support national and European priorities such as Climate Action49, European 

Green Deal50, eHealth at Irish51,52 and European53 levels, building and extending the 

work undertaken as part of the HRB project on the DASSL model54. 

For further details, see ICHEC Strategy and Business Plan, Appendix iv (page 42), Section 

2 (page 14). 

 

3. Facilitate and support cross-departmental initiatives, particularly in the context of the 

Climate Action, European Green Deal and Green Transition by 

a. Developing a comprehensive roadmap of national requirements and contributing to 

the establishment of end-to-end platform services leveraging national FAIR datasets. 

This will require a ramp up in investment in the national infrastructure for HPC and 

data management, associated operation and shared services, supporting national 

and European opportunities for engagements, and skills development; 

b. Supporting the development of a federated national data management  

infrastructure built around relevant state bodies in the climate and environmental 

sector including the Geological Survey Institute (GSI), Marine Institute, Teagasc, the 

National Parks & Wildlife Service, Met Éireann and the Irish Centre for High-End 

Computing (ICHEC), with further connectivity to the European Open Science Cloud 

(EOSC) where appropriate. 

                                                           
49 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/2d98d0-climate-action/  

50 https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en  

51 https://www.ehealthireland.ie/Knowledge-Information-Plan/eHealth-Strategy-for-Ireland.pdf  

52 
https://www.hrb.ie/fileadmin/publications_files/Proposals_for_an_Enabling_Data_Environment_for_Health_and_Related_Resear

ch_in_Ireland-Summary.pdf  

 

53 https://ec.europa.eu/health/ehealth/home_en  

54 https://www.hrb.ie/news/latest-news/news-story/article/laying-foundations-for-secure-data-sharing-and-linkage-to-improve-

health/  

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/2d98d0-climate-action/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://www.ehealthireland.ie/Knowledge-Information-Plan/eHealth-Strategy-for-Ireland.pdf
https://www.hrb.ie/fileadmin/publications_files/Proposals_for_an_Enabling_Data_Environment_for_Health_and_Related_Research_in_Ireland-Summary.pdf
https://www.hrb.ie/fileadmin/publications_files/Proposals_for_an_Enabling_Data_Environment_for_Health_and_Related_Research_in_Ireland-Summary.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/health/ehealth/home_en
https://www.hrb.ie/news/latest-news/news-story/article/laying-foundations-for-secure-data-sharing-and-linkage-to-improve-health/
https://www.hrb.ie/news/latest-news/news-story/article/laying-foundations-for-secure-data-sharing-and-linkage-to-improve-health/
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For further details, see ICHEC Strategy and Business Plan, Section 2 (page 14-22).  

 

4. Address the chronic infrastructure deficit by ensuring the consistent and sustainable 

development of the national compute and data capabilities by 

a. Scaling up the national HPC and data management infrastructure enabling their tight 

integration and providing suitable hosting in a dedicated HPC data centre; 

b. Leveraging co-funding opportunities where appropriate, such as EuroHPC 

infrastructure calls, and/or considering the use of the EU Recovery and Resilience 

Facility (RRF) funds to develop the national HPC and data management 

infrastructure. 

This deficit has been exacerbated by the termination of the PRTLI programme. 

For further details, see ICHEC Strategy and Business Plan, Section 2 (page 16), Appendix 

vi (Page 45). 

Relevant context, analysis and recommendations 

In the interest of conciseness, this analysis focuses on new factors and will not discuss those 

already considered under Innovation 2020 and related policies. Our recommendation is to 

assess carefully the impact of the following factors as part of the Department’s strategy 

formulation. These are:  

The EU strategy for technological sovereignty  

Achieving technological sovereignty is a very strong agenda for the EC, driven not only by 

economic interests but more importantly is seen as a security imperative. 

 

This priority has brought massive impetus towards greater cooperation and increased 

investments across the EU for both ICT infrastructure and service platforms. For example, the 

former has seen the creation of the European Processor Initiative (EPI)55 and the likely 

                                                           
55  https://www.european-processor-initiative.eu/  

https://www.european-processor-initiative.eu/
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formation of an a new Important Project of Common European Interest (IPCEI) following the 

joint declaration of December 7th 2020 by 18 Member States and the EC on processors and 

semiconductor technologies56. The latter has seen steady progress towards a common 

approach for a European Data Infrastructure, promoting the development of a robust 

federated European infrastructure through initiatives such as the European Open Science 

Cloud (EOSC)57 and more recently Federated Data Infrastructure for Europe (GIAI-X)58. It is 

widely anticipated that the introduction of new EC directives will create the necessary space 

for EU alternatives to develop and thrive among non-EU cloud operators. It is vital that Ireland 

actively participates in these opportunities. 

Historically, Ireland’s RD&I strategy has been strongly influenced by a thriving and influential 

FDI ecosystem, particularly in the ICT domain. While future strategies for RD&I ought to 

maintain this important link, it is advisable not to do so at the expense of Ireland’s 

involvement in key EU initiatives. 

For further details, see ICHEC Strategy and Business Plan, Appendix xiii (page 64), Section 1 

(page 11). 

The Emergence of the Digital Continuum59  

The era of silos is subsiding as the Digital Continuum imposes itself.  

This rapid transition to the Digital Continuum brings a change of focus towards the design and 

deployment of sophisticated end-to-end ICT platforms and services for streamlined public 

services, inclusion through citizen engagement, and economic prosperity through the digital 

transformation of the SME sector. It also offers the opportunity to adopt a twin 

transformation approach, tackling both the digital transformation and green transition within 

                                                           
56 https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/joint-declaration-processors-and-semiconductor-technologies  

57  https://www.eosc-portal.eu/ 

58 “GAIA-X is a project initiated by Europe for Europe. Its aim is to develop common requirements for a European data 

infrastructure.” - see https://www.data-infrastructure.eu/  

59 https://www.etp4hpc.eu/hpc-in-digital-continuum.html  

https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/joint-declaration-processors-and-semiconductor-technologies
https://www.eosc-portal.eu/
https://www.data-infrastructure.eu/GAIAX/Navigation/EN/Home/home.html
https://www.etp4hpc.eu/hpc-in-digital-continuum.html
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the same policy framework. Note also the strong overlap with the seven flagships areas of the 

Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) funds60. 

Ireland has made significant investments in topical research and technology centres in areas 

including Big Data and Analytics, IoT and AI under Innovation 2020, building the necessary 

national capacity in these important domains. Looking forward, the next Strategy should 

reflect the challenges and opportunities represented by the transition to a Digital Continuum. 

More specifically, it should ramp up the infrastructure and expertise for developing and 

deploying sophisticated platforms like Digital Twins, whenever possible within a European 

partnership. “Scaling up” has become a necessity to keep up with other Member States61. 

The pace of technological change continues to accelerate, resulting in narrowing windows of 

opportunity to assert influence and leadership. The timeline for decision-making should be 

compressed - if possible taken prior to calls being issued - to ensure that such opportunities 

remain accessible to Ireland. More frequent “refresh” of RD&I policies is also advisable to 

keep up with the rapidly evolving national and European context. 

The concept of Digital Twin provides a good illustration of the complexity and impact of this 

transition: it is about the assimilation and fusion of multiple data sources (databases, 

experimental data, sensor data, simulation data, observation data, etc.) and coupling of 

sophisticated computer models within complex workflows to deliver a powerful yet flexible 

and easy to use decision support system. HPC and curation of high-quality datasets are at the 

heart of such platforms - for example Germany indicated the relevance of the German 

Exascale initiative to Digital Twin platforms. 

For further details, see ICHEC Strategy and Business Plan, Appendix iv (page 42), Section 2 

(page 14). 

                                                           
60 https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/recovery-coronavirus/recovery-and-resilience-facility_en  

61 See also the “Scale up Flagship” - https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_1658  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/recovery-coronavirus/recovery-and-resilience-facility_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_1658
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Joined up thinking across Ireland 

Two of the key challenges of this and future decades are the Digital Transformation and the 

Green Transition. These are intrinsically complex, linked, urgent, span multiple domains and 

require the coordination of a broad base of stakeholders and innovators. Improved 

effectiveness can be realised by ramping up cross-departmental programmes and 

investments62. 

 

This is particularly true of the Green Transition for which sophisticated decision-support 

platforms (essentially Digital Twins) that need to be developed, deployed and operated. This 

will require the establishment of a federated national data management platform (initially for 

the climate and environmental domain), tightly coupled processing engines, and significant 

technological development in the areas of model coupling, data fusion and assimilation, 

support for complex workflows and intuitive access and interfaces. 

For further details, see ICHEC Strategy and Business Plan, Section 2 (page 14-22), Appendix iv 

(page 42). 

Seeking closer alignment with the European Commission’s Strategy 

The Irish RD&I ecosystem responded positively to the challenge to double its take from the 

current EC MFF. However, the key metrics (funding secured) can be misleading as it does not 

represent a reliable indicator of the strategic value of funded projects within the context of 

the National Strategy. Though achieving a specific target of funding diversification is justified, 

it does not indicate its impact in terms of leveraging prior Exchequer investments. In that 

respect, co-funded programmes provide stronger indication of leveraging and alignment. 

The above recommendation also applies to Industry-Academia collaborations particularly 

through Public Private Partnerships. The monetary contribution of industry “partners” 

(particularly when cash and in-kind are combined) does not provide a reliable indicator of an 

effective industry-academia partnership. A fundamental difference can be observed with EU-

                                                           
62 ICHEC is aware of the existence of the cross-departmental Climate Research & Modelling sub-group on the Environment chaired 

by the head of Climate Action Unit (Dept of the Taoiseach). 
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supported Public Private Partnerships63 where industry partners are fully involved partners in 

the co-design and deployment.  

The European Commission appears to adopt a more assertive approach with Member States, 

discouraging “watching briefs” and promoting active participation instead. The noticeable 

increase in co-funded programmes provides an additional mechanism for the Commission to 

incentivise greater alignment with European priorities. 

 

For further details, see ICHEC Strategy and Business Plan, Section 1 (page 11), Appendix xiii 

(page 64). 

A chronic deficit in national digital infrastructure deficit 

Ireland is lagging in the development of its HPC and data management infrastructure, 

resulting in a widening gap (per capita) with other EU countries such as Finland, 

Luxembourg, 

Switzerland, the Czech Republic among others. It is noteworthy that countries that are 

innovation leaders (which Ireland is aspiring to become) have all consistently made 

significant investments in their HPC and data management infrastructure.  

The strategic importance of HPC ought to be fully realised. As a national platform, it 

provides the engine to ambitious AI initiatives25, enables high performance analytics on big 

data and is a prerequisite for “scaling up” our ambitions. As a discipline, HPC brings key skills 

like performance optimisation and energy efficiency which are of broad relevance beyond 

the world of supercomputing (for example, for edge devices, big data and AI, quantum 

computing, etc.).  

National digital infrastructure and equipment are radically different and require a medium 

to long-term roadmap and strategic planning as well as significant investment. The 

development of Ireland’s national HPC infrastructure ought to be planned and funded as 

such. This Infrastructure includes not only a supercomputer, but also a tightly integrated 

data management infrastructure with access to a fit for purpose data centre.  

                                                           
63 https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/public-private-partnerships  

https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/public-private-partnerships
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For further details, see ICHEC Strategy and Business Plan, Section 2 (page 16), Appendix vi 

(Page 45). 

25 E.g., as evidenced in the draft EC co-ordinated plan for AI. https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/publication/coordinated-

plan-artificial-intelligence-com2018-795-final_en 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Irish Council for International Students (ICOS) 

Brian Hearne 
Programme and Communications Officer 

 

About the Irish Council for International Students (ICOS)  

The Irish Council for International Students (ICOS) is an independent advocacy organisation 

whose mission is to protect the rights of international students, and to contribute to a 

healthy and vibrant international education sector in Ireland which has the quality of the 

student experience at its centre.  

ICOS has more than thirty institutional members, including all nine universities in the 

Republic of Ireland, many of the Institutes of Technology and all the major independent 

third level colleges. Our membership also includes the Union of Students in Ireland (USI).  

ICOS’ values include consultation, professionalism, collaboration and learning. Our goals are 

to influence policy and standards in international education; build the capacity of our 

members; empower international students to pursue their rights; and support and 

showcase the important contribution of international education to international 

development.  

About this submission  

ICOS welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Department of Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science (DFHERIS) on its Statement of Strategy 

2021 – 2023. As part of its own consultation for this submission, ICOS engaged with its 

https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/publication/coordinated-plan-artificial-intelligence-com2018-795-final_en
https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/publication/coordinated-plan-artificial-intelligence-com2018-795-final_en
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members and international students by conducting a survey to gather their views on the 

main challenges facing the higher education sector in the context of international students. 

The feedback from the survey has been incorporated and forms the basis of this submission. 

Introduction  

The announcement of a Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation 

and Science earlier this year was warmly welcomed by everyone involved in the higher 

education sector. However, the scope, work, and priorities of the newly formed Department 

of FHERIS has up until now yet to be defined. In light of this, the development of a 

Statement of Strategy represents an important opportunity for the Department to set out 

its role in all areas of higher education and research and define its strategic goals.  

ICOS hopes that the Department will take into consideration the challenges facing 

international students, as well as the higher education sector, which are highlighted in this 

submission and make a firm commitment to addressing them through their inclusion in the 

Statement of Strategy. ICOS also believe that the Department should use their Statement as 

a platform to feed into Ireland’s new Internationalisation Strategy which is due for renewal 

in 2021. 

 

The Role of the Department  

The relationship between the DFHERIS, QQI, and the Department of Education should be 

outlined in the Statement of Strategy to avoid ambiguity. Moreover, there needs to be a 

greater holistic approach across government to ensure that strategic objectives of one area 

of policy are not being undermined by another. This is particularly evident in immigration 

policy where there seems to be an under-appreciation of the importance to the higher 

education sector of attracting international students to Ireland which requires a smooth and 

efficient immigration process. ICOS is regularly contacted by international students who feel 

they have been unfairly or harshly treated by immigration. Similarly, the Heath Insurance 

Authority’s decision to increase medical insurance for international students living in Ireland 

for more than 1 year completely undermines the higher education sector’s ambitions to 

attract international students to these shores.  
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While these issues may not be directly within the remit of DFHERIS, they affect the higher 

education sector, and therefore ICOS feels it is important to stress the need for greater 

inter-departmental collaboration across government which could be outlined in the 

Statement.  

 

Funding  

The higher education system is grossly funded in Ireland. Without significant investment, 

the quality of the sector is at risk. ICOS urges the Department to set out a clear funding 

pathway for higher education and to implement the recommendations of the Cassells 

Report, including increasing core funding for the sector to €2.8 billion by 2030. Investment 

in the sector must be effective and more needs to be done on course cost regulation and 

improving the performance management framework and funding mechanisms.  

International offices in many institutions are under-resourced and under-staffed – there is a 

need for dedicated funding for colleges in relation to international students’ supports. 

International students face unique challenges and if we are to increase the number of 

international students in Ireland, there must be a corresponding funding increase. 

International students act as ambassadors for Ireland and the reputation of our excellent 

education system needs to be upheld by investing in course quality, infrastructure and 

student supports. The next international education strategy needs to include clear funding 

plans for international education in Ireland.  

 

Accommodation  

Ireland’s ongoing accommodation crisis is well documented. The lack of suitable and 

affordable student accommodation has added an undue burden onto the shoulders of 

international students. Indeed, international students are one of the most vulnerable 

groups of falling victim to scams or having to live in dangerously overcrowded conditions. 

In April 2020, ICOS conducted a survey of 1,626 international students which at the time 

revealed the concerns that many students had about their precarious living conditions in the 

face of the Covid-19 pandemic. Worryingly, 46 per of English-language students reported 
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sharing a room with three or more people, while 11 per cent of respondents shared with six 

or more people.  

Affordable student accommodation represents the biggest challenge facing international 

students living in Ireland. The Department must set itself targets to increase access to 

affordable student accommodation and collaborate with the Department of Housing to 

address overcrowding.  

 

The ELT Sector  

The ELT sector has been estimated to be worth in excess of €762 million per annum to the 

Irish economy.1 Yet despite its economic importance, regulating the sector has largely 

remained a low priority for successive governments. Frustratingly, the legislative framework 

to tighten regulations is already in place through the Qualifications and Quality Assurance 

(Education and Training) Amendment Act 2019 and the International Education Mark (IEM). 

However, there has been no public indication as to when the IEM will likely be 

implemented. It is also unclear which department will take the lead in its implementation.  

Until the IEM is implemented, international students will continue to face difficulties in 

accessing their education rights. It is, therefore, ICOS’ view that the Department’s 

Statement of Strategy should outline the Department’s role in the ELT sector and establish a 

timeframe for implementing the IEM.  

 

Promoting Inclusion & Combatting Discrimination  

Racism and discrimination are very much a reality of living in Ireland yet many higher 

education institutes do not currently have policies in place to address these kinds of 

incidents. ICOS welcomes the Department of Justice’s report on legislating for hate speech 

and hate crime. However, it is important that a ‘whole of government’ approach is adopted 

in relation to tackling racism and discrimination. The Department’s Statement of Strategy 

should outline the Department’s goals to foster inclusion and ensure that higher education 

institutes are welcoming places for international students. ICOS would also like to see more 

action being taken to assist international students to integrate in their colleges, schools, and 

the wider community, which in turn will improve the overall student experience. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations  

ICOS hopes that the DFHERIS will make a significant commitment to the higher education 

sector in its Statement of Strategy by setting out a new pathway for a more sustainable 

funding modal for higher education in Ireland. We also hope that the Department will 

commit to addressing the challenges that have been outlined in this submission, as well as 

seek to enhance the international student experience by strengthening students’ rights.  

Moreover, we would encourage that the Department’s Statement of Strategy be outward 

looking and committed to promoting internationalisation throughout the higher education 

sector, which in turn will go towards shaping Ireland’s new Internationalisation Strategy.  

 

Finally, Ireland’s recently published Diaspora Strategy 2020–2025 refers to embracing 

Ireland’s ‘reverse diaspora’ - people who have lived, studied or worked in Ireland before 

returning to their home countries.2 International students contribute so much to the 

diversity of Irish society, they are ambassadors for Ireland and play a pivotal role in Ireland’s 

higher education sector. It is essential that we strive to ensure that all students are valued, 

treated equitably, and receive a quality education.  

 

ICOS recommends the following:  

• The Statement of Strategy should clearly define the remit of the DFHERIS and its 

relationship with other key departments - the Department of Education and QQI  

• The Statement should outline a new funding pathway for higher education and 

commitment to implement the recommendations of the Cassells Report  

• The Statement should set targets to increase access to affordable student accommodation 

and a commitment to engage with the Department of Housing to address overcrowded 

accommodation  

• The Statement should define the Department’s role in the ELT sector, its function with 

regards to the ILEP, and the relationship between the DFHERIS and the Department of 

Justice in addressing problems that occur in the sector that are related to higher education  
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• The Statement should go towards shaping Ireland’s new Internationalisation Strategy  

• The Statement should outline how the Department will address racism and discrimination  

• The Statement should outline the Department’s strategies to promote inclusion and foster 

integration of international students  

• Further consultation should be carried out with stakeholders to define the mission and 

objectives of the DFHERIS  

• Details on how the DFHERIS plans to incorporate the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) into its actives  

1 Ireland’s International Education Strategy 2016-2020   
2 Global Ireland: Ireland’s Diaspora Strategy 2020–2025   

 

 

Irish Development Education Association 

Frank Geary  

Director  

 

 Submission being made on behalf of the Irish Development Education Association (IDEA)  

 

IDEA welcomes the announcement that the Department of Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation and Science is preparing a new Statement of Strategy.  

 

This process comes at a time where we are facing multiple global challenges, including 

economic crises, climate and biodiversity breakdown and increases in racism and anti-

immigrant sentiment. These challenges highlight that quality, life-long development 

education is essential to Irelands’ future as a safe, strong, prosperous, sustainable, socially 

cohesive, and just society.  

 

About IDEA  

We are the national network for Development Education in Ireland and a leading voice for 

the sector. We represent members involved in the practice, promotion, and advancement 
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of Development Education in formal, non-formal and informal settings. Together we work to 

strengthen Development Education in Ireland and to raise awareness of the crucial role of 

Development Education in achieving an equal, just and sustainable future. IDEA’s 2019-2023 

Strategy promotes the essential role of Development Education in achieving the Sustainable 

Development Goals. 

Development Education  

Development Education is an educational process which enables people to understand the 

world around them and to act to transform it. It works to tackle the root causes of injustice 

and inequality, globally and locally to create a more just and sustainable future for 

everyone.  

It is made up of the following:  

➢ Values: It aims to bring about positive change, informed by values of equality, diversity, 

sustainability, and human rights.  

 

➢ Knowledge: It explores cultural, environmental, economic, political, and social 

relationships, and challenges local and global power inequalities caused by patterns of 

production, distribution, and consumption.  

 

➢ Skills: It equips people to explore multiple perspectives and critically engage with local 

and global issues, using participative and creative approaches.  

 

➢ Actions: It enables people to make connections between their own lives and global 

justice issues and empowers them to make a positive difference in the world.  

 

Investment from the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (through Irish Aid) supports 

the integration of Development Education in the formal, informal and non-formal education 

system. In addition, various partnerships have been established in relation to the National 

Strategy on Education for Sustainable Development 2014-2020, of which IDEA is on the 

advisory committee, the Irish Aid Development Strategy 2017-2023, and the Sustainable 
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Development Goals National Implementation Plan 2018-2020. In the context of this 

submission, Development Education is used as an umbrella term which includes Global 

Citizenship Education, Education for Sustainable Development, and related fields, and 

encompasses the work of various civil society organisations and other actors in education in 

advancing active global citizenship among the Irish public.  

Department Statement of Strategy  

 

In response to the two questions posed in your invitation for submissions, we can respond 

as follows;  

 

Question: what are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus 

adequate to meet those challenges?  

Our climate and other earth systems are approaching tipping points that require urgent 

societal action to mitigate the potential damage and begin to repair our eco-system. We 

also face deep economic and political crises, unprecedented in our lifetimes, and progress 

towards achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals is lagging in crucial areas.  

A key challenge for all parts of our education system is to enable engagement by all citizens 

in quality, life-long development education/global citizenship education. This is fundamental 

to developing a society of active global citizens capable of moving rapidly to sustainable 

living and reversing growing threats to democracy and the growth of racism and anti-

immigrant opinion. Firm commitments are also urgently needed for departmental actions to 

contribute to fulfilment of the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030.  

Question: how well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the of the Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be 

enhanced?  

A number of important development education initiatives exist in Further and Higher 

education to meet the societal challenges.  

➢ Initial Teacher Education  
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➢ Research and Curriculum  

 

➢ Non-formal Campus Engagement  

 

➢ Engagement with Further Education and Training  

Initial Teacher Education  

➢ The DICE (Development Education and Intercultural Education) Project - supports the 

integration of development education into primary initial teacher education, working with 

all the ITE institutions to ensure there are course provided and lecturers with expertise in 

Development Education. o In 2019, close to 4,000 primary teachers received initial teacher 

education and continuous professional development on development education themes.  

 

➢ The UBUNTU Network – supports the integration of development education into post-

primary initial teacher education, supporting a network of teacher educators in their 

ongoing work to integrate Development Education and Global Citizenship into post-primary 

ITE.  

 

Research and Curriculum  

Irish Aid and its partners support development education interventions in 23 Higher 

Education Institutions in Ireland. The five most active colleges with the highest numbers of 

partner interventions were Maynooth University, Trinity College Dublin, Dublin City 

University, University College Dublin and National University of Ireland Galway. For 

example, Maynooth University offers an MA in Development Studies and provides a BA in 

International Development. Development Education is conducted, and complemented, in 

teaching, learning and research at National University of Ireland Galway, particularly in 

courses and programmes concerned with international development, environment and 

sustainable development, human rights, and gender studies. Development education has 

also been brought into courses in University College Dublin, Dublin City University, and 

other institutions.  
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Non-formal Campus Engagement  

Development Education takes places within third level settings through a variety of different 

initiatives that engage students and the university community through non-formal 

education. For example, Suas support engagement of third level students with global justice 

issues through an integrated programme of activities including the ‘8 by 8’ photography and 

film festival and the stand.ie website connecting students interested in global issues. The 

UCD Volunteers Overseas sends volunteers overseas to support development education 

related projects. Development Perspectives engages students in global development issues 

at various Institute of Technology colleges. In addition, there are a number of campus 

programmes that do not have an explicit Development Education dimension but 

nevertheless broadly take in Development Education issues and concerns.  

Engagement with Further Education and Training  

A wide variety of development education engagements are delivered in adult and 

community settings. For example, EIL Intercultural Learning runs a Global Citizen Award; 

Development Perspectives provides development education opportunities including 

workshops on the SDGs; Afri hosts an annual Famine Walk to mark Ireland’s gamine and 

raise issues related to food sovereignty; The Latin America Solidarity Centre runs a variety of 

events and activities focussed on development issues in Latin America; the Saolta 

consortium, which includes Development Perspectives, AONTAS, Concern Worldwide, Irish 

Rural Link and the Adult and Community Education Dept of Maynooth University provides 

interactive workshops with Further Education Institutions and Public Participation Networks 

across the country; Saolta also provide an SDG Advocate programme to deepen participants 

understanding of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. Other activities 

involve coaching and mentoring, webinars, networking meetings along with a library of 

resources.  

The recently published Future FET: Transforming Learning - The National Further Education 

and Training (FET) Strategy 2020 – 2024 strategy provides a new opportunity to embed 

development education in Further Education plans and curriculums and to enable delivery 

of development education engagements throughout the Further Education system. 
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IDEA ‘asks’  

It is important that current initiatives are fully supported, resourced and expanded, with 

cross-Government dialogue taking place where necessary to ensure policy coherence. We 

seek commitments from the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science;  

1. To develop a dialogue with IDEA and the Development Education sector focussed on 

ensuring strategic prioritisation, policy coherence and resourcing for existing development 

education initiatives, and to explore opportunities for new initiatives that can contribute to 

developing a society of active global citizens.  

 

2. To work with IDEA and the Development Education sector to ensure that the department 

contributes to the delivery of SDG 4.7 as part of the wider SDG Agenda 2030.  

 

3. To ensure that development education is integrated into departmental strategy during 

the period of the Statement of Strategy  

 

4. To ensure that specific actions for 1 to 3 above are included in the departmental 

Statement of Strategy 2021-2023.  

 

 

 

 

Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC) 

Laurence Bond 

Director 

 

 Re: Upcoming Statement of Strategy and Section 42 of the Irish Human Rights and 

Equality Commission Act 2014 – the Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty  

Dear Secretary General,  
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The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (“the Commission”) note that your 

Department is currently engaging in a new Statement of Strategy. The Commission would 

like to take this opportunity to remind you of your Departments’ statutory obligations under 

Section 42 of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014, the Public Sector 

Equality and Human Rights Duty (“the Duty”), including as it pertains to your Departments’ 

Statement of Strategy.  

Please note that the Commission formally communicated to the Secretaries General of 

government departments, in 2016, October 2019, and June 2020, drawing attention to the 

core requirements of the Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty in the context of 

developing Statements of Strategies. The Department of Education and Skills would have 

received this correspondence but the Commission note that the Department of Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science was not operational at this time.  

The Duty is a statutory obligation on public bodies, in the performance of their functions, to 

have regard to the need to eliminate discrimination, promote equality of opportunity and 

protect human rights of staff and service users. It requires public bodies to assess, address 

and report on progress in relation to equality and human rights, in a manner that is 

accessible to the public.  

Section 42(2)(a) of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014 requires an 

organisation to set out in its strategic plan “an assessment of the human rights and equality 

issues it believes to be relevant to the functions and purpose of the body and the policies, 

plans and actions in place or proposed to be put in place to address those issues.”  

To this end, your Department’s Statement of Strategy should set out its equality and human 

rights assessment pertaining to your purpose and functions. In this regard, if not already 

underway, now is a crucial time to conduct this assessment of human rights and equality 

issues of your work, so that it can be reflected in your upcoming strategy statement. Your 

Strategy should also give account of the policies, plans and actions in this forthcoming 

period which will address the issues raised in that assessment. 

The Commission’s role in relation to the Duty includes guidance, support, monitoring and 

enforcement. As part of its functions, the Commission can give guidance to and encourage 

public bodies in developing policies and good practice in relation to human rights and 
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equality. Since 2016, the Commission has engaged extensively with public bodies to raise 

awareness of the Duty and support effective implementation.  

In March 2019, our core guidance was formally communicated to the heads of all public 

bodies, alongside a public awareness campaign. This guidance document provides public 

bodies with information about the Duty, its context as it relates to human rights and 

equality provisions in Ireland, and sets out key steps for its implementation. In 2020, 

complementary guidance was published and disseminated to the heads of all public bodies. 

The Commission formally communicated to the Secretaries General of government 

departments, in 2016, 2019, and 2020, drawing attention to the core requirements of the 

Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty in the context of developing Statements of 

Strategies. Furthermore, the Commission hosted a high level webinar for government 

departments in July 2020 to support implementation of the Public Sector Duty.  

Implementing the Duty has an important role to play in supporting public bodies to respond 

positively to growing diversity in Irish society. As public bodies proactively engage with 

equality and human rights relevant to their purpose and function, it is anticipated that 

implementation of the Duty will also contribute to improving the quality of service delivery 

and the experience of staff in the workplace. Implementing the Duty also provides a useful 

framework to support public sector reform objectives.  

The Governments’ response to the pandemic, and plans for recovery, are highly relevant to 

the Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty. The requirements of the Duty remain in 

force in times of emergency and are critically important in ensuring that public bodies 

consider the diverse needs of staff and service users as they develop inclusive and 

sustainable responses to COVID-19, and look forward to recovery planning. Human rights 

and equality frameworks provide a crucial structure to systematically consider and reflect 

the particular needs of persons at risk of inequality, discrimination or disproportionate 

impact, and helps to mitigate and avoid unintended consequences. 
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IRISH NATIONAL ORGANISATION OF THE UNEMPLOYED 

Bríd O’Brien 

Head of Policy and Media 

 

INTRODUCTION  

The Irish National Organisation of the Unemployed (INOU) welcomes this opportunity to 

make a submission on the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science’s first Statement of Strategy to cover the period 2021-2023.  

“The INOU is a federation of unemployed people, unemployed centres, unemployed groups, 

community organisations and Trade Unions. The INOU represents and defends the rights and 

interests of those who want decent employment and cannot obtain it. We promote and 

campaign for policies to achieve full employment for all. We also campaign for an 

acceptable standard of living for unemployed people and their dependents. The INOU is an 

anti-sectarian, anti-racist, non-party political organisation which promotes equality of 

opportunity within society.” (INOU Mission Statement)  

The organisation has over 200 affiliated organisations and 500 individual members. We 

work at the local and national level on issues affecting unemployed people through the 

provision of training and welfare rights information services; analysis of Government 

policies and related advocacy work; and working with a wide range of other organisations 

on issues of common concern.  

 

CURRENT CONTEXT  

Labour Force Survey Quarter 3 2020  

On November 17th, 2020 the Central Statistics Office (CSO) published the Labour Force 

Survey (LFS) for the third quarter of 2020, which covers the months July to September. This 

release includes information using the International Labour Organisation standard 

methodology, alongside estimated figures taking into account the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on the Irish labour market.  
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According to the standard LFS methodology, 174,700 people were unemployed: 46,700 

more people than in Q3 2019. The unemployment rate was 7.1%, a figure last seen in Q1 

2017. At that time the female unemployment rate was 6.8% and the male 7.3%. While in the 

most recent quarter this situation is reversed, with the female unemployment rate at 7.6% 

and the male at 6.7%.  

Over the year the labour force increased by 14,900 to 2,469,800, but the participation rate 

was lower by 0.5 at 62%. The Potential Additional Labour Force stood at 161,300 in Q3 

2020: 51,700 more people than a year ago, this figure captures people who are deemed as 

‘inactive’ but who may well view themselves as unemployed1.  

The number of people deemed long-term unemployed in Q3 2020 was 34,600 and the long-

term unemployment rate was 1.4%, these figures are very similar to Q3 2019. Looking at the 

numbers of people who are long-term unemployed: a year ago men accounted for 68%, 

while in Q3 2020 women account for 50.3%.  

The Principal Economic Status (PES) captures data on how people described themselves, for 

example whether they are at work or unemployed or a student or on home duties. In Q3 

2020, 254,100 people described themselves as unemployed: an increase of 83,800 on the 

same quarter last year.  

When the impact of COVID-19 is factored in, the numbers of people unemployed increases 

to 394,538, with an unemployment rate of 15.9%. While according to the most recent 

COVID-19 adjusted Monthly Unemployment figures, up to 525,015 people were 

unemployed and their unemployment rate was 21%.  

On November 17th the CSO also published Labour Market Insight Series 3 2, a 

supplementary analysis to this Labour Force Survey. Amongst the key findings they note 

“Those in receipt of the Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP) in Q3 2020 were almost 

twice as likely to self-classify themselves as Unemployed using Principal Economic Status 

(PES) at 28.1% as to be officially classified as Unemployed (15.3%)”  

 

Educational Attainment Thematic Report 2020  

On November 20th the CSO published the Educational Attainment Thematic Report 2020 3. 

This report draws on the data collected through the Labour Force Survey for Quarter 2 2020. 
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The CSO notes that this report does not make any adjustments for the impact of COVID-194, 

though the increase numbers of people deemed ‘inactive’ could be seen as capturing the 

pandemic’s effect.  

In the section on education attainment and the labour market, the report notes “Higher 

educational attainment levels are linked with higher employment rates. Persons aged 25-64 

years old with a third level qualification are more than twice as likely to be employed (83%) 

than those with no formal education/primary education (36%) in Q2 2020. Conversely, those 

with no formal education/primary education were three times as likely to be unemployed 

(9%) than those with a third level qualification (3%). The proportion of those aged 25-64 

years old with a third level qualification was 43% in Q2 2020, while more than one in twenty 

(6%) reported that they had primary education/no formal education only.”  

Later on in the report it says “Just under two thirds (65%) of early school leavers aged 18-24 

were not economically active compared to 45% of other persons aged 18-24 in Q2 2020. 

Between Q2 2019 and Q2 2020, the proportion of All persons aged 18-24 that were not 

economically active increased from 36% to 47%. Just under one in four (23%) early school 

leavers were employed in Q2 2020, with 12% unemployed. Early school leavers had a much 

lower rate of employment in Q2 2020 compared with other persons aged 18-24 (23% 

compared to 47%). The unemployment rate for early school leavers was one and a half times 

that for other persons aged 18-24 (12% compared to 8%).”  

In October 2015 the ESRI published An Evaluation of the Back to Education Allowance 5 and 

its findings raise serious concerns about the impact of second chance education on people’s 

employment prospects and future status. The report notes that “The DSP undertook a 

review of its Working Age Employment Supports programmes in 2012 and found that the 

BTEA was not effective in assisting participants to find employment (DSP, 2012a). 

Furthermore, a 2005 review of the scheme, which was undertaken at a time when labour 

market conditions were much more favourable, also found the BTEA to be ineffective 

(Department of Social and Family Affairs, 2005a).”  

The main findings of the ESRI’s counterfactual evaluation of the BTEA were:  

“After taking into account a range of factors that would influence an unemployed person’s 

likelihood of labour market success, the results indicate that jobseekers who commenced an 
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SLO BTEA claim in September/October 2008 were between 28 and 30 percentage points less 

likely to have left the Live Register in June 2012 relative to the control group. This negative 

impact fell to 25 percentage points by June 2014.  

In relation to the effectiveness of the TLO BTEA option, the results again indicate that 

claimants who commenced this programme in September/October 2008 were less likely to 

be signed off the Live Register in both June 2012 and 2014 relative to a control group. 

Specifically, such individuals were 20 percentage points less likely to be signed off the Live 

Register in June 2012 in comparison with a control group, with this figure decreasing to 14 

percentage points in June 2014.”  

Given the well-established link between a person’s educational attainment and their 

employment status, it would be important for the Department of Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science to ascertain why this relationship does not 

appear to hold to the same extent when people return to education6.  

A striking feature of the economic and social of COVID-19 pandemic was who lost their jobs, 

lost their income: people who could work from home, who had a certain level of resources 

appear to have maintain their employment status, while those who could not became 

unemployed. In an increasingly digitalised world, people who have not developed these 

skills, who do not work, if they work, in places where such skills are used and developed will 

find themselves further disadvantaged. 

 

STATEMENT OF STRATEGY 2021-2023  

On the Department’s page on gov.ie calling for submissions on the Statement of Strategy 

2021-2023 it says that DFHERIS “is responsible for policy, funding and governance of the 

further and higher education and research sectors, and for the oversight of the work of the 

State agencies and public institutions operating in those areas.” And that the Department’s 

“role is to ensure that these sectors underpin and stimulate Ireland’s social and economic 

development, and that the opportunities provided by public investment and policy in those 

sectors are made more widely available to everyone, including the most vulnerable people in 

society.”  

Two questions were posed on this website page as follows:  
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− how well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be enhanced?  

− what are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate to 

meet those challenges?  

 

Action Plan for Education  

In mid-November 2019 the Irish National Organisation of the Unemployed (INOU) 

responded to the Department of Education and Skills (DES) questionnaire on the 

development of the 2020 Action Plan for Education. DES noted that their annual plan builds 

on their Statement of Strategy which covered the period 2019-2021.In their questionnaire 

the DES asked “What actions for 2020 should we consider in order to:  

- Shape a responsive education and training system that meets the needs and raises the 

aspirations of all learners?  

- Advance the progress of learners at risk of educational disadvantage and learners with 

special educational needs in order to support them to achieve their potential?  

- Equip education and training providers with the skills and support to provide a quality 

learning experience?  

- Intensify the relationships between education and the wider community, society and the 

economy?  

- Lead in the delivery of strategic direction and supportive systems in partnership with key 

stakeholders in education and training?  

 

Even though these questions refer to the previous Department of Education and Skills, 

DFHERIS has emerged out of this Department and the questions and the INOU’s responses 

to them are still pertinent.  

Shape a responsive education and training system that meets the needs and raises the 

aspirations of all learners?  

To shape a responsive education and training system that meets the needs and raises the 

aspirations of all learners requires:  

− a belief in the potential and capacity of the person;  
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− supports people to make informed choices;  

− works with them to make such choices;  

− works in partnership with other relevant organisations;  

− actively promotes equality and social inclusion;  

− strives to meet Public Sector Duty obligations; and  

− is enabled by an ethos of continuous professional development, effective recruitment, and 

good management.  

On a practical level it requires improved provision of information on the options that are 

available to unemployed people, people employed in low skilled employment, and early 

school leavers, so they can assess their learning opportunities and improve their 

employment prospects.  

This in turn requires improved integration and transition between the employment services 

/ supports and education and training opportunities, opportunities that are meaningful for 

the learner and will lead to better outcomes. Integral to this is getting the referrals / 

matching piece correct.  

Advance the progress of learners at risk of educational disadvantage and learners with 

special educational needs in order to support them to achieve their potential?  

To advance the progress of learners who have experience of educational disadvantage so 

that they can achieve their potential requires the proper provision of good quality guidance. 

Such guidance would assess peoples’ existing skills, identify where there are gaps and 

provide good quality information on how best to address them.  

To properly address social exclusion and disadvantage, the costs of participation in lifelong 

education and training must be addressed; and integral to this is the pro-active provision of 

information on affordable and accessible courses.  

The provision of targeted education and training provision may be required, this could be 

sector specific and provided to facilitate the formal recognition of people’s existing 

knowledge. As part of this process community education and traineeships have important 

roles to play.  

The Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science must 

ensure that Recognised Prior Learning (RPL) becomes a resource for people from more 
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marginalised and excluded communities, so they can see their lived experience and 

knowledge valued by society and recognised in the labour market.  

Equip education and training providers with the skills and support to provide a quality 

learning experience?  

Acknowledge and support the role of alternative and community based education in 

meeting the needs of unemployed people. Support the community and voluntary sector, an 

important entry point for people more distanced from the labour market, to play its part in 

meeting education and training needs and providing lifelong learning opportunities.  

Intensify the relationships between education and the wider community, society and the 

economy?  

Important to support and resource good quality alternative and community based learning; 

and to map out clear progression links to other education and training opportunities so 

unemployed learners and others distanced from the labour market can see a real pathway 

to a better future, a decent job.  

Resource the provision of good quality information on the options that are available in the 

local community and how it could assist the learner to meaningfully meet his or her needs.  

Seriously promote the value of FET, community based and adult education courses to the 

wider society.  

Lead in the delivery of strategic direction and supportive systems in partnership with key 

stakeholders in education and training?  

Given the indicators identified on page 5 of the Education Indicators for Ireland7, planning 

for the employment and unemployment impacts of Brexit, the transitioning to a low carbon 

economy, and the rate of technological change is critical. It is the responsibility of the 

education and training system to identify the learning and upskilling supports that will be 

required to ensure that people who are vulnerable in the labour market are supported to 

gain access to decent jobs. The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated these challenges.  

 

Future FET: Transforming Learning - The National Further Education and Training (FET) 

Strategy  
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The second national Further Education and Training (FET) Strategy8 was published on July 

16th 2020 and will cover the period 2020 to 2024. The DFHERIS press release on the day 

noted “The strategy sets out a five-year roadmap for the sector which is built around three 

key pillars of building skills, fostering inclusion and creating pathways and aims to address 

the economic and societal challenges faced over the coming years.”  

On page 30 of the Strategy it says “A challenge that pervades FET planning is that of a 

sudden cyclical economic downturn. FET planning must ensure agility to respond to a large 

base of unemployed people, or very vulnerable workers in need of up-skilling and re-skilling 

to re-join or remain in the workforce. This need is currently exacerbated by Covid-19 and the 

serious potential economic risks of Brexit.”  

Further on in the document it says “Of course, there is a short-term imperative for FET to 

lead the response to the critical up-skilling and re-skilling needs of those who have lost their 

jobs as a result of Covid-19.” (p43)  

Building on the role and work of SOLAS and the Education and Training Boards alongside the 

Department of Social Protection’s Intreo service is noted as important in supporting people 

to improve their employment prospects. In this regard the Strategy highlights three strands 

of FET provision: transversal skills development to help employability; building the digital 

capabilities now required for almost every job; and specific Level 4-6 courses targeting 

growth sectors and occupations.  

An issue that INOU affiliates have raised is the lack of appropriate provision and challenges 

facing people, in particular young men, who would require FET provision at a lower level. To 

that end it is welcome that on page 47 of the Strategy it notes “There are many cohorts with 

diverse needs, such as people with disabilities, new migrants, Travellers, the long-term 

unemployed, ex-offenders and women returners. All these require focused types of support 

to address their particular circumstances and needs. For such groups, the FET system should 

adopt a more targeted approach to addressing barriers around participation, completion 

and progression for marginalised and prioritised cohorts. ETBs should work in partnership 

with community and voluntary organisations who can represent or reach out to particular 

groups and facilitate a pathway to re-engage with education through FET.”  
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However, it will be really important to ensure that at the same time real opportunities for 

this cohort of learners to gain access to a decent job are not only created but maintained 

and developed.  

It is also welcome that on page 45 of the Strategy it states that “Active inclusion and 

community development have always been a central tenet of the work of ETBs and FET 

providers, with an extensive reach into and across local communities.” And later on the 

same page, “Community education plays a critical role in this regard, supporting 

participation and re-engagement in education and training, with around 50,000 learners 

across FET each year. An extensive network of community education providers work in 

partnership with ETBs, using their local reach and connectivity to develop learning projects 

to address local needs and empower their learners and communities.”  

The FETS notes the need to strive over the next five years for a consistency of approach to 

learner supports which can vary quite a bit across the full range of provision. Amongst the 

inconsistencies highlighted are the “financial support provided to the learner depending on 

the FET course on which they are enrolled. For example, if a learner is on a Level 5 PLC 

course, they can avail of a SUSI support grant in the same way as an HE student, but if the 

learner wants to do a Level 5 traineeship, they must sign on as unemployed to receive a 

training allowance.” As the Strategy rightly states this is a cross Government / Departmental 

issue, but it goes to say that “a common cross-FET student financial support system must be 

a major goal in achieving a clear and coherent learner support structure for the system.” 

(p45) It will be absolutely critical in developing a response to this issue that the cost of 

participation challenge facing people who are more distant from the labour market are 

properly addressed, and that they are fully supported to engage in further and higher 

education to enhance their social and economic status.  

 

Programme for Government – Our Shared Future  

In the Programme for Government published in mid-June 2020 there are twelve parts or 

missions including the Mission: Better opportunities through Education and Research.  

On page 94 the Government states that “Our approach will be guided by the goals of:  

− Improving the learning experience and success of learners.  
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− Increasing progress of learners at risk of educational disadvantage and learners with 

special educational needs.  

− Helping those delivering education to continuously improve.  

− Building stronger bridges between education and the wider community.  

− Providing better national planning and support services.  

− Implementing evidence-based policies.”  

 

Later on the Government states “It is vital we invest in our Higher and Further Education 

sectors so we can continue to tackle inequality based on race, gender, and socio-economic 

background.” (p97)  

While on pages 98-99, under the heading Further Education and Community Education 

Sectors, amongst other things it is very welcome that the Government says they will:  

- Recognise the role of community education and its vital role in our communities by 

supporting its schemes and initiatives post COVID-19.  

- Enhance back-to-work schemes and initiatives to assist in upskilling those who are seeking 

new employment opportunities after the crisis.  

- Develop a comprehensive Green Further Education and Skills Development Plan, ensuring 

that learners are equipped with the environmental awareness and green skills that can drive 

future change.  

- Utilise the Human Capital initiative to deliver a wide range of education and training 

programmes for jobseekers, to support economic recovery and green skills development.  

- Develop and implement a standardised system of accreditation of prior learning taking 

account of previous education, skills, work experience and engagement in society.  

- Review the Back to Education Allowance to ensure it is able to support those unemployed 

as a result of COVID-19 to access education and training.  

- Expand Springboard throughout Further and Higher Education, offering upskilling in areas 

of skills shortages to those who want to upskill, to those who are re-entering the workforce 

or to those who have been made redundant.  
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IN SUMMARY  

Equality, human rights and social inclusion principles and practice must be an integral part 

of the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science first 

Statement of Strategy. It will be essential that the work the Department oversees 

demonstrates a belief in the potential and capacity of the person; supports people to make 

informed choices; works with them to make such choices; works in partnership with other 

relevant organisations; actively promotes equality and social inclusion; and strives to meet 

Public Sector Duty obligations.  

To give practical effect to this it will be essential to:  

− Provide good career and educational guidance to support people to access the most 

appropriate course.  

− Ensure there is good sign posting within and across the system so people of working age 

know where they can go to get the most appropriate supports and provision.  

− Run clear information campaigns on what is available, who is running what, and where 

people can access the most appropriate provision.  

− Acknowledge the cost of participation in education and training and support adult learners 

to meet these costs to facilitate their participation.  

− Properly resource learning that focuses on personal and community development and 

presents learners with opportunities to address issues in their own lives.  

− In planning for the increased digitalisation of work, ensure that unemployed people and 

vulnerable workers are supported to adapt and enhance their digital skills.  

− Support the community and voluntary sector, an important entry point for people more 

distanced from the labour market, to play its part in meeting training needs and providing 

lifelong learning opportunities.  

 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME AND CONSIDERATION 

 
1 To be classified as unemployed a person must answer ‘yes’ to two questions: (i) that they have been actively seeking work over the past 
four weeks; and (ii) that they are available to take up work over the next two weeks.   
2Available at https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/br/b-lfs/labourmarketinsightbulletinseries3q32020/v  
3 Available at https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-
eda/educationalattainmentthematicreport2020/introductionandsummaryofresults/  
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4 Technically speaking many people on a Pandemic Unemployment Payment do not meet the ILO definition of unemployment, many of 
them are waiting for their previous employment to re-open, so in the unadjusted figures they are deemed ‘inactive’ or ‘unavailable for 
work’.   
5 Available at https://www.esri.ie/system/files/media/file-uploads/2015-11/RS47.pdf  
6 The ESRI report notes “the main objective of the BTEA scheme is to raise the education and skill levels of unemployed individuals in order 
to help them to progress from unemployment into employment.”   
7 Available at https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Statistics/Key-Statistics/education-indicators-for-ireland.pdf  
8 Available at https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/64d0718c9e/solas_fet_strategy_web.pdf   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Irish Refugee Council 

Charlotte Byrne 
Education Officer 

Context  

The following views expressed are based on our experience of working with, representing 

and advocating for people who are seeking international protection/asylum in Ireland and 

those who have received permission to remain, subsidiary protection or refugee status.  

We also appreciate that to remove some of these barriers to education, other departments 

need to be involved.  

Q1. How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the of the Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be 

enhanced?  

(a) Access to QQI Levels 5 & 6  

Currently, protection applicants with work permits can access QQI Levels 5 & 6 through 

VTOS funding. However, there are many Colleges of Further Education (CFE) with no VTOS 

places and so as a result of geographic chance some people are unable to access QQI Levels 

5 & 6 if their local CFE has no VTOS places.  

To provide equitable access for all, we recommend that all protection applicants with 

work  permits be eligible for QQI Level 5 & 6 fee waivers where VTOS places are not 
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available. We are currently compiling a list of all CFEs with no VTOS funding. Examples of 

such colleges include:-  

- Drogheda Institute of Further Education which is close to Mosney Accommodation Centre  

- O’Fiaich Instutute of Further Education, Dundalk close to Carroll Village & Setanta  

- Marino College of Further Education, popular with Mosney residents & Newbridge  

 

(b) VTOS eligibility  

When a person receives Refugee Status / Subsidiary Protection / Permission to Remain, 

their Labour Market Access Permission becomes invalid immediately since they now can 

work without restrictions, however they also become ineligible for VTOS funding because 

the Daily Expense Allowance (DEA)(€38.10 paid weekly) is not recognised as an eligible 

social welfare payment toward the requisite six months.  

We recommend that the DEA is included as an eligible social welfare payment for VTOS.  

(c) Back To Education Allowance (BTEA)  

Until recently people who received their Refugee Status / Subsidiary Protection / Permission 

to Remain were unable to access BTEA. The reason was that the Daily Expense Allowance 

(DEA) was not considered an eligible social welfare payment when calculating the required 

nine month period on social welfare payments.  

We recommend that that the operating guidelines and relevant government websites are 

updated to include the DEA as an eligible payment to receive BTEA.  

(d) Student Support Scheme for post graduate education  

Some students come to Ireland with undergraduate degrees and in order to find work here 

they need to have an Irish degree as employers can be reluctant to accept degrees from 

overseas.  

As recently raised with the Minister, we recommend that post graduate funding is 

included from September 2021. 

Q2. What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate to 

meet those challenges?  

(a) Students with Permission to Remain under Exceptional Measures / Circumstances  
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Currently, people with permission to remain under exceptional measures/circumstances are 

not eligible for the SUSI grant. Although this barrier to education does not affect a large 

number of people, it is very distressing for those who have been given permission to 

remain, often due to having an Irish-born child, and who have been living in Ireland for 10+ 

years and now unable to progress their education.  

We recommend that students with the above Stamp 4 permission be included as eligible 

Stamp 4 for the SUSI grant.  

(b) Students who are in the process of trying to have a Deportation Order revoked  

We are aware of some families who received a Deportation Order (DO) almost two years 

ago, and while their solicitor seeks to have the DO revoked they are unable to continue their 

studies, either due to their Labour Market Access Permission expiring immediately or lack of 

access to state funding. They are also prevented from working during this time.  

We recommend that people be allowed to continue to study and/or work until their 

solicitor receives a full and final response to the revocation.  

(c) Students needing to move Centre to pursue their study  

Students occasionally need to move to another Direct Provision centre in order to be able to 

take up a college offer. Transfers based on educational needs are currently almost 

impossible to achieve resulting in students (in non-Covid times) spending a huge amount of 

time and money on travel.  

We recommend that transfers for education purposes be allowed and actively facilitated, 

thus removing this barrier to education. The Ombudsman is in agreement with us on this 

point.  

(d) Prior Learning  

There is a Catch 22 here that needs to be addressed. On the one hand people arrive in 

Ireland with a previous degree but no papers to prove it - because the student declares the 

degree (full/partial) they are not eligible for undergraduate funding. However because they 

cannot prove they have a degree they are ineligible to apply to postgraduate study or for 

work on the basis of their degree.  

We recommend that if Prior Learning cannot be proven, that the student be deemed 

eligible for funding for an undergraduate degree in Ireland. 
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Industry Research & Development Group (IRDG)  

Denis Hayes 
Managing Director 
 
The Industry Research & Development Group (IRDG) is a non-profit, industry-let, 

innovation network and representative group for companies and colleges engaged in 

research, development & innovation (RD&I). Founded in 1992, IRDG is an independent 

organisaiton funded by its members. 

 

IRDG is unique as the only business organisaiton in Ireland which is totally focused on 

business RD&I. Since its foundation, IRDG has grown to over 300 member organisaitons. 

Membership is evenly distributed between foreign direct investment and indigenous firms 

that range in size from start-ups to the largest companies in Ireland. A key differentiating 

factor of IRDG as an industry body is the diversity of membership from across all sectors of 

industry, including agriculture, construction, engineering, food & beverage, healthcare, 

ICT, medical deives, pharmceuticals, software, technology and utilities. Member 

companies vary from indigenous start-ups and SME’s to the third-level colleges, 

institutions and R&D centres. This unique combination makes for a very interesting and 

experienced network. 

 

IRDG’s mission is to facilitate the cooperation and collaboration between members to 

drive excellence in innovation within industry to creat growth, jobs and prosperity.  Our 

activity is organised around the 5 pillars of Representation, Funding & Support, Innovation 

Networking, Collaboration  and Learning.We are the respected voice of industry on RD&I 

matters and over the years the views of IRDG members have been invaluable in 

influencing and shaping the various RD&I policies and initiatives relevant to industry. 
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The creation of a new and separate Department of Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation and Science is one of the most significant developments in 

government policy in rennet times. We welcome the opportunity to input into the 

Department’s Statement of Strategy 2021-2023 and are happy to support the Department 

with its substantial remit. 

 

Innovation 2020 presented Ireland’s overarching vision to become a global innovation 

leader driving a strong, sustainable economy and a better society, with a focus on talent, 

excellence and impact. Previously led by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and 

Employment, Innovation 2020 and its successor will transfer to DFHERIS. IRDG member 

companies have made significant contributions to Ireland’s growing innovative status and 

economic growth. The apparent transition of innovation policy to DFHERIS raises 

uncertainty amongst industry about the administration of the national system of 

innovation. From an industry perspective a clear communication stragy will be required to 

understand the transfer of functions and the division of responsibilities between both 

departments and how that will impact policy initiatives relating industry RD&I in both the 

long and short term. 

 

We are experiencing a time of unprecedented change. Covid-19, Brexit, sustainability, the 

rapid pace of disruption and future skill needs are significant forces impating Irish 

industry’s ability to compete on a global stage. IRDG is responding to these challenges by 

helping members to innovate more effectively and efficiently through collaboration and 

building their network. This is a whole innovation ecosystem approach which requires a 

stronger collaborative culture across all the actors. It is crucial that we have continued co-

operation between industry and the further and higher education system. 
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The State has made significant investments in many R&D centres from Technology 

Gateways to Enterprise Ireland/ IDA Ireland Technology Centres to Science Foundation 

Ireland Centres. These are creating a critical mass of R&D capability in strategically 

important areas and providing opportunities for industry to engage with external R&D. 

This is a key policy approach to drive commercial innovation and continued development 

of this capability in areas such as digital transformation and sustainability will be 

essential. However, ensuring that this capability is easily accessible to firms of all sizes, 

especially SMEs remains an issue: 

 Most of these centres have industry co-funding targets as part of their operating 

budgets. This generates a tendency to focus on partnerships and collaboration 

with well-resourced, large companies rather than on scaling SMEs. A focus of 

DFHERIS should be to examine ways centres can devote resources to building 

innovative capacity in SMEs. 

 Within the R&D centre landscape there is a mix of researcher-led, industry-led and 

firm-led R&D activities. Innovation policy has an important role to play in raising 

SME productivity and current levels have been described as stagnant in the 2019 

OECD report on SME and Entrepreneurship Policy in Ireland. And appropriate 

balance must be struck across the basic- applied R&D spectrum, with a diverse 

range of funding models. 

 To facilitate easier access, coherence and coordination across all the centres is 

required to address overlap in activities and overlap in industry engagement with 

industry. 

The world of work is changing and so too are the requirements for a highly skilled, 

digitally literate workforce. To ensure the system can respond to industry skills needs the 

Department should build relationships with industry stakeholders such IRDG who can 

represent the voice of many industry sectors. IRDG was a member of the Steering Group 

of the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs (EGFSN) that produced the 2020 “Together for 

Design”report. IRDG is also leading on a recommended action from this report around 

design and education. This action will see the design community engage directly with 
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Higher Educaiton Institutions and Education Training Boards on the topic of strategic 

design so that it is included as module in non-design courses. We encourage DFHERIS to 

consider us as a strategic partner. 

 

 

Irish Research Staff Association 

Please see below the Irish Research Staff Association (IrishRSA) response to your two 

questions as well as additional views and supplementary reading/viewpoints that may aid 

the Department of Further and Higher Education, Innovation and Science in the 

development of the new strategy. 

Question 1: How well do the Department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be enhanced? 

IRSA Response: The Human Capital Initiative Pillar 3, Innovation and Agility was the final pillar 

released by the Minister this year. This pillar focuses on aligning innovation and agility with 

the national strategic objectives and the development of a future work force with the skills to 

benefit both economy and society. Ireland is the ‘Island of Talent’. With COVID-19 we have 

witnessed the importance of research on many levels and the excellence of our research staff. 

However, if we are to maintain excellence and retain our talent pool then funding must be 

provided to allow excellence to flourish. The current model of employment contracts for 

research staff fails to support the development of such research talent in a sustainable way. 

It should be a priority for the Department to create a policy that enables the sustainable 

development of career pathways for research staff. This would involve a reform to the current 

system of evaluating research and career progression, and ultimately how academic research 

careers are assessed. It is the view of IrishRSA that the government must provide the full 

spectrum of support if they are to truly demonstrate their appreciation for human capital in 

the research and innovation space. 
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In project Ireland 2040: National Development plan it states: “It will also draw on research 

and development activities in the Higher Education sector to develop new technologies on a 

commercial basis, which could potentially be ‘game-changers’ in terms of existing and new 

market opportunities.” 

Connecting in with the HORIZON Europe funding we believe that small focused initiatives 

such as entrepreneurship grants specific for research staff would be excellent career 

catalysts. Access to such grants would enable the development of talented research staff at 

the career stage in which they need them. Such grants would be available for individual 

postdoctoral researchers and research fellows both North and South of the border to allow 

them explore the feasibility of further developing new technologies/ideas. Grants of this 

nature would further foster innovation in third level institutes and would further align with 

the human capital initiative. These grants could be developed with Enterprise Ireland and 

could align with national strategic objectives.  

The question for the Department is: how can the department enhance research 

collaborations between higher education institutes (HEIs) and civic and economic actors? 

 

 

Question 2: What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus 

adequate to meet those challenges? 

 

IRSA Response: Research careers in HEI are currently characterised by precarity, with 

research staff generally being employed on fixed-term contracts tied to specific research 

grants. The high turnover of research staff within the HEI sector means that experience is 

often lost from this sector. Given that Ireland has a demonstrable track record for producing 

long-term research (e.g. The Irish Longitudinal Study on Ageing [https://tilda.tcd.ie] and the 

European Social Survey Ireland 

[https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/about/country/ireland/]), we should avoid 

precarity becoming part of policy. We do have concerns, for example, that the Researcher 
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Career Development and Employment Framework (https://www.iua.ie/for-

researchers/researcher-career-framework/) published recently by the Irish Universities 

Association seems to suggest that time limits need to be imposed on postdoctoral contracts. 

In order to inform any policy making decisions regarding research and innovation it is firstly 

important to develop an accurate method of data collection that is universal across all HEIs 

on the island of Ireland regarding the numbers of research staff. Data on gender, ethnicity, 

international/ national, level of seniority, contract type, contract duration. This data should 

be tracked over time and should include career outcomes of the researcher. The current 

data across HEIs is scant and largely inaccurate, meaning that the number of research staff 

currently employed in HEIs in Ireland is very unclear. The Department should liaise with the 

Higher Education Authority in order to determine what legislation is required for this type of 

data gathering. We wish to emphasise the importance of collecting this data on an ongoing 

basis, as given the high turnover of research staff in HEI’s, information can quickly become 

dated. 

Please see below supplementary reading that puts detailed context on the points we have 

made above. 

 

Supplementary Information: 

IrishRSA background context and additional submission information on the 

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 

Public Consultation on Statement of Strategy 2021 - 2023 

 

PhD holder numbers 

Between 2006 and 2016 Irish Central Statistics Office (CSO) data showed that the number of 

PhD holders in Ireland doubled, reaching 28,759 people. Doctoral enrolments rose from 5,156 

in 2006/07 to 8,225 in 2015. Data is available on the HEA website for the 10 years from 2008/9 

https://www.iua.ie/for-researchers/researcher-career-framework/
https://www.iua.ie/for-researchers/researcher-career-framework/


251 
 
 

 

to 2017/18 showing that there were 14,313 graduate researchers in that time frame. In 

contrast, the number of academic staff posts in Irish HEIs has increased by 686 (8%) totalling 

9686 between 2013 – 2017. It is clear that there is not sufficient capacity in the academic 

system to even partially absorb or offer opportunities to the numbers of PhD graduates 

exiting from HEIs. Adding further strain to the creaking system, Irish Government policy is 

targeting an increase in Masters and PhD enrolments in disciplines aligned to enterprise and 

other national needs by 29% up to 2020 (Irish Government Report, 2015) and also to increase 

the number of short-term funded postdoc positions by 30%. 

Postdoc numbers 

The Royal Irish Academy undertook a project in 2018 on “Scoping the current system of 

support for early career researchers in Ireland” 

https://www.ria.ie/sites/default/files/scoping_the_current_system_of_support_for_early_c

areer_researchers_in_ireland.pdf  

They noted the difficulty in determining the number of postdocs currently working in Ireland: 

“Despite extensive reach out by the Working Group, the study was not able to determine with 

certainty the exact population size of ECRs* in Ireland or Northern Ireland, the discipline 

spread of ECRs or male:female ratios. It is striking that even with the increased and welcomed 

set of national actions in support of ECRs it is not yet possible to determine the size of the 

relevant population. Ongoing efforts by the HEIs and funding agencies north, and south, to 

address this lacuna are to be welcomed.” 

* Early Career Researchers (ECRs) 

Widely varying estimates have been reported of how many research staff work in Irish HEI’s:  

The Higher Education System Performance First report 2014-2016 Volume II stated that there 

were 3,088 contract researchers working in all HEIs in 2011-2012.  

The 2019 HEA Higher Education System Performance, Institutional and Sectoral Profiles 

2016/17 report stated that there were 4,099 Contract Research Academic Staff in HEIs. 

https://www.ria.ie/sites/default/files/scoping_the_current_system_of_support_for_early_career_researchers_in_ireland.pdf
https://www.ria.ie/sites/default/files/scoping_the_current_system_of_support_for_early_career_researchers_in_ireland.pdf
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https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/10/Institutional-Profiles-2016-17.pdf  

A member of Parliament stated in June 2020 that there are 14,500 fixed term researchers in 

Ireland (3:05pm in this link: https://www.kildarestreet.com/debates/?id=2020-06-04a.55). 

The Athena Swan Charter has led to information being collected about research staff within 

HEI’s, that includes information such as gender, postdoc numbers per HEI, and level of 

seniority of research staff. However, we are not aware of any national-level collated data from 

this process being widely available. 

 

Cost of researcher training 

A conservative cost estimate of Irish Government funding for each degree, four year PhD and 

two years of postdoctoral research is €222,00064. There is also a large “opportunity cost” paid 

by the researcher in forgoing entering full-time industry employment upon completion of 

their PhD degree. In a recent study of postdocs in the States, Kahn and Ginther (2017) found 

that over a 15 year period ex-postdocs in industry earned a total of $239,970 (21%) less than 

PhD holders who directly entered industry. 

As highlighted by the authors 

The current system of postdoctoral training benefits the postdocs’ supervisors, 

mentors, their institutions, and funding agencies by providing them with highly 

educated labour willing to work long hours to produce cutting edge science at low cost 

 

Postdoc career progression 

The Royal Society (2010) highlighted that 3.5% of science PhD holders became permanent 

research staff with less than 0.5% going on to secure professorship. In the USA, the National 

Academies (2014) report found that only 15–20% of postdocs secure tenure-track academic 

                                                           
64 €5k*4 (4 year degree) + €18k*4 (4 year PhD salary) + €10k*4 (PhD consumables, travel) + €35k*2 (2 year 
postdoc) + €10k*2 (postdoc consumables/travel). Note this excludes all infrastructure and overheads costs and 
less tax paid while undertaking studies. 

https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/10/Institutional-Profiles-2016-17.pdf
https://www.kildarestreet.com/debates/?id=2020-06-04a.55
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posts. So, depending on the country and discipline, there is a 0.5-20% chance of securing a 

tenure track post. The remaining 80-99.5% of PhD graduates subsequently seek non-

academic jobs but have received little focused training in skills that are relevant to the wider 

job market. As highlighted below, >80% of researchers start their postdoc with the 

expectation that they will continue a career in academia as this was the path followed by the 

majority of their mentors. 

A postdoc is no longer a short-term contract prior to employment in a HEI, but is now a 

series of rolling temporary contracts (Fitzenberger and Schulze 2013). Bäker (2015) 

highlighted that moving to another university can have a negative effect on the postdoc’s 

social capital as they become disconnected from their former colleagues resulting in a short-

term dip in their research productivity. 

van der Weijden et al. (2016) discussed three questions related to future career prospects 

from a survey of 225 Dutch postdoc survey respondents. (1) What are the career trajectories, 

preparations, and prospects of postdocs? (2) What preparations are they making to advance 

their careers? (3) How are postdocs’ current work environments organised and how satisfied 

are they with these work environments? 

Comparable to other nationalities, 85% of the postdocs wanted to stay in academia or a 

research institute which relates to only 10% of them having attended a Dutch Postdoc Career 

Development Initiative course. Postdocs allocate very little time to developing skills that 

expand their career options beyond research. Focused and appropriate human resources 

management policies should be developed to support postdocs. The authors also recommend 

encouraging the formation of a more coherent postdoc community which can interact at the 

strategic level of HEIs and the roll-out of mentorship to postdocs.  

In a related study, Hayter and Parker (2019) studied the career motivations of 180 postdocs 

at five US Carnegie-classified Research I universities. They found that 86.6% of postdocs 

originally started their position so as to increase their chance of obtaining a tenure-track 

appointment. Subsequently, many realised and accepted that this would not be possible. 

They found that their principal investigators (PIs) were not helpful at directing postdocs 

towards non-academic careers, particularly as the PIs did not have the skills or required 
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networks to tap into. Often PIs would not allow postdocs to work on career development 

activities as it would distract them from their research responsibilities. Some of the 

universities offered an entrepreneurship support program to postdocs but this also faced 

opposition from faculty. However, increased exposure to entrepreneurship skill-sets could be 

a very useful avenue for postdocs to develop industry-relevant skills while in academia. 

Linked to the increase in postdoc positions, funding bodies are increasingly awarding grants 

for work aligned with an industrial outcome and, as such, the scientific work-plan is tightly 

defined, deadline driven and necessitates the hiring of postdocs who already have the 

required skills to deliver the prescribed outcomes which is referred to as projectification 

(Ylijoki 2016). Enhancing the postdoc’s scientific or career-development skill-set is not an aim 

of this funding. Nobel laureates and former Ivy League presidents warn that the resulting 

competition for posts is ‘suppressing the creativity, cooperation, risk-taking, and original 

thinking required to make fundamental discoveries’ (Alberts et al. 2014). 

 

Career Prospects 

Little institution-level or national data exist on the career outcomes of PhD-holders, and the 

information that does exist is almost completely lacking in detailed specifics. Even standard 

exit-interviews are not afforded to postdocs when they leave employment with most HEIs. 

Meaningful information is required for postdocs to be able to make informed decisions when 

evaluating career prospects. 

Postdocs are the backbone driving social and economic growth in European countries 

(Häyrinen-Alestalo and Peltola 2006) and make significant contributions to discoveries and 

innovations (Davis 2009). Although they play an important role in academic institutions, 

postdoc career trajectories are a black box due to three interrelated problems. (1) There is 

very limited knowledge on the demographics and numbers of postdoc researchers. (2) Often, 

postdocs are not recognised as a separate staff category within HEIs, therefore cannot avail 

of the same professional development and support as other staff. Postdocs also have minimal 
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if any representation on HEI decision making bodies. (3) Postdoc career prospects are 

shrouded in ambiguity while they remain on temporary contracts. 

 

Brief commentary on the contribution of researcher human capital to the Irish economy 

and the necessity for a progressive career framework 

There are three broad points we wish to make: 

(1) Hundreds of thousands of euros of public funding are required to educate a researcher to 

PhD level and undertake cutting edge research. This investment in human capital is 

continuously squandered by forcing research staff to leave academic research and seek to 

develop a new career in a different sector. One of the few positive outcomes of the COVID-

19 pandemic is that the public now have a broader appreciation of the importance of 

academic research and we believe that public opinion would be in favour of funding a fit-for-

purpose research ecosystem. 

(2) The Government’s Innovation 2020 strategy stresses the importance of academic research 

feeding into the wider economy and driving growth. The vision in this strategy is for Ireland 

to be a Global Innovation Leader driving a strong sustainable economy and a better society. 

The following quote from the Innovation 2020 strategy directly underlines the need for 

researcher careers: 

“The availability and quality of graduates is essential if we are to maintain our attractiveness 

as a location for investment and grow our reputation as a destination for a successful 

research career.” 

Action 3.10 (DES with DJEI and relevant stakeholders) of Innovation 2020 states: 

“Identify and tackle impediments to career progression and mobility of trained researchers 

and innovators in the publicly funded research system by developing a coherent national 

policy on structured progression for researchers.” 

The “National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030” states that “A clear career path should 

be established for researchers that develops their talents and rewards them appropriately.” 
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Also “In addition to all research-active staff normally participating fully in undergraduate 

teaching, researchers should, where possible, be afforded opportunities to participate in 

teaching such as laboratory supervision and tutorials.” 

(3) Ireland needs to attract the best global postdoc talent and retain Irish postdoc expertise. 

Approximately 5,000 of Ireland’s brightest minds working in academic research, feeding 

knowledge & IP into the Irish economy, are not afforded the opportunity to develop an 

academic research career in Ireland. Time, funding and other resources are invested in 

developing human capital, only for these skills to be lost by the HE sector. 

 

A career framework needs to adhere to the European Commission ‘HR Strategy for 

Researchers’ (HRS4R) framework, in particular the guiding principle below, so that it does not 

negatively impact on the ability of Irish researchers to apply for future Horizon Europe funding 

and to attract researcher talent. A framework that is not fit-for-purpose will also prevent Irish 

HEIs from attaining/maintaining a 'HR Excellence in Research Award'. 

Stability and permanence of employment 

Employers and/or funders should ensure that the performance of researchers is not 

undermined by instability of employment contracts, and should therefore commit 

themselves as far as possible to improving the stability of employment conditions for 

researchers, thus implementing and abiding by the principles and terms laid down in 

the EU Directive on Fixed-Term Work. 

It is also important to recognise that the European Commission clearly states that researchers 

are professionals and should be treated as such. Resulting from this, postdoctoral research 

should not be considering as “training”. 

We step back in time to the Conference of Heads of Irish Universities (2005) on “Building 

Research Careers: The Postdoctoral Experience” which recognised: 

that young researchers have an absolute right to work in a system which offers them 

the chance to have a human life – including house and mortgage, kids and nappies, 
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car and insurance – and offers them as good a chance of being able to finance them 

as anyone of the same age in the private sector. 

In the 15 years since this conference, research policies implemented nationally have achieved 

little to make this inspiring goal a near/medium-term reality. 

Solutions 

Research path 

A possible solution to enable postdoc human capital to continue contributing to academic 

research is for funding agencies and HEIs to put in place staff scientist positions, as advocated 

by Garrison et al. (2016), thereby creating alternative attractive career progression routes 

within academia. A recent report from the National Research Council (2014), for example, 

recommends raising the salaries of postdocs to “appropriately reflect their value and 

contribution to research”. These options may be controversial during a time of limited 

research funding but unless the career prospects for early career scientists are improved, we 

risk losing the talent that will be essential for our future progress in the biomedical sciences; 

indeed across all areas of research. 

Teaching path 

Many postdoctoral researchers consider research as the primary focus of their professional 

life. However, teaching is an important element of professional development, especially for 

those postdocs who aspire to faculty positions. It is feasible for postdocs to obtain relevant 

teaching experience without compromising research productivity. Possible solutions to 

address this include: the creation of specific programs to promote teaching among postdocs, 

involving mentored teaching-postdoc schemes, and universities offering certificated training 

on teaching skills. In promoting teaching excellence among postdocs, the Irish Higher 

Education sector is not only emphasizing both teaching and research career aspects of 

postdoctoral scholars but also promoting research-related skills likely to strengthen the 

learning quality of Irish universities. This teaching path should be a deliberate choice by 

postdocs and should not be compulsory. 
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Professional path 

Some research staff may segue into careers in research support within the HE sector. This can 

be a fulfilling career where, for example, someone who was previously working as a 

postdoctoral researcher can apply their skills to a new role where they assist researchers in 

developing research grants, HE research policies, as a lab manager, in the careers office, etc. 

Again, researchers should be supported in making these career changes, and these career 

changes should be a deliberate choice by research staff. 

Broader recommendations 

We recommend a number of actions for policy makers to consider when developing strategies 

to positively impact upon postdoc career progression. 

 Gather the data. All studies in the literature point to the shocking lack of data on 

postdoc numbers, salaries, career pipeline, employment outcomes, quality-of-life, etc. 

Use an internationally comparable taxonomy for gathering career outcome data. It is 

not possible to put corrective measures in place unless there is a clear picture of what 

is actually happening. 

 Once data is available ensure that potential PhD candidates and postdocs are aware 

of the findings and are fully informed as to their career options prior to commencing 

their research. 

 Do not increase PhD candidate and postdoc numbers prior to understanding where 

the researchers will go. Mobility should be a choice not a necessity due to insufficient 

numbers of jobs nationally. 

 Put in place staff scientist (i.e. core funded Research Professor) roles across HEIs to 

complement existing academic roles. From 2011-2017, staff scientists led 36% of all 

the federal grants awarded for research projects at the Broad Institute, 

complementing the work of academics and driving forward successful collaborative 

projects (Hyman, 2017). Also implement parallel career strands focused on teaching 

and professional roles. 
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 Setup Postdoc Career Development Academies in all HEI’s to inform and assist 

postdocs with planning for their future. Consider implementing such Academies at a 

National/EU level as the issues outlined are not specific to a particular HEI or research 

area. Offer training in complementary skills and ensure that postdocs are permitted 

and encouraged by supervisors to attend courses. 

 Semi-related is the need for each HEI to fund Researcher Associations, and encourage 

them to be formed where they are not already in place, to enable all postdocs in a HEI 

to connect in a collegiate manner as many postdocs feel isolate when solely focused 

on project work and to provide a voice for postdocs within the HEI. 

 Reverse the drive towards projectification of research funding. Basic research 

underpins all subsequent discoveries, enabling postdocs to develop wider skill sets 

and results in longer term socioeconomic benefits. 

 Postdocs should have equitable representations on all managerial bodies making 

decisions that affect their working environment, well-being and future career 

prospects. 

 As a near-term action, providing access for postdocs to HEI-based entrepreneurship 

programmes will help researchers to develop skills more aligned to industry-needs 

while also assisting many with their own research and linking HEI researchers with the 

Irish Government’s Innovation 2020 strategy. 
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Request for Submissions  

The Department of Further, Higher Education, Research, Innovation & Science (DFHERIS) has 

requested submissions from stakeholders as part of the preparation of its Strategy 

Statement 2021-2023 (the ‘Strategy’). The Irish Universities Association (IUA) makes this 

Submission on behalf of its member universities. Each of the universities will also make 

individual Submissions as part of this process.  

We have set out our Submission in the form of summary points on priority strategic issues 

for our members and for the sector generally. In doing so, we have also addressed the key 

questions raised in the Submission request, namely:  

1. How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be enhanced?  

2. What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate to 

meet those challenges?  
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Our Submission is framed under six main headings, the first two of which are over-arching 

sectoral priorities with the remaining four reflecting the policy priorities as set out by 

Minister Harris in autumn 2020.  

• Sustainable funding of higher education  

 

• Higher education legislative reform and governance  

 

• An Innovation Island  

 

• An Island of Talent  

 

• An International Island  

 

• An Island of Inclusion & Engagement  

 

The Strategy Statement should reflect the fact that higher education is not a uniform sector. 

It would benefit from including strategic priorities that reflect the evolution of the sector 

with a growing fourth-level as well as a third-level dimension.  

There is an opportunity for the new Department of FHERIS to lead a decisive shift in 

government policy on higher education and research and thereby underpin the competitive 

position of Ireland in respect of its talent and innovation base. This Strategy Statement by 

DFHERIS is crucial to deliver on the ambition and commitments outlined in the Programme 

for Government. It has the potential to shape the higher education and research landscape 

through the next decade and beyond. Our Submission seeks to support that ambition with 

the goal of delivering on the potential of our considerable national talent. 

 

STRATEGIC PRIORITIES 2021-2023  

Sustainable Funding of Higher Education  

1. In line with the pledge in the Programme for Government and the definitive commitment 

of Minister Harris, it is imperative that a sustainable model for the core funding of higher 
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education is put in place in 2021 and that the revised model is fully implemented within the 

lifetime of the DFHERIS strategy by 2023.  

 

2. The revised funding model must:  

a) Be sustainable through the next decade at least;  

b) Be fair and equitable with enhanced access opportunities for students from all 

backgrounds;  

c) Provide sufficient resources on a per student basis that underpins the provision of quality 

education and is comparable with pre-2009 or with EU / OECD average funding levels;  

d) Have the required levels of incremental funding, both current and capital, to cater for the 

known demographic bulge over the next decade and to keep pace with inflation;  

e) Be based on a funding model that caters for both full-time and part- time / lifelong 

learning.  

f) Ensure an appropriate balance between core and competitive funding and that the state 

contribution continues to be allocated as a block grant and thereby enables universities to 

operate in the most efficient manner possible.  

 

3. The balance in the funding model as between State funding, student contribution and 

other sources of funding should be clearly defined as part of the core Strategy with the 

appropriate levels of autonomy reflecting the funding balance.  

 

Legislative Reform and Governance  

4. The revisions of the legislation governing the HEA and related legislative provisions should 

be completed in 2021 and enacted no later than 2022. The revised legislation should 

provide for a more flexible and agile operating structure with an improved capacity to 

respond to the needs of the economy and society generally.  

 

5. The new legislation should ensure that the responsibilities of the Department and the 

HEA are clearly defined and delineated and that the HEA is empowered to provide the 
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necessary oversight of the sector. The revised structures should be based on an evidence-

based model of responsibility and accountability. Universities should be enabled to maintain 

the levels of autonomy and independence to maximise their agility and responsiveness to 

the rapidly changing talent and innovation needs of the country.  

 

6. Restrictive measures such as the overly-centralised control of staff in universities under 

the Employment Control Framework should be replaced with a model based on delegated 

sanctions to enable universities to manage their own affairs within agreed budgetary 

parameters. Empowering universities to take their own decisions in an agile manner and 

implement them while remaining fully accountable for State funding is of critical 

importance.  

 

7. Accountability for State funding is best provided through robust governance structures 

with authority and decision-making as close as possible to the point of service delivery. The 

governance of universities must remain the responsibility of the universities themselves. 

The new legislation should provide for smaller Governing Authorities which are 

competency-based and have an increased external membership in line with best 

governance practice.  

 

An Innovation Island – Building Ireland’s Research Capacity  

8. Ireland’s research capacity must be significantly expanded. Investment in research, based 

on GBARD1, should be increased from the current 0.9% to the EU average of 1.4% over the 

lifetime of the next National Research & Innovation Strategy (to 2027) with a target to reach 

at least 1.2% in the timeframe of the DFHERIS Strategy, i.e., by 2023. There must be a re-

balancing of research spending as between discovery or foundational research and applied 

research. This is essential in order to underpin the innovation capacity and development of 

human capital.  

 

9. Government Budget Allocation for Research and Development  
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The development of a new National Research & Innovation Strategy to succeed Innovation 

2020 is a key priority. This should include a review of research funding and governance 

structures. COVID-19 has demonstrated the value of evidence-driven insights and 

knowledge into policy development across Government.  

 

10. The Strategy should provide for the creation of a National Research Advisory Group / 

Office, indpendent of research funders, to ensure that government policies and decisions 

are informed by the best scientific evidence.  

 

11. Investment to increase the output of PhD graduates must be prioritised with an increase 

of at least 5% per annum in order to provide the essential ingredients for our future 

research capacity. Stipends for PhD students should be aligned across all funding agencies 

and increased on a phased basis over the three years of the Strategy to make up for the 

minimal increases in stipends over the last decade.  

 

12. The Researcher Career Development and Employment Framework, endorsed in 2019 by 

the I2020 Steering Group, should be implemented across the higher education sector during 

the lifetime of the Strategy with the appropriate supports and investment provided.  

 

An Island of Talent – Building our Knowledge Base  

13. Excellence in research-led teaching and learning is at the heart of the university mission. 

The DFHERIS Strategy must support the universities’ ambition to provide active, engaged 

and enquiry-based student learning. The Strategy should reflect and respect the diversity of 

disciplines so that all aspects of economic and societal development are supported. Social 

progress must be prioritised alongside economic growth.  

 

14. The Strategy Statement should reflect the dynamic features of learning modes and 

support the development of digital and blended learning as part of a student-centred 

approach.  
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15. The clusters that form the basis of the most dynamic parts of the Irish economy – bio-

pharma, med-tech, ICT, life sciences – are populated with talent that has been nurtured by 

the universities / higher education system. The Strategy must support the continued supply 

of that talent pool with high-end skills to enable further cluster growth in the areas of 

artificial intelligence, robotics, data analytics and storage etc.  

 

16. Policy development and funding supports are required for the rapidly changing and 

more flexible forms of learning. This is especially critical in the post-COVID period with an 

increased demand for re-skilling and up-skilling. Policies and structures should reflect the 

expansion in provision of CPD and innovations such as micro-credentials.  

 

17. The Departmental Strategy must maintain a central focus on the student and 

scholarship. It is essential that the appropriate policy instruments and funding is provided to 

underpin the physical and mental well-being of students.  

 

An International Island of Education and Research  

18. The strategic value of international education to Ireland must be recognised in the new 

Department’s Strategy. International students generate of the order of €0.5 billion per 

annum in export earnings to the Irish economy. This outstrips some long-established 

traditional sectors. The revised International Strategy must set and support an ambition for 

Ireland to be a leader in Europe on international education. The Strategy should also 

provide for sustained support for the European Universities Initiative.  

 

19. The international strategy must include a renewed drive to promote Irish third-level 

education abroad. This requires a re-imagining and significant upscaling of the promotional 

efforts. This should be done in partnership with universities and other colleges. The strategy 

should also encompass the promotion of Irish research collaboration and the pro-active 

development of international networks along with Horizon Europe participation.  
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20. A focused strategy is required to increase the outward mobility of Irish third-level 

students. This should be based on achieving a target for outward mobility of 20% of the 

student population by 2025. The interruption of mobility as a result of COVID brings an 

added priority to this issue. Erasmus is undoubtedly one of the major successes of EU 

education policy. We must build on that success by expanding its reach.  

 

21. In tandem with the expansion of international education, the Strategy should include 

improvements to the visa and regulatory regime for students and researchers. Much 

positive work has been done in this regard in recent years but it requires constant re-

evaluation in the context of dynamic geo-political relationships and competition for 

international students. The opportunity to work in Ireland after graduation (via the Third 

Level Graduate Programme – Stamp 1G) is a key motivating factor for international students 

to choose Irish HEI’s. Increased permission for high quality international graduates would 

give Irish universities a competitive edge and benefit the Irish economy  

 

An Island of Inclusion and Engagement  

22. The substantial progress in almost doubling access rates for disabled and socially-

disadvantaged students over the last decade through the DARE and HEAR schemes must be 

built on. Policies and funding must be based on the principle of ‘equal access for all’. 

Targeted measures are required, not just at the point of access, but through the second and 

first level systems. Improved pathways for access from further education should also be 

provided.  

 

23. The proposed revamp of the SUSI scheme is welcome and should be advanced within 

the first year of the Strategy. The revision of the scheme should include factors such as 

varying levels of cost of living in different locations as well as the income thresholds for 

entrants.  

 

24. The positive engagement of the public with the research system during the COVID 

pandemic provides clear evidence of how advanced research can engage meaningfully with 
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real-life problems. The Department’s Strategy should seek to build on this by similar 

engagements across a range of areas such as housing supply, emissions, and mental health. 

The Department should build a sector-wide approach to engage the public with critical 

research activities and to work with the sector to agree appropriate impact measurements 

of such research.  

 

25. The Strategy should develop and expand the range of initiatives to promote equality and 

diversity in the sector. This includes a set of pro-active policies and measures to support 

universities to progress inclusion and diversity on gender, race, sexuality, or other grounds.  

 

1 Government Budget Allocation for Research and Development   

 

Johnson & Johnson Campus Ireland 

 

Peter O’Mahony 

Government Affairs Policy Lead 
 

1. Introduction  

1.1 Overview of the Johnson & Johnson Family of Companies in Ireland  

The Johnson & Johnson Family of Companies is the world’s most comprehensive and 

broadly based manufacturer of healthcare products, as well as a provider of related services 

for the consumer health, pharmaceutical and medical device markets. The Johnson & 

Johnson Family of Companies has more than 265 operating companies in more than 60 

countries, employing approximately 126,500 people.  

The Johnson & Johnson Family of Companies employs more than 5,000 highly skilled and 

motivated people across our ten facilities in Ireland, including our four main manufacturing 

facilities – DePuy Synthes, Janssen Sciences, Janssen Pharmaceuticals and Johnson & 

Johnson Vision. These employees support the company’s pharmaceutical, medical device 

and consumer health businesses through research and development, engineering, 

manufacturing, quality, sales and marketing, commercial and IT roles, to name a few. 
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1.2 Public Consultation on Statement of Strategy 2021 - 2023 

The Johnson & Johnson Family of Companies in Ireland welcomes the opportunity to 

respond to the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science public consultation to help shape the strategic direction of the department and to 

provide feedback as to how our company feels it can best deliver on its remit. We recognise 

the opportunity presented by the establishment of this department and view it as an 

important partner for Johnson & Johnson. We look forward to collaborating and supporting 

the department in the delivery of its strategic objectives.  

The policy areas that Johnson & Johnson would like to see reflected in the Statement of 

Strategy 2021-2023 are very much aligned with the priorities of the new department as 

outlined by Minister Harris: funding for higher education, reform of the apprenticeship 

model, setting up a new research infrastructure in Ireland and engaging more at an 

international, European level on research. Furthermore, we note the speech previously 

given by Minister Harris to the Irish Universities Associations where he noted the ambition 

that Ireland become an “Innovation Island”. We share a similar vision for our Johnson & 

Johnson operations in Ireland so we look forward to discussing commonalities in our 

ambitions and identifying areas of opportunity to collaborate further with the department. 

 

2. Research, Development & Innovation (RDI) 

2.1 Background 

RDI is a core pillar of our Johnson & Johnson Campus Strategy in Ireland and we have built 

significant R&D capabilities throughout our medical devices and pharmaceutical sites. 

Through our Campus Ireland R&D Taskforce, we are focused on maximising our R&D 

footprint and building our cross-sector R&D collaborations, in addition to ensuring that 

Johnson & Johnson’s expertise and successes in R&D are both recognized and amplified 

through Government and external engagements and partnerships.  

We are aware that Ireland is ranked 9th in the European Union in terms of its overall 

innovation performance, however, when we compare to some of the innovation leaders 
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throughout Europe such as the Netherlands or Sweden, we are significantly lagging behind 

when it comes to overall investment in research and innovation. Furthermore, when we 

evaluate Ireland against other EU countries, we often see greater investment in enhancing 

further R&D capabilities for Johnson & Johnson in those countries. Therefore, for Ireland to 

become one of the top innovation leaders in the EU, Johnson & Johnson would like the 

Government to focus on the areas pertaining to RDI as outlined below.  

 

2.2 Increased Investment in RDI 

Government must prioritise increased investment in research, development, and innovation 

to address the current deficit in public investment by closing the gap between current 

investment levels and the stated 2.5% as a percentage of GNP goal. This, in turn, will help 

the Government realise Ireland’s ambition of becoming a global innovation leader and make 

Ireland more attractive for RDI investment from multi-national enterprises.  

 

2.3 Ireland’s Industry 4.0 Strategy 2020-2025  

We welcomed the publication of Ireland’s Industry 4.0 Strategy 2020-2025 by the 

Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment in December 2019 and noted this 

strategy outlines that manufacturing is a central pillar of our economy in sectors, including 

pharmaceuticals. To achieve the vision set out as part of this strategy, Johnson & Johnson 

would like to reiterate the need for continued significant investments in Industry 4.0 

technologies through research centres such as the recently opened CONFIRM digital 

headquarters in UL, the Irish Manufacturing Research (IMR) centre & the National Advanced 

Manufacturing Centre (AMC).  

 

2.4 Importance of a Successor Strategy to Innovation 2020  

As part of the consultation process for the Innovation 2020 successor strategy, we note that 

Minister Harris outlined that he will work with enterprise agencies and industry groups, as 

well as the higher education institutions, to assess the future demand for research 

graduates to ensure we are prepared for the challenges ahead. We anticipate this new 

strategy will prioritise investing in RDI as key to addressing economic and social challenges 
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such as climate change, digitalisation, and public health. Minister Harris has also outlined 

that the strategy will focus on addressing the cross-cutting issues that are essential for 

maintaining a well-functioning, fit for purpose RDI system capable of addressing these 

challenges. 

Johnson & Johnson views this successor strategy as being critical to assist Ireland in 

becoming an innovation leader within the EU and to support industry specific challenges 

with respect to Industry 4.0 and digitisation of global manufacturing supply chains. 

Therefore, we would like to see the below points reflected in the successor strategy:  

(i) We would encourage a clear Government policy on funding for RDI, including dedicated 

contact points, support for start-up initiatives, and “innovation incubators”.  

(ii) This strategy should be focused on removing obstacles to RDI like expensive patenting, 

slow standard – setting and skills shortages.  

(iii) We would like to see this strategy focused on transformations in public and private 

sector collaboration, through partnerships between Government and business, regional 

authorities, and large enterprise offices, such as those of Johnson & Johnson.  

(iv) Intellectual Property (IP) has frequently presented obstacles to the types of research 

collaborations that companies can enter to avail of co-funded opportunities with third level 

institutes. Therefore, we would welcome policy improvements in the area of IP to help 

overcome these obstacles impacting research collaborations.  

(v) Many of our national RDI supports do not provide sufficient incentives for companies 

working together on R&D, in that, usually one company leads while the work of the other 

company is categorised as consultancy which is not well rewarded. DTIF proves to be an 

effective scheme that addresses this but having a single call is not flexible enough. 

Therefore, we feel that with Ireland’s scale, it could be possible to run multiple calls 

knowing that they won’t be over scribed due to the finite pool of applicants. This, in turn, 

would provide better support and incentive for collaborations.  

 

2.5 Artificial Intelligence (AI)  

Johnson & Johnson notes the recent publication of McKinsey’s report titled ‘How nine 

digital frontrunners can lead on AI in Europe’ which ranks Ireland as 15th on the overall AI 
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Readiness Index. We feel that Ireland has a strong ability to adopt and innovate AI solutions 

within the life sciences manufacturing industry given the scale of associated manufacturing 

in Ireland. However, we are also aware that areas for development exist in terms of 

technology adoption, innovation, and AI policy environment.  

 

As a member of IBEC’s Artificial Intelligence industry working group, Johnson & Johnson 

would like to provide the following views relating to AI in Ireland:  

(i) There is a need to publish more research in terms of identifying and promoting the 

linkage between AI and productivity to improve the understanding of the possibilities across 

different business sectors which in turn would encourage increased AI adoption.  

(ii) Furthermore, Ireland may have an over-instrumented research environment with 

complex research centres driven by incentives to work in ways which may not be aligned 

with industry AI needs. Ireland has a relatively high number of AI firms but fewer high value 

companies in this area so AI research should be balanced between primary research and 

research that will benefit industry to improve productivity.  

(iii) There is a need to promote a governance and regulatory framework that will support 

innovation and give Ireland a competitive edge in leveraging AI technologies.  

(iv) We feel that AI policy is fragmented across several departments in Government and 

would like to better understand the responsibilities of this department in the National AI 

strategy and digital policy, including how AI related RDI policy will link in with the overall 

National AI framework.  

At the time of writing, industry awaits publication of the National AI Strategy. While we 

appreciate that the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment leads the 

development of this strategy, it is critical that there is an integrated whole-of-government 

approach which will ensure our research centres, businesses and the public sector exploit AI 

technologies to secure greater levels of productivity and wellbeing.  

 

2.6 European RDI Strategies  

Johnson & Johnson acknowledges progress made in Ireland reaching the milestone of 

winning over €1 billion to date under Horizon 2020. We would ask that this progress is 
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maintained and built on further with the launch of the next RDI framework programme, 

Horizon Europe in 2021.  

 

2.7 Clinical Trials  

Johnson & Johnson welcomes the establishment of the National Office for Research Ethics 

Committees (REC) by the Department of Health in March of 2020 and notes that the 

General Scheme of the National Research Ethics Committees Bill was approved by 

Government in 2019. We feel structural reforms of the research ethics committees are 

crucial to position Ireland as being more attractive for international health research and to 

ensure that the necessary actions are taken in the areas of clinical trials of medicinal 

products for human use and clinical investigations of medical devices. We look forward to 

seeing the implementation of actions planned for early 2021 associated with this General 

Scheme to ensure that clinical trials and clinical investigations National RECs are successful.  

When we look at clinical trial infrastructure in Ireland, we see that Ireland is not as strong a 

location for trials in comparison to similar-sized countries such as Denmark. Yet, we know 

that a strong clinical trials infrastructure often gives patients access to life-saving trials. 

Therefore, as part of the Clinical Research Executive Group within the Irish Pharmaceutical 

Healthcare Association (IPHA), Johnson & Johnson would like to provide the below 

recommendations to Government to make Ireland more attractive for pharmaceutical 

clinical trial research:  

(i) Assess how start up activities can be more streamlined:  

- Adopting an Ireland-wide standard site contract (The Clinical Trial Agreement).  

- Protected research time for clinicians and hospital staff.  

- Understand how we can shorten the timeline from contract signature to site green light.  

(ii) Provide realistic targets that are achievable and can be relied upon:  

- Meeting a lower target is better than partially meeting a higher target.  

(iii) Be consistent in our approach to clinical research across all institutions:  

- Empower a central body to drive performance and ensure accountability.  

- Facilitate sharing best practice across sites.  

(iv) Acquire more data to show our competitiveness with other countries:  
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- As an industry, we need to provide CT metrics to CREG to build on this initial baseline 

research.  

- As an industry, we need to consistently produce good quality documents for Regulatory 

Bodies and Ethics Committees.  

- Be more transparent around expectations - both from an industry and site perspective.  

Finally, we would welcome a discussion with the Minister on how the EU Medical Device 

Regulation (MDR) could present an opportunity for Ireland to create a new trial 

infrastructure and supports to help innovators and companies to launch new products into 

the EU and beyond. If Ireland has ambitions of positioning itself as a European Innovation 

Hub, we believe that there is more work to be done on patient registries and additional 

funding provided to the Health Review Board’s clinical trial network. 

3. Education & Talent  

A key pillar of Ireland’s success in being a destination of choice for foreign direct investment 

is the country’s well-educated workforce. Johnson & Johnson recognises that the Irish 

education system is amongst the best in the world and ranks in the top 10 globally as an 

education system that meets the needs of a competitive economy. Therefore, for our 

businesses in Ireland to continue their success, it is crucial that the Irish market has a steady 

supply of well-qualified workers to match the diverse skill set needs that are required 

throughout our vast operations in Ireland, including highly skilled scientists and technicians, 

as well as a traditional manufacturing workforce.  

To ensure that Ireland remains a destination of choice for foreign direct investment and to 

ensure the continued success of our life sciences industry, Johnson & Johnson would like 

Government to continue focusing on the areas outlined below:  

(i) Ensure continued investment in the education sector across all levels.  

(ii) We were delighted when Minister Harris recently announced that our Johnson & 

Johnson Vision site in Limerick was awarded the 2020 Generation Apprenticeship ‘Large 

Business’ Employer of the year. Our apprenticeship program has become a key platform for 

talent onboarding so we would request for continued focus from Government on the 

publication of the Government’s Action Plan on Apprenticeships in early 2021 and are also 

available to work with Government to help maintain and improve action in this area.  
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(iii) We feel it is also crucial that curricula are reflective of the work environment that 

students will transition into in the life sciences industry. In the past, Johnson & Johnson has 

partnered with Universities in shaping the curricula and we feel that it is important from a 

policy perspective that connectivity between academia and industry continues to 

strengthen to ensure that students continue developing the necessary industry skillsets 

once qualified.  

(iv) Although the Future Jobs Ireland programme resides within the Department of 

Enterprise, Trade & Employment, we welcome the commitment in this strategy to 

strengthening the pipeline of talent in scientific research through the launch of the SFI 

Frontiers for the Future programme. Johnson & Johnson would like to see even more focus 

on the life sciences sector in Government messaging on this initiative as we feel there is 

currently a disproportionate focus on IT jobs. 

4. Women in STEM  

Johnson & Johnson is concerned about the lower levels of females taking up STEM subjects 

in higher education, combined with the similarly low levels choosing to make a career in the 

field. We recognise that Ireland has the lowest percentage of women graduates in 

engineering, manufacturing, and construction in the EU.  

Therefore, while noting the STEM Education Policy Statement 2017–2026 and Ireland’s aim 

to have the best education and training service in Europe, we would like to provide the 

following views relating to STEM education:  

(i) The Government must provide the most effective and engaging teaching, and best 

learning and assessment environments for STEM education at all levels, while increasing the 

numbers of females in STEM.  

(ii) We would like to see more emphasis from the Government on the need to attract a 

greater percentage of females into STEM subjects at school level while ensuring that they 

engage in STEM courses at higher or further education also.  

Johnson & Johnson would like to gain in-depth insight and awareness of the priorities and 

aspirations of government policy in this area, as we believe we could leverage many aspects 

of our globally active WISTEM2D programme.  
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As a leading healthcare company, we are taking ground-breaking action that drives positive 

change for women of all ages in the STEM2D ecosystem around the world. Our WISTEM2D 

programme focuses on girls of school going age, female STEM undergraduates (in U.L. and 

U.C.C.) and professional women working in STEM, with the overall aim of increasing the 

profile of current women in STEM who can act as role models for younger generations. 

Through a series of outreach events, existing collaborations with universities and key 

stakeholders working in the area, Johnson & Johnson seeks to raise more awareness of the 

issue and to encourage younger women to pursue careers in STEM fields. We are eager to 

collaborate with and support the Government’s ambitions to ensure the strong 

implementation of a STEM policy in Ireland.  

Furthermore, we would like to collaborate and discuss with Government ways to combat 

key barriers in post-primary education for women in STEM, as outlined in the STEM – 

Education in the Irish School System report. Examples of such include negative stereotypes 

that STEM subjects are more suitable for boys; the fact that parents are main influencers 

when it comes to advising daughters on career paths but lack information about STEM; 

fragmented information about STEM careers being available; the disconnect between 

industry’s skills needs and Leaving Certificate subject choices. 

5. Diversity & Inclusion  

Inclusion at Johnson & Johnson is about creating a deep sense of belonging. It’s about a 

culture where our people are valued, their ideas are heard, and we advance this culture for 

everyone. Our Johnson & Johnson Campus Ireland Diversity & Inclusion Council includes 

representatives from each of our 10 sites and Employee Resource Groups (ERG) who strive 

to create this culture for all our colleagues. We focus on supporting an inclusive work 

environment for LGBTQ+, women’s leadership, and diverse abilities to name a few. We note 

that Minister Harris has spoken comprehensively about the importance of diversity and 

inclusion in his current and past ministries and were happy to see the launch of the National 

Further Education and Training Strategy by Minister Harris in July 2020.  

 
At Johnson & Johnson, we strive to ensure that Ireland remains a welcoming, open and 

diverse country for all of our people and have acquired a significant amount of experience in 
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the promotion of diversity & inclusion and wellbeing initiatives in the workplace. In addition 

to our existing collaborations with various schools and universities across the country, we 

would welcome the opportunity to discuss with the Minister ways that we could engage 

further with this department to support achieving its diversity & inclusion ambitions. 

6. Conclusion  

We again welcome the establishment of this department within Government and the 

opportunity to respond to this consultation to help shape to future strategy of this 

department. We look forward to an opportunity in the future to discuss these points further 

with Minister Harris. 

 

Labour Youth 

 

Department of Higher Education Submissions - Labour Youth 

With significant setbacks to this year’s Third-Level institutions operating as usual, it is 

evident that wide-reaching and durable reforms are necessary to tackle structural issues 

with the access to and provision of, Third Level Education. 

This borne in mind, the Policy and Education Unit of Labour Youth, in coordination and with 

the support of its National Youth Executive , make the following policy recommendations to 

Alternative Budget 2020. 

1. Extension of the SUSI Scheme 

In order to widen the student base eligible financially to access third level tuition under the 

current private scheme, the current SUSI scheme needs to be extended beyond the upper 

limits already in place. This would allow access to third level from those in the squeezed 

middle and those with complications such as parental separation that would usually 

preclude them from SUSI grants. 

2. Increased Third-Level Educational Facilities in Peripheral Areas 

Peripheral regions of Ireland such as the Midlands-Northwest and South-East regions are 

poorly served by level 7 & 8 institutions and many students from these regions are forced to 

pay exorbitant rental costs in urban areas. It would be a worthwhile investment from the 
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Department to seek an amalgamation of Institute of Technology (IT) campuses in the 

Midlands-Northwest and South-East to create 2 new universities, 

Technological Universities of Ireland (TUIs) that would be included in a system with the 

existent 

Technological University of Dublin (TUD). 

3. A United Applications System to Irish Universities 

In order to provide a nationwide, cohesive applications system on the island of Ireland, 

particularly with the looming threat of Brexit and the impact on border counties, a united 

system is needed. To achieve this, UCAS and CAO must be merged to create a more stable 

transition between secondary and tertiary education. 

4. The Creation of another Open University in Ireland 

In 1969, Labour Prime Minister Harold Wilson created the Open University in Britain as a 

means to give greater access to tertiary educational opportunities for students. Since then, 

this Open University has branched out to Ireland. However, to support this effort and meet 

demand, we call on the government to open a public open university in Ireland run by the 

Department. 

5. The Implementations of Measures towards a free, Public Third-Level Education System 

The primary focus of any Department of Higher Education should be a gradual and 

incremental move towards creating a one-tier state publicly-funded education system that 

is indiscriminate.It is imperative that the Department lay framework and make provisions 

for a universal higher education system and that Irish students are truly given a holistically 

free education from the ages of 4-24. 

 

 

Leargas 
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 Léargas welcomes the opportunity to make this submission to the Department of Further 

and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science as part of its public consultation to 

inform the Statement of Strategy 2021-2023.  

About Léargas  

We are the National Agency in Ireland for a number of European Union funding 

programmes, including Erasmus+ in the fields of Adult Education, School Education, 

Vocational Education and Training (VET) and Youth. We are also the National Agency for the 

European Solidarity Corps (ESC) volunteering programme. Both Erasmus+ and the ESC are 

strongly linked to, and centred on, European policy in the field of education and training, 

such as Europe 2020 and Education and Training 2020. Many synergies exist between these 

European policy frameworks and national policy in the field of education and training, 

including the promotion of social inclusion, equality of opportunity, quality teaching and 

learning, needs-based provision of FET and improving the standing of FET. In turn, 

Erasmus+ also directly connects to national policy and can act as an important tool in 

supporting the implementation of national policy priorities.  

For example:  

• Erasmus+ and the ESC prioritise projects focused on inclusion (National Skills Strategy 

2025, FET Strategy 2020)  

• The ESC provides opportunities for young people to take up volunteering opportunities, 

building their skills and competences (National Skills Strategy 2025, Pathways to Work, 

Action Plan for Jobs)  

• Erasmus+ projects provide an opportunity for those in the education system to exchange 

practice and experiences with peers that can contribute to improving quality of teaching 

and learning (National Skills Strategy 2025)  

• Erasmus+ projects can develop new and innovative ways to ensure that FET provision is 

meeting the needs of learners, employers, workers, and jobseekers (National Skills Strategy 

2025, FET Strategy 2020, Pathways to Work, Action Plan for Jobs).  

 

Since 2014 we have allocated more than €75 million in Erasmus+ funding alone to schools, 

youth groups, FET institutions, FET colleges, and community organisations across the 



279 
 
 

 

country. That funding made more than 1,200 projects possible, and supported more than 

65,000 people to train, work or volunteer abroad, or to develop new approaches to shared 

challenges. 

 

How policies can be enhanced  

Ample opportunity exists to bolster the implementation of national policy in the field of 

education and training in Ireland, by linking more explicitly to European programmes such 

as Erasmus+ and the European Solidarity Corps.  

 

For example, delivery of policy could be enhanced by mainstreaming a European dimension 

in the field of education and training. As outlined further below, staff mobilities (that is, job 

shadowing, teaching training assignments or undertaking courses) have the potential to 

positively impact the delivery of FET, incorporating expertise, knowledge and best practice 

from experts in other European countries. In addition, sharing best practices and promoting 

the use of new and innovative pedagogical methods and technologies through Erasmus+, 

supports the professional development of teachers, trainers, mentors and other staff 

involved in FET and as a result, enhances the experience of the learner.  

 

For learners in the field of vocational education and training specifically, the prospect of 

undertaking part of their education and training in another country can enhance the 

attractiveness of VET programmes and adds a valuable international dimension, enhancing 

vocational, as well as soft and transferable skills.  

 

Our research on Erasmus+ Vocational Educational and Training work placements, for 

example, has shown that even short-term experiences abroad can have a long-term impact 

on personal and professional development. In a study of 1,275 participants who had worked 

abroad, usually for only three weeks, 95% agreed or strongly agreed that they were better 

able to cooperate with people of different backgrounds and cultures; that they had better 

learned how to see the value of different cultures; and that they were more open-minded 

and curious as a result. For many VET learners, an Erasmus+ placement is their first 
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opportunity to work in their vocational area or to live independently away from home. As 

one learner put it, “What I will take from this experience is that it’s possible to work abroad, 

and I don’t have to be afraid of trying new things and experiencing the different cultures 

around the world.” (Leargas_Impact_Study_Erasmus_VET_Placements.pdf).  

 

A new Statement of Strategy 2021-2023 for the Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science provides an opportunity to specifically acknowledge the role played 

by these programmes and their positive impact on staff and learners. The Strategy should 

outline targets in promoting and increasing the uptake of European mobility and 

cooperation opportunities and reflect these in future policy initiatives. This has already been 

done in recent policies including the FET Strategy 2020, which specifically acknowledged 

Erasmus+ as a mechanism to facilitate an international dimension to work placement - thus 

recognising how programmes such as Erasmus+ can enhance national policy objectives.1 

Furthermore, Languages Connect - Ireland’s Strategy for Foreign Languages in Education 

(2017-2026) sets specific targets of increasing participation in Erasmus+ by 50% by 2026. 

The Statement of Strategy 2021-2023 creates the prospect of reaffirming and strengthening 

the commitment to European programmes such as Erasmus+ and the European Solidarity 

Corps.  

1Future FET: Transforming Learning, The National Further Education and Training (FET) Strategy, 5.1. 

<https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/64d0718c9e/solas_fet_strategy_web.pdf > (last accessed: 7 September 2020).   

 

EU Programmes 2021-2027  

 

The new seven-year cycle of EU programmes will begin in 2021. This is an exciting time, with 

significant expansion in the ambition and funding proposed in the legal base. Key priorities 

for both Erasmus+ and the ESC include:  

• Inclusion and Diversity  

• Digital Transformations  

• Participation in Democratic Life  

• Sustainability, Environmental and Climate Goals.  
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With specific regard to Inclusion, both programmes seek to promote equal opportunities 

and access, and ensure diversity and fairness across all its actions in the education, training 

and youth sectors. An Inclusion and Diversity Strategy covering all programme fields aims to 

open up easier access to funding for a wider range of organisations, and to better reach out 

to more participants with fewer opportunities. This Strategy aims to help address the 

barriers that different target groups may face in accessing such opportunities within Europe 

and beyond. At national level, a dedicated Inclusion and Diversity Officer works with Léargas 

to promote and implement this priority.  

 

 

Erasmus+ Overview  

There will be a sizeable increase in funding and new opportunities will be available under 

the 2021-2027 Erasmus+ programme including:  

• Small-scale partnerships, enabling involvement of smaller organisations in joint strategic 

projects  

• Cooperation Partnership projects, to share best practice and innovation between 

European organisations  

• Virtual and blended mobility experiences, complemented by physical mobility when 

international travel resumes  

• Youth participation projects to encourage dialogue between young people and policy 

makers  

• National volunteering projects  

• Grassroots Sports organisation exchange projects  

• More developed synergies with other European programmes such as Horizon Europe and 

ESF.  

 

Erasmus+ Structure: Mobility and Partnerships for Cooperation  
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Erasmus+ 2021-2027 will have two key strands, Mobility and Partnerships for Cooperation. 

Mobility projects enable organisations to send individuals, including young people, staff and 

learners, on periods of work, training, study or exchange abroad.  

Partnerships for Cooperation enable organisations to gain experience in international 

cooperation and to strengthen their capacities, but also to produce high-quality, innovative 

deliverables. Partnerships for Cooperation build on the ‘Strategic Partnerships’, also known 

as KA2 projects, of the 2014-2020 Erasmus+ programme. Two types of partnerships are 

offered under the new Erasmus+ programme for organisations to work, learn and grow 

together:  

Cooperation Partnerships: Aims  

• Increasing quality in the work, activities and practices of organisations, institutions or 

sectors involved, opening up to new actors, not naturally included within one sector  

• Building capacity of organisations to work transnationally and across sectors  

• Addressing common needs and priorities in the fields of education, training, youth and 

sport  

• Enabling transformation and change (at individual, organisational or sectoral level), 

leading to improvements and new approaches, in proportion to the context of each 

organisation.  

 

Small-scale Partnerships: Aims  

• Attracting and widening access for newcomers to the programme and small-scale actors – 

acting as a first step for organisations into cooperation at European level  

• Supporting the inclusion of target groups with fewer opportunities  

• Supporting active citizenship and bringing the European dimension to the local level.  

 

Both project types offer significant opportunities in the fields of Adult Education and 

Vocational Education and Training, as outlined in the next sections.  

 

Mobility Projects: Adult Education  
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Erasmus+ Adult Education seeks to reach those adults who are most removed from 

education, who may have left school early without completing formal education or who 

wish to return to education to upskill or reskill. Adult Education is described as general 

education, distinct from VET. Adult Education activities do not necessarily aim towards 

employment, but to be a pathway to further learning or training. Adult Education can take 

the form of formal, non-formal and informal learning and also seeks to address the issue of 

validation of this learning where appropriate. Policy priorities for Erasmus+ Adult Education, 

informed by the European Council Upskilling Pathways Recommendation 2016, directly 

reflect national policy concerns in terms of mitigating educational disadvantage as outlined 

in the recent FET Strategy by aiming to support through its actions:  

• Outreach, guidance and support measures for improved learning pathways for priority 

target groups  

• The provision of high quality learning opportunities tailored to diverse learning needs  

• The enhancement of literacy, numeracy and digital competences and wider key 

competences/life skills.  

• The development of approaches to skills assessment and validation of competencies 

gained through formal, non-formal and informal learning.  

 

Eligible participants for mobility projects include teachers, trainers, and all other non-

teaching experts and staff in Adult Education. Eligible non-teaching staff include staff 

working in Adult Education provision (management staff, international mobility officers, 

etc.) or in other organisations active in Adult Education, for example voluntary and 

community organisations. Staff can undertake:  

• Job-shadowing.  

• Teaching or training assignments.  

• Courses and training.  
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In December 2020, the European Commission announced that Adult Learners will also be 

able to avail of mobility opportunities under the new programme. This development has 

been widely welcomed as it will enable equal access by all learners to the opportunities 

offered by Erasmus+.  

 

Impact  

The current Erasmus+ programme (2014–2020) has supported over half of the ETBs across 

the country to access funding for the professional development of their staff through Adult 

Education mobility. Projects have complemented and supported Continuing Professional 

Development (CPD) plans for staff as required under the national FET Strategy. They have 

enabled ETBs to support quality in provision for adults with low basic skills, both in terms of 

learning and teaching in the classroom but also around motivation, guidance and support 

approaches needed for the learner access, engagement and progression pathways. 

Erasmus+ funding has also been used to address the professional development needs of 

community education practitioners both within and outside mainstream ETB provision. This 

is significant given the recognition of Community Education in the recent FET Strategy as a 

critical access point for adults who are most removed from these educational opportunities. 

The themes of these Erasmus+ projects reflect and respond to areas of concern within 

national policy including:  

• Application of new and emerging technologies in FET to enhance teaching and learning  

• Enhancing the competence and confidence of adult learning professionals in applying TEL 

and combining ICT with literacy learning  

• Supporting staff working with challenging groups and multilevel classrooms to develop 

transversal skills and motivation strategies in order to enhance the learning outcomes, 

participation and progression of learners.  

 

Project Example:  

City of Dublin Education and Training Board (CDETB) €5,235 | 12 months  

This project facilitated job shadowing in prison education centres and colleges in Italy, 

Germany and Belgium. Three teachers from the CDETB Educational Service to Prisons took 
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part and they were particularly interested in strategies employed by European colleagues to 

(a) enhance and expand the creative arts curriculum, (b) develop vocational learning 

opportunities for their students, and (c) encourage early school leavers to return to 

education.  

Mobility Projects: Vocational Education and Training  

Mobility projects support VET providers and other organisations active in the field of VET 

that want to organise learning mobility activities for VET learners and staff. The participating 

organisations should actively promote inclusion and diversity, environmental sustainability 

and digital education through their activities: by using the specific funding opportunities 

provided by the Programme for these purposes, by raising the consciousness of their 

participants, by sharing best practices, and by choosing appropriate design for their 

activities.  

VET staff can undertake:  

• Job-shadowing  

• Teaching or training assignments  

• Courses and training  

 

Eligible participants include teachers, trainers, and all other non-teaching experts and staff 

in vocational education and training. Eligible non-teaching staff includes staff working in VET 

providers (management staff, international mobility officers, etc.) or in other organisations 

active in vocational education and training (e.g. trainers in local partner companies, 

counsellors, policy coordinators in charge of vocational education and training, etc.).  

VET learners can undertake:  

• Short-term learning mobility: VET learners can spend a period abroad in the form of a 

study visit, traineeship or work placement hosted at a partner VET provider or a company. 

An individual learning programme must be defined for each participant. For participants 

with fewer opportunities, mobility can be organised with a minimum duration of 2 days, if 

justified.  
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• Long-term learning mobility (ErasmusPro): VET learners can spend a longer period abroad 

in the form of a traineeship, combined study period, or work placement hosted at a partner 

VET provider or a company. An individual learning programme must be defined for each 

participant.  

• Participation in Skills Competitions.  

 

Eligible participants include learners and apprentices in initial Vocational Education and 

Training (iVET) and in continuing Vocational Education and Training (cVET). Participants 

must be enrolled in an eligible iVET or cVET programme. Recent graduates (including former 

apprentices) of eligible iVET and cVET programmes are eligible to participate up to 12 

months after their graduation.  

Key objectives are:  

1. To increase the quality of iVET and cVET in Europe by:  

• Strengthening key competences and transversal skills, in particular language learning  

• Supporting the development of job specific skills needed in the current and future labour 

market  

• Sharing best practices and promoting the use of new and innovative pedagogical methods 

and technologies, and supporting the professional development of teachers, trainers, 

mentors and other staff in VET. • Building the capacity of VET providers to carry out high 

quality mobility projects, and their ability to form quality partnerships while developing 

their internationalisation strategy  

• Making mobility a realistic possibility for any learner in IVET and CVET, and increasing the 

average duration of mobility for VET learners to increase its quality and impact  

• Fostering the quality, transparency and recognition of learning outcomes of mobility 

periods abroad, especially by using European tools and instruments for this purpose.  

2. To contribute to the creation of the European Education Area by: 3. Strengthening the 

European dimension of teaching and learning by:  

• Promoting values of inclusion and diversity, tolerance, and democratic participation  

• Promoting knowledge about shared European heritage and richness in diversity  

• Supporting development of professional networks across Europe.  
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Outcomes  

In 2014, the first year of the Erasmus+ programme, Léargas allocated over €2.2 million to 16 

projects. By the last year of the programme in 2020, Léargas tripled the number of 

organisations involved in Erasmus+ VET projects and more than doubled the funding 

allocated in the sector. Through active and targeted outreach, the final allocation was over 

€5.5 million to 50 projects.  

Léargas has continued to meet and exceed targets for learner and staff mobilities. For 

example, the targets set for 2019 for VET were 1,200 learners and 250 staff. The final figures 

were 1,392 learners and 366 staff, exceeding the targets by 16% and 46% respectively. In 

2019 and 2020 we also had a full geographic spread, representing the efforts to target new 

applicants in all geographic areas.  

ErasmusPro mobilities – which last three months or longer - represented almost 29% of 

awarded learner mobilities in 2019. This is particularly positive given that the majority of 

VET courses in Ireland are one academic year in duration, thus generally more suited to 

shorter term mobilities.  

Project Example St. John’s Central College Cork Education and Training Board €151,457 | 

15 months  

This mobility project was open to all learners studying at QQI Levels 5 and 6. A significant 

percentage of students come from disadvantaged backgrounds including long-term 

unemployed, lone parents, early school leavers or other vulnerable groups. The project 

involved 61 learners and two staff. They were placed in 12 VET institutions in nine different 

European countries. Students took part in a wide range of VET activities including tourism, 

IT, furniture manufacturing and multimedia. The project provided the chance for students to 

improve their language skills, gave them workplace experience, and validated their learning 

outcomes. These experiences are expected to enhance their employability.  

Partnerships: Adult Education  

In the 2014-2020 Erasmus+ programme, 33 transnational projects were funded under Adult 

Education Strategic Partnerships. These involved almost 200 organisations across Europe 

with approximately €7.7 million in funding allocated. The range of organisations included 
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Higher Education, NGOs, civic, cultural and arts organisations and local area development 

and community organisations. Projects have sought to address topics relevant to Adult 

Education, including mental health and resilience, adult education through the arts, 

empowering older people in institutional settings, arts for adults with intellectual disability, 

parent education, migrant education and sustainable education.  

Partnerships: Vocational Education and Training  

Under the current programme, Erasmus+ VET Strategic Partnerships involve both Initial and 

Continuing Vocational Education and Training. 62 projects have been funded over the seven 

years, involving approximately 400 organisations across Europe. Funding awarded to date is 

just over €16 million. The range of organisations included VET Institutes, Higher Education 

Institutes, SMEs, NGOs, local area development and community organisations and local 

authorities. Projects have sought to address a range of topics including Innovative teaching 

and Learning methods, Labour market issues, Agriculture and Food, Health and Wellbeing 

and Intercultural Learning. An extensive range of training materials have been developed 

and made freely available online across a range of sectors but particularly in the field of 

Entrepreneurship.  

Project Example: Institute of Technology Tralee €289,516 | 24 months  

This project transferred innovation from a previous project on language and cultural 

learning in vocational settings to a new vocational area: security. The project targets 

security professionals who need to communicate with the migrant community, in specific 

situations where good communication skills can sometimes mean the difference between 

life and death. The project aims to provide language and culture training materials 

contextualised for the security sector, through cooperation between educational 

institutions and professionals working in this sector. One of the five online training modules 

is also aimed at agencies that work with migrants.  

European Solidarity Corps  

The European Solidarity Corps aims to promote solidarity as a value, through high quality 

activities, engaging young people and organisations to contribute to cohesion, solidarity, 

democracy and citizenship in Europe. The ESC also aims to respond to societal challenges 

and strengthen communities, with a particular effort to promote social inclusion. Young 
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people between 18 and 30 years who are legally residing in a Member State of the 

European Union and have registered in the European Solidarity Corps Portal are eligible.  

The ESC has to main strands, Volunteering and Solidarity projects:  

Volunteering  

Volunteering can take place in a young person’s own country or in another, as an individual 

or part of a volunteering team. It is a full-time, voluntary, unpaid activity for a period of up 

to 12 months. It provides young people with the opportunity to contribute to the daily work 

of organisations in solidarity activities to the ultimate benefit of the communities within 

which the activities are carried out. There are specific measures to encourage and support 

the participation of young people with fewer opportunities.  

Outcomes  

In 2018, when the ESC came into existence, Léargas granted €140,032 to organisations. This 

increased to €885,116 in 2019 and €1,525,416 in 2020, an increase of 72% on the previous 

year. In total, Léargas has granted €2,550,564 since the beginning of the programme.  

To date we have approved 87 applications to the ESC and have supported 347 young people 

to take part in the programme.  

Project Example: Cloughjordan Community Farm (CCF) € 40,320 | Hosting 4 Volunteers  

Cloughjordan Community Farm is a member-owned and operated Community Supported 

Agriculture initiative based in Cloughjordan ecovillage. It promotes a healthy food culture 

and aims to guarantee a secure local food supply, as well as providing training in resilient 

food systems and sustainable agriculture. The Farm hosted four volunteers for twelve 

months. The volunteers have been involved in activities that promote CCF as a model for 

other community food projects, as well as the ideas of self-sufficiency, sustainable living and 

local food production. This project contributes to CCF’s mission of promoting healthy eating, 

sustainable food production, sustainable development, raising environmental awareness 

and intercultural understanding.  

Solidarity Projects  

A Solidarity Project is an in-country activity initiated, developed, and implemented by young 

people themselves for a period of 2 to 12 months. It gives a group of minimum five young 

persons the chance to express solidarity by taking responsibility and committing themselves 
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to bring positive change in their local community. The project should have a clearly 

identified topic which the group of young people wish to explore together, and which must 

be translated into the concrete daily activities of the project and involve all the participants.  

A group of young people who plan a solidarity project can seek support from an 

organisation (any public or private body). An organisation may apply on their behalf for a 

grant under the European Solidarity Corps. The role of the organisation should be mainly 

administrative, to support the group in the project life-cycle tasks. However, it can also offer 

support and guidance in identifying and documenting learning outcomes.  

Young people carrying out a Solidarity Project may be supported by a coach. A coach is a 

resource person, who could have youth work experience, to accompany the young people 

and support their participation.  

Project Example: Central Remedial Clinic|€19,732|12 months  

A group of five young people set out to highlight and address the lack of opportunities for 

young people with disabilities, over nine months. These included participation in 

“mainstream” activities e.g. Higher options events and other activities focused on 

highlighting the exclusion or isolation of young people with disabilities. The group carried 

out talks with the community and voluntary sector to identify volunteering opportunities, 

enhance their skills and engage with these organisations in solidarity. Project participants 

planned to share their findings with representatives of government departments, the 

National Council for Special Education and the National Disability Authority.  

Conclusion  

The Statement of Strategy 2021-2023 is an important opportunity to consider how 

European Union programmes such as Erasmus+ and the European Solidarity Corps can 

become integral tools for the implementation and strengthening of national policy 

objectives in the fields of education and training. As noted above, specific goals and targets 

should be set in relation to participation in these programmes, which should be considered 

not as an add-on to education and training activities but as a central part thereto, providing 

unique European opportunities, vital in enhancing design and delivery of education and 

training, building competences and experiences. Specific recognition of these programmes 
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in national policy, underlined by the European values they promote, is even more relevant 

with the advent of Brexit. 

 

 

Marketing English in Ireland 
 
David O’Grady 
CEO 
 

In the briefest of ways I wish to suggest Strategy positions for your Government Department 

regarding English Language Education (ELE) for the years 2021-2023. 

 Currently there is no functioning regulatory framework in the ELE space (and there 
has been none for six years). When ELE schools resume teaching classes  
04 January 2021 it is your responsibility to ensure that there is such a framework in 

place. In the event of you not being able to do so then you should invite  

EAQUALS or The British Council, or both, to introduce and oversee regulatory 

arrangements on an interim basis until the Department is able to introduce the 

International Education Mark. 

 For the three-year period of this Strategy I propose that ELE be considered a 
protected sector.  Such a move is being rolled out in France. 

 

 In terms of student numbers and revenue approximately 50% of ELE business is the 
junior or young learner market. The new Department of Further & Higher Education, 
it would appear, will be dealing with students who are adults or young adults. 
Similarly, Enterprise Ireland will work only in the context of students being aged 18 
or over.   
I propose that the junior segment of the ELE business migrate from the Department 

of Further & Higher Education and find a home in the Department of Tourism or the 

Department of the Gaeltacht. 

 

 

Marine Institute 

Dr. Niall McDonough 
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Director – Policy, Innovation and Research Support Services 
 

As the state agency responsible for marine research, technology development and 

innovation in Ireland, the Marine Institute very much welcomes the establishment of the 

new Department with a specific focus on higher education, research, innovation and 

science. As a national funding body for marine research, our competitive funding 

programmes are guided by national research and innovation strategies, in particular the 

National Marine Research and Innovation Strategy 2017-2021. A key goal of the Marine 

Institute is to support coherence across the various state funders of marine research. 

Cross-agency collaboration, through fora such as the Marine Research Funders Forum, and 

joint funding initiatives are an important aspect of the Irish and marine research landscape. 

As a research performer, the Institute’s scientists conduct research that is aligned with and 

adds value to our core government services, strengthening our capacity to deliver on 

national and international commitments. 

 

To address the two open questions asked as part of this consultation, and taking on board 

the remit and scientific and research activities of the Marine Institute summarised above, 

we would like to make the following points for consideration:  

1. We acknowledge good progress has been made in coordinating national research 

investments facilitated through the Innovation 2020 Implementation Group, and we would 

recommend this should be built upon under the successor strategy post 2021. Coordinating 

investments across national and international funding agencies avoids duplication and 

ensures that finite investment capacities are targeted at the most strategically important 

research areas linked to national and international policy goals. 

2. National coordination is specifically needed in the area of the planned Horizon 

Europe partnerships (e.g. the candidate partnership on ‘A Climate Neutral, 

Sustainable and Productive Blue Economy’). DFHERIS can play a key role in leading on EU 

partnerships and facilitating a centralised approach to co-funding of 

Partnerships under Horizon Europe. 
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3. Public research bodies, such as the Marine Institute and Teagasc, perform policy-relevant 

research and are an important part of Ireland’s research ecosystem. The Institute 

recommends DFHERIS’ Statement of Strategy recognises this to ensure that policy and 

support for research performing organisations is not restricted to HEIs. Although there has 

been some progress in this area, the Institute noted the recent special funding supports for 

research to mitigate against impacts of COVID were administered via the HEA and as a result 

were not open to either the Marine Institute or Teagasc. 

4. Increased investment in research infrastructures is required to sustain Irish research 

competitiveness internationally. We would recommend that the findings and 

recommendations outlined in the RIA report is considered: Research Infrastructures in 

Ireland: strengthening foundations, building for the future. 

5. In addition to capital funding for research infrastructures, there is an urgent (and 

ongoing) need to support operation and maintenance of research infrastructures to ensure 

that equipment is used to the fullest extent possible. Over the past 10 years there has been 

a decline in technician posts in the Higher Education Sector, these roles have always 

provided a valuable resource for researchers and students. In the marine area as often this 

equipment and infrastructure is deployed at sea, technical support with the right expertise 

is vital, particularly for calibration of sensitive equipment to provide high quality data with 

minimal errors. 

6. As stated above, the Marine Institute runs the National Marine Research Programme, 

with annual R&D competitive funding of €7m. In this context the Institute has a number of 

specific points to raise: 

 The long-term career progression of researchers needs to be considered. Although 

national investment focuses on support for Masters/PhD and early stage post-

doctoral researchers, there are challenges in the HEI education system to try and 

retain experienced and qualified researchers, often due to a mismatch between the 

research capacity required/established and suitable lecturing and senior HEI posts. 

This has resulted in expertise moving overseas to progress research careers. For 

example, research capacity established in the marine sector under the Beaufort 
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Marine Awards (7-year research awards) provided support from 2008 to 2016, could 

not be maintained due to lack of suitable career opportunities in the HEI sector. 

 Funders are aware of increased costs of research in terms of pension and social 

costs, redundancy, etc. in additional to institutional costs. The Marine Institute 

would encourage improved national engagement on these issues. 

 Continued support for collaboration with researchers and funders in Northern 

Ireland, especially following Brexit, should be strongly encouraged and facilitated. A 

national policy on building an all-island research community would be beneficial to 

funders. 

 

7. Finally, the Marine Institute would recommend the development of a national roadmap 

linked to long-term investments in science. This roadmap needs to include state bodies 

(departments and agencies) scientific technical capacity required to support international 

and national legislative commitments. This longer-term roadmap should link into NDP 

Project Ireland timelines, and should consider the increased use of structural funding for 

related investments. 

 
 
MTU – Cork Campus.  

Michael Loftus 

VP for External Affairs 

Submission 1 
 
Submission based on the work of CIT Extended Campus and a range of additional CIT 

entities University-Industry Collaboration and Engagement.  

 

Despite the significant apparent importance placed on university enterprise interactions, 

concrete measures of impact are severely lacking. Focus at a government agency level tends 

to be on the (relatively few) impact measures associated with technology transfer activity 

(Knowledge Transfer Ireland) while the myriad of more common interactions such as work-
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placement opportunities for students, industry-based project activity, site visits, cultural and 

community interactions, subject matter expert seminars, and customised and practice-

based learning for those in the workplace, tend not to attract as much attention.  

Instead of viewing learning and working as discontinuous, we need to see these as 

integrated and continuous, with inclusivity and equality in mind. The landscape for skills 

development and lifelong learning into the future will challenge the HE and FE system to 

level up in terms of recognition of prior learning, integration of work-based learning and 

development of flexible, stackable alternative credentials. At the core of this, if we want 

engagement with enterprise to be an everyday part of every academic’s work, we will need 

to change the language and the incentive systems. We need to change the performance 

metrics and barometers. At the level of the individual academic, we need increased 

flexibility of contract, with aligned performance evaluation and reward, to ensure that 

engagement with industry and community is recognised and rewarded as tangibly as are 

more traditional areas of academic endeavour (teaching and learning, research and 

innovation). At institutional level, engagement needs to measured and rewarded based on 

much more comprehensive approaches than have applied traditionally. The further 

development of the HEA Mission-based Performance Compact model provides obvious 

opportunities in this regard.  

The attached publication, entitled “University-Industry Collaboration: where to next?”, 

provides many relevant insights which should be considered in detail as DFHERIS develops 

its statement of strategy for the period 2021 – 2023.  

University-Industry Collaboration: where to next?  

Professor Irene Sheridan
1
, Daithí Fallon

2
,  

1 
Cork Institute of Technology, CIT Extended Campus 

2 
Cork Institute of Technology, CIT 

Extended Campus  

Abstract  

The focus on the third mission of Universities is now some decades old. Boyer’s assertion that 

‘theory simply cannot be divorced from practice’ and that any consideration of the role of 
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faculty ‘must give new dignity and new status to the scholarship of application’ (Boyer, 1992) 

has been embodied in the almost ubiquitous linking of scholarship to real world issues and 

applications. There is a general acceptance that the knowledge and skills required in existing 

and emerging labour markets are often not well served by universities while at the same time 

there is a realisation that these skill requirements are rapidly changing (Muller, 2015). 

Collaboration between universities and industries is seen as essential to innovation sys-tems, 

with a number of researchers pointing to the impact of such collaboration on both the 

company’s ability to innovate and the generation of economic value within the country and 

the region. In Ireland a plethora of documents and a range of agencies purport to support and 

incentivise various forms of engage-ment interactions (Department of Education and Skills, 

2017, 2016, 2015). Despite the significant apparent importance placed on university 

enterprise interactions, concrete measures of impact are severely lacking. Focus at a 

government agency level tends to be on the (relatively few) impact measures associated with 

technology transfer activity (Knowledge Transfer Ireland) while the myriad of more common 

interactions such work-placement opportunities for students, industry-based project activity, 

site visits, cultural and community interactions, subject matter expert seminars and 

customised and practice-based learning for those in the workplace tend not to attract as 

much attention. This full range of possible interactions has been the focus of the work of the 

CIT Extended Campus – a codification of interactions and an engagement mapping exercise 

provide a valuable perspective on the potential of collaboration across the academic-industry 

divide.  

It is recognised that the motivation and ability to collaborate changes with company size, 

sector and culture. Geography impacts on collaboration with many companies in 

collaboration with neighbouring universities, however the quality of the university is also a 

factor (Laursen, Reichstein, & Salter, 2011) (Fitjar & Gjelsvik, 2018). The factors that influence 

the scale and scope of engagement within a university differ from those which impact from 

the business perspective and while ‘the cultural divide between universities and industry runs 

deep’, effective measures can make a lasting difference (Science | Business Innovation Board, 

2012).  



297 
 
 

 

According to the Central Statistics Office over 99% of enterprises in Ireland are SMEs. While 

Cork Institute of Technology has worked to support interactions with all sectors and sizes of 

industry partners over many years it is still not clear that local industry has a knowledge of 

the possibilities and benefits of engaging. Using the initial results of the State of University-

Business Cooperation study (Science to Business Mark-ing Research Centre, 2017) as a 

framework and question guide, a brief review of the motivators and barriers as experienced 

by small and medium enterprises is conducted and the findings provide some direction for 

future efforts.  

Keywords  

University-industry collaboration, engagement mapping, small and medium enterprises. 

  Introduction  

Cork Institute of Technology’s Extended Campus is a facility designed to support the two-way 

interactions of individuals and organisations with the HEI (Higher Education Institution) for 

knowledge exchange, lifelong learning and responsive engagement. There is a wealth of 

world-class research, learning and facilities available within Higher Edu-cation Institutions but 

it is not always clear to companies, enterprises, individuals or com-munities how to access or 

interface with this knowledge. There are also very valuable contributions to learning and 

knowledge generation at an undergraduate and at a post-graduate level that can be made by 

individuals and organisations working in collaboration with higher education.  

However, an exploration of existing relationships between Irish higher education institu-tions 

and external entities reveals that the HEI tends to operate not as a single homogenous entity 

but as a series of separate and distinct units. The experience from the perspective of an 

external partner then, is not one of a single, seamless relationship but of many dis-parate and 

different relationships with different parts of the institution. In 2012 a national survey of 

employers’ views of Irish Higher Education outcomes identified the need for greater 

engagement and openness, with a particular emphasis on the need for a joined-up proactive 

approach by HEIs (McGann and Anderson 2012). Academic and research units can operate as 
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separate and sometimes competing entities from the perspective of the external partner. One 

exploration of engagement interactions found that a HEI might be involved with an 

organisation for undergraduate internships or workplacements, custom-ised learning and 

continuing professional developments, funded research projects, guest lectureships, 

graduate recruitment, sponsorship and endowments simultaneously through a number of 

different academic departments and research units. Initial investigation found that there was 

no single view of this relationship available within HEI and equally a fragmented view within 

the external partner.  

 Collaboration from a University Perspective  

Through the development of a Customer Relationship Management system engagement 

interactions with companies large and small were tracked and recorded over a number of 

years (Sheridan et al. 2013). This facilitated the development of a codification which al-

lowed the various forms of interaction to be grouped and resulted in the identification of 

three separate pillars of engagement as illustrated in Figure 1 below. 

 

 

 

Using these pillars as a framework an attempt was made to map the full extent of engage-ment 

activities and collaborative relationship between Cork Institute of Technology and a local multi-

national corporation over three months in 2017. This exercise revealed that seven academic 

departments, three research units, a continuing professional development unit and three central 

offices had active interaction with the company. These were further categorised into eleven 
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different interaction types in Figure 2 below. While it is acknowl-edged that this is unlikely to be a 

complete picture or exhaustive mapping, this identifica-tion and classification of interaction has 

illustrated the complexity, breadth and depth of the interactions as well as the lack of visibility of 

those interactions internally within the institution. 

 

 

Assisted by the visualisation and working with the company management, a strategic part-

nership is developing which will harvest the value of these mapped existing interactions and 

seek to expand and explore further mutually beneficial collaboration.  

This mapping process will benefit from further refinement and comparative analysis across 

sectors, however in terms of the relationship with this particular company there are some 

high level reflections that are worth mentioning here.  

(1) The organisation in question is primarily a manufacturing one, involved in both 

discrete and bulk manufacturing. While the organisation’s businesses include 

business and finance units, nevertheless, the vast majority of the interactions with 

CIT were with STEM departments in the Faculty of Engineering and Sci-ence  

(2) The spread of the interactions across the three pillars shows that most of the 

interactions came under the Graduate Formation and Workforce Development 

pillars, with far fewer under the Research and Innovation pillar. This may be 

reflective of the fact that much of the activity of large multi-national corpora-tions 
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in Ireland is at the manufacturing and new product introduction stages. As their 

presence in Ireland matures these organisations are bringing a more R & D focus to 

bear. Less activity under the third pillar may be a sign therefore of that developing 

maturity and an indication of future opportunity to interact.  

(3) Neither organisation was able to say with any degree of confidence what the number 

of graduates recruited from CIT into the organisation was for the three years in 

question.  

 

However, unearthing the full picture of the extent of the collaboration is not trivial and 

without a clear institutional view of the depth and breadth of engagement interactions, it is 

difficult to achieve any organisation learning or to develop potential strategies that might 

benefit from a more integrated response. This lack of visibility or awareness across the 

institution was mentioned by Edmunds in his exploration of the barriers to engagement with 

SMEs in Canada (Edmunds, 2017).  

The push to collaborate has resulted in some structural and strategic change within univer-

sities. In Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) the establishment of a unit specifically charged 

with stimulating and supporting enterprise connections and engagement was a first step 

towards developing clear business intelligence and strategic decision-making. In seeking a 

transversal mechanism to support develop a joined-up picture of engagement and to 

support a coordinated institutional response a customer relationship management (CRM) 

solution was developed to support and stimulate the full range of engagement in-teractions. 

CRM in the public sector tends to be less well-developed than in the private sector. Insofar 

as CRM systems are used in higher education they tend to be used as a mechanism to 

engage with potential, current or past students in what is often termed Stu-dent Lifecycle 

Relationship Management. CIT’s use of the CRM system for engagement with the business 

and enterprise community was novel within the Irish higher education sector and was 

supported initially by the Higher Education Authority (HEA). 

CIT’s CRM project allows users to gain an insight into engagement with community and 

enterprise and to share this knowledge across departments and business units. The inten-tion 
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is that, at any one time, the very broad range of interactions with an external partner can be 

viewed and explored in depth as required. However the difficulty with collecting and sharing 

data is that it is a challenge to ensure that the information remains complete and current.  

 Nature of Industry in Ireland  

A very significant portion of active enterprises in Ireland are very small or micro enter-prises 

and there is also considerable churn. Table 1 below is developed from data provided by the 

Central Statistics Office (www.cso.ie) for illustration. 

 

 

In 2016 there were 20,997 company start-ups and 12,865 closures (Vision-net, 2017). De-

veloping and charting links with Irish companies is a complex and demanding task for a 

university and an analysis of the value of recording and maintaining information on inter-

actions versus the resources required should be considered before developing a single In-

stitute-wide shared database. Such a comprehensive system has the advantage of providing 

the institute’s management with an informed overview of the complex relationship be-tween 

the institute and external organisations. As well as providing an opportunity to understand 

analyse and nurture existing relationships it provides an informed strategic framework for the 

targeted development of new relationships. However it does bring to light challenges in the 

perspectives and cultural change needed to encourage such an open sharing of information 

and the cost/benefit question of the investment of resources.  

Nationally, a plethora of documents and a range of agencies purport to support and en-

courage various forms of engagement interactions (Department of Education and Skills, 2017, 

2016, 2013, 2011). Despite the significant apparent importance placed on university 
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enterprise interactions, concrete measures of impact are severely lacking. Focus at a gov-

ernment agency level tends to be on the (relatively few) impact measures associated with 

technology transfer activity (Knowledge Transfer Ireland, 2016), while the myriad of more 

common interactions such as work-placement opportunities for students, industry-based 

project activity, site visits, cultural and community interactions, subject matter expert sem-

inars and customised and practice-based learning for those in the workplace tend not to 

attract as much attention. However these everyday, cooperative engagement activities are 

the most common experience of interaction with higher education as experienced by the 

enterprise base.  

Collaboration from the Enterprise Perspective  

In a complex policy environment in which reports and strategy documents repeatedly es-

pouse the view that relationships and partnerships between higher education and enterprise 

are vital to regional economic and social development, graduate employability and rele-vance 

of the curriculum; there are neither clear funding supports nor inclusive measures for the 

broad range of partnership activity, and the understanding of the potential of en-gagement 

interactions within the industry base are mixed at best. In many jurisdictions, university-

business collaborations are seen as potential sources of funding which might have the 

capacity to replace declining government funding (Berman, 2008). Radas points to a number 

of factors which can provide the basis for good collaboration from the com-pany perspective; 

a long-term development vision, availability of new technologies, awareness of the 

importance of innovation and availability of sufficient funds for research are factors in 

influencing companies to collaborate (Radas, 2005). Radas also notes that companies who 

collaborate with universities to solve specific concrete problems tend to have a better 

experience and to rank the collaboration as more important or significant. Again, many 

authors tend to view university collaboration as R&D collaboration only, while from the 

business perspective the most significant interaction that they often have with university is 

through the recruitment of graduates and strong collaboration focused on graduate 

formation can be vital for the students, university and business (Guimon, 2013).  
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Within the enterprise base there is a significant difference in the capacity to seek out and 

engage with students, staff and researchers in higher education between large multinational 

corporations and micro, small and medium-sized enterprises. There is a significant differ-

ence in experience and expectation (HEA, 2015; IBEC, 2015). There is also a mixed level of 

understanding of the potential benefits of engagement and the possible interactions that 

might be undertaken. While Cork Institute of Technology has worked to support interac-

tions with all sectors and sizes of industry partners over many years it is still not clear that 

local industry has an awareness of the possibilities and benefits of engaging. Observation of 

leads generated over the past decade has illustrated that the majority of queries in rela-tion 

to the broad range of engagement opportunities come from SMEs but that the transfer rate 

from query to action for the larger organisations is higher. 5 The State of University-

Business Cooperation in Ireland  

The State of University-Business Cooperation study (Science to Business Marking Re-search 

Centre, 2017) provided initial results for Ireland in late 2017. Uniquely this study collated 

responses from individual academics, university management as well as busi-nesses. 

Valuable insight can be gained from comparing these three viewpoints. For in-stance when 

asked about the process of initiating university-business collaboration over half of Irish 

academics (65%) consider that they or their colleagues usually or always ini-tiate the 

interactions, while businesses saw themselves as the main initiators with 58% of business 

respondents stating that they or their colleagues usually or always began the pro-cess of 

interaction.  

The study uncovered the barriers to university-business collaboration from the different 

perspectives summarised in Table 2 below. 
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Table 2: Barriers Hindering Universitu-Business Cooperation  

What emerges from the study is a landscape of opportunity as the majority of the research 

respondents saw significant potential and were committed to developing and supporting 

more collaboration. Table 3 summarises the elements that are seen as key facilitators driv-

ing the collaboration.  

 

 

The facilitators are remarkably similar from the different stakeholders’ perspectives while 

the motivators for collaboration summarised in Table 4 show some differences. 

 



305 
 
 

 

 

The UBC study is of significant interest as it considers the broad range of engagement 

interactions and it is possible to align the interactions highlighted in the UBC study with the 

mapping and broad codification exercises conducted by CIT with specific industries. In 

exploring the extent of the collaboration activities the UBC study presented the interac-

tions from the industry perspective.  

 

 

 



306 
 
 

 

While the study reveals that collaboration in research and development is most prevalent it 

also serves to illustrate the interactions that support graduate formation such as curricu-lum 

co-design and co-delivery, student entrepreneurship and mobility. An attempt to align these 

collaboration activities with the three pillars of engagement illustrated in Figure 1 is shown 

below in Figure 4. In this case the broader interactions such as university support and 

governance are considered to be supportive of all three pillars. 

 

 

As the number of SMEs in Ireland is a significant proportion of the industry base and as 

interacting with micro and small enterprise is often more challenging for higher education 

institutions an event for SMEs to illustrate and explore collaboration with CIT was held. The 

event attracted thirty small companies and provided an opportunity for them to hear from 

companies that had successfully engaged as well as to interact with CIT staff, stu-dents and 

researchers directly. The event also provided an opportunity to collect feedback from the 

attendees on the reasons that they might seek to engage and the perceived barriers. An 

initial review of the feedback is summarised in Figures 5 and 6 below. 
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While many attendees indicated the motivators which would encourage their company to 

engage with CIT far fewer indicated barriers to that engagement. In fact barriers such as the 

lack of people with business knowledge in the university, which had featured on the UBC 

study did not feature at all in this feedback from SMEs. 

 

 

It is of course unsurprising that representatives of SMEs attending an event to support 

engagement with CIT would be well disposed to engagement and would see the potential 

benefits thereof.  

 University-Industry Collaboration – Next Steps  

In Ireland the most recent Action Plan for Education (Government of Ireland, 2018) in-cludes 

greater involvement of industry as a key enabler of the development of relevant education 

provision and a strong talent pool. The National Skills Strategy refers to the need to ‘forge 

practical alliances between industry and academia in the region’ (Depart-ment of Education 

and Skills, 2015, p. 84) as well as the need to enhance and support lifelong learning. Several 

agencies work to support interactions through funding mecha-nisms such as Innovation 

Vouchers (Enterprise Ireland) model cooperation agreements (Knowledge Transfer Ireland). 

However the experience of Cork Institute of Technology and the initial Irish findings from 

the Study on University-Business Collaboration would illustrate that there are still significant 

barriers and that those barriers may be more keenly felt by SMEs than by large industries. 

Given the proportion of active industries that are either micro or small this presents a real 
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challenge in Ireland. To support engagement with small enterprises one potential way 

forward is to provide small industries with rele-vant exemplars and to overcome the 

bureaucracy barrier through providing low-barrier entry points to create contacts and begin 

the process of collaboration. 
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 Response from the Office of Innovation & Enterprise, Cork Institute of Technology  

Student entrepreneurship, creativity, innovation and teamwork.  

The world of work is changing and the education sector needs to respond accordingly. The 

list included below, from the World Economic report “Future of Jobs”, reveals that, over the 

past five years, critical thinking and creativity have climbed up to the top of the table in 

terms of skills required of current and future employees. 

In the higher education sector, the development of programmes which feature 

entrepreneurship has been largely organic in nature, with most HEIs delivering some 

enterprise modules in a standalone and stovepipe manner, largely within business schools. 

In those HEIs which take a more multi-disciplinary approach, positive outcomes have been 

achieved, including international recognition, as well as the creation of significant 

opportunities for students in development of new skills and knowledge gained through new 

experiences (see CIT examples in Appendix 1). Some HEIs encourage creativity and 

innovation by building new product development modules into the curriculum in non- 

business areas such as culinary arts, engineering and multimedia. However, in the main, this 

is done on a voluntary basis by the academic staff, with limited central support or funding 

by main scheme to coordinate, plan and grow this activity strategically across all disciplinary 

areas.  

The strategic development of this type of activity results in more entrepreneurially minded 

graduates who are much more attractive to industry than those who graduate with skills 

related narrowly to their area of study only.  

“Challenge based learning” (CBL) is another area of significant value and this should be 

integral to the HEI offering. CBL is a pedagogical approach that actively engages students in 

situations that are real, relevant and related to their environment. CBL involves defining 
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challenges and implementing solutions. CBL involves students working in teams, often with 

others from outside their own disciplinary areas, and creates the context within which 

students from technical and non-technical areas develop the communication skills required 

in the workplace of today and the future.  

In 2019, the HEA made a strategic investment through the Innovation and Transformation 

call which funded a CIT-led project entitled “Creating Entrepreneurially Minded Students 

and Graduates”. Although not due for completion until December 2021, the results 

achieved to date have already shown that the impact on student and graduate attributes is 

substantial in areas such as the development of entrepreneurship skills and the significant 

number of start-ups created by participating students. The Student Inc programme 

(www.studentinc.ie), that was funded under this initiative, attracted participation by 

students from over 20 different programmes, covering the areas of business, humanities, 

science and engineering, as well as including students from the first stage of undergraduate 

programmes up to those completing PhDs.  

The 2020 iteration of the programme was delivered remotely. The experience gained has 

demonstrated that the pilot in the South West (CIT, ITTralee, UCC) could be rolled out on a 

national scale, in collaboration with the on-campus incubators in each of Ireland’s HEIs, 

using an online approach. Continued funding of the activity, and rolling it out on a national 

basis, could place Ireland as a world leader by dramatically enhancing our capacity to 

produce graduates with 21st century skills to match 21st needs.  

The proposal made above aligns fully with the achievement of four of the five strategic goals 

for the The Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science, as highlighted below:  

to shape a responsive education and training system that meets the needs and raises the 

aspirations of all learners 

 to advance the progress of learners at risk of educational disadvantage and learners 

with special educational needs in order to support them to  

to equip education and training providers with the skills and support to provide a quality 

learning experience  

to intensify the relationships between education and the wider community, society 
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to lead in the delivery of strategic direction and supportive systems in partnership with 

key stakeholders in education and training APPENDIX 1  

International Prize-Winners in Engineering Innovation, Design & Entrepreneurship include:  

 ICBBBS Barcelona 2020 - International Conference on Biotechnology, Bioengineering 

and Biological Solutions - Best Presentation Award ( 2020 )  

 Four Enterprise Ireland / Invest Northern Ireland Think Outside the Box Academic 

Innovation Awards (2020,2016,2012,2009)  

 One Global Student Innovation Challenge, i-CREATe, Canberra, Australia - Global First 

Place Technology - Gold Award ( 2019 )  

 One Global Student Innovation Challenge, i-CREATe, Canberra, Australia - Best 

Presentation Award (2019 )  

 One Global Student Innovation Challenge, i-CREATe, Canberra, Australia - Public 

Choice Award ( 2019 )  

 One University Startup World Cup Finals - USWC19 Contribution Award - 

Copenhagen Denmark ( 2019 )  

 One University Startup World Cup Finals - Health Category – Top 2 Global Award - 

Copenhagen Denmark (2018)  

 Two Dubai Design Week -Global Grad Show - Invited Exhibitor (2018, 2017)  

 One University Startup World Cup Finals - Global HealthTech Leadership Award - 

Copenhagen Denmark (2017)  

 One European Commission Award - European Enterprise Promotion Awards - 

“Delivering Innovative Product Development, Multi-disciplinary Engineering and 

Ground-breaking Education” Luxembourg ( 2015 )  

 One University Startup World Cup Finals Sole Irish Finalist Category Finalist Award 

Winner Copenhagen Denmark (2015)  
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 Nine First Places and Seven Runner Up Finalists in the Institution of Mechanical 

Engineers Best Medical Engineering and Design and Development of a Biomedical 

Device Competitions, London (2015,2014,2011,2010,2008,2007,2006,2005)  

 Two European Laureate of Innovation First Place Award - European Student 

Innovator of the Year 2014 and 2012 - European Student Innovation Finals - Innovact 

Reims France (2014,2012)  

 European Science Engineering and Technology Best European Mechanical 

Engineering Student One First Place and One Runner Up Babcock Award - SET Finals 

London UK (2013,2011)  

 One European Laureate of Innovation Third Place Award – European Student 

Innovation Finals - Innovact Reims (2010)  

 One First and One Second Place in the ISEA International Sports Engineering 

Competition, London  

 Two Queen’s Silver Jubilee awards for Best Mechanical Engineering Degree Project in 

Ireland and Britain  

 One Genius 2000 Award for Best New Invention at the Nuremburg Inventors’ Fair  

 Two Society of Manufacturing Engineering Outstanding Young Engineer Worldwide 

Awards  

 Three First Places for Best Published and Presented Paper at the International 

Manufacturing Conference.  

 National Prize-Winners in Engineering Innovation, Design & Entrepreneurship 

include:  

 Eleven MEETA Asset Management and Maintenance National Awards (2020, 2019, 

2016(x2) 2015(x2) , 2014 , 2013(x2) , 2011 , 2006 )  

 Two Enterprise Ireland Grant Thornton First Place National Awards (2020, 2016)  
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 Thirteen Enterprise Ireland / Invest Northern Ireland National Awards of Merit 

(2020,2019,2018,2017,2015,2013,2012,2010,2009,2008,2007)  

 Seven Enterprise Ireland / Invest Northern Ireland Cruickshank Most Technologically 

Innovative Project First Place National Awards (2019, 2017 , 2016 , 2013 , 2009 , 

2008 , 2007)  

 National Startup Awards Dublin City Hall 3rd Level Spinout Category Gold Award 

(2019)  

 Two National Disability Authority Centre for Excellence in Universal Design Grand 

Challenge Enterprise Ireland Commercialisation National Award (2019 , 2016 )  

 Twelve Engineers Ireland Innovative Student Engineer of the Year First Place Awards 

sponsored by Siemens (2018 L9/L8/L7, 2014 L8,2013 L8,2012 L8,2011 L7, 2009 

L7,2008 L8,2007 L7,2006 L8,2005 L8,2004 L8,2003 L8)  

 Four Enterprise Ireland / Invest Northern Ireland Young Entrepreneur of the Year 

First Place National Awards (2018,2016,2013,2007)  

 Eight Engineers Ireland Innovative Student National Finalist Awards - / Combined 

L9/L8/L7 Competition - (2018(x2, 2017(x2), 2016(x2 2015(x2))  

 Institute of Designers in Ireland (IDI) Graduate National Award - First Place - Product 

Design - Medical Devices Category (2018)  

 National Disability Authority Centre for Excellence in Universal Design Grand 

Challenge Judges’ Choice ICT Award (2018)  

 National Disability Authority Centre for Excellence in Universal Design Grand 

Challenge People’s Choice National Award (2018)  

 Two Enterprise Ireland / Invest Northern Ireland Intel ICT First Place National Awards 

(2017,2016)  
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 Three Enterprise Ireland / Invest Northern Ireland Academic Innovation National 

Awards (2016,2012,2009)  

 James Dyson Design National Award Ireland First Place (2016)  

 Accenture Leaders of Tomorrow First Place National Award Accenture HQ Grand 

Canal Square Dublin (2016)  

 National Disability Authority Centre for Excellence in Universal Design Grand 

Challenge Judges’ Choice Award Technology Trophy National Award (2016)  

 Early Career Awards Special Recognition National Award (2016)  

 

 

 

MTU – Cork Campus. Michael Loftus 

VP for External Affairs 

Submission 3 

 

 Response from Department of Technology Enhanced Learning, Cork Institute of 

Technology  

Much of the focus in terms of policies and services has to date been directed on standard 

students (17-23, full-time, etc) studying in standard ways (i.e., on-campus and face-to-face). 

As we move forward we will need to cater for greater numbers of non-standard students 

studying in non-standard ways. This will be necessary to address a range of Government 

priorities (and broader ‘grand challenges’) including access and social inclusion, bridging the 

digital divide, combatting climate change, realising the full potential of the nation’s human 

capital, etc. In time it is entirely possible that the majority of students in further and higher 

education may be classed as non-standard.  

The change will require HEIs, and the related Government policies, to adapt not only by 

removing barriers to non-standard students and non-standard modes of teaching and 

learning, but by actively and explicitly enabling and encouraging same. One 
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recommendation therefore is that all future Government policies and initiatives are 

developed and implemented with non-standard students and study modalities at their core 

and that their design is centred on the needs of all types of learners.  

Digital education – or other related terms – is often presented in policy terms as a response 

to such trends – i.e., changing student demographics, greater learner diversity and the 

increasing need for lifelong learning and post experience education – but the relationship 

between the education and training sector and digital education is far more nuanced and 

multi-directional. Digital education, for example, can and should be seen not just as a 

response to external demands but rather also as a sort of intermediary between the world 

of traditional education and training and certain wider changes taking place outside of it 

with respect, e.g., to the place and importance of the kind of digital technologies and 

services that digital education interprets, researches and repurposes for teaching and 

learning purposes.  

The ongoing Covid-19 pandemic and the move to what is now generally referred to as 

emergency remote teaching and learning has underlined not just the importance of digital 

education but the way in which it provides all levels of education and training with deep 

preparedness for a range of performance and business continuity challenges. The challenges 

faced by teaching staff in moving to emergency remote teaching and learning have included 

but are not limited to learning and applying new skills, the lack of recognition for time spent 

developing online learning content and resources – a key issue in the TU and IoT sector – 

and need for greater guidance and support in making the most effective use of digital 

education.  

References in the recent Report of the Technological Universities Research Network to the 

Department of Education and Skills (aka The “TURN” report) to support for multiple modes 

of delivery, the use of learning analytics to ensure responsiveness to regional and student 

needs and investment in state-of-the-art digital infrastructure are all very welcome and 

could perhaps be generalised to other parts of the HE sector and other levels of education 

and training in general.  

The growing importance of digital technology and digitalisation for learning across all levels 

of the sector means that those on the wrong side of the digital divide will find themselves 
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increasingly excluded. While a number of national initiatives focus – rightly – on addressing 

access and connectivity issues, other dimensions of the digital divide with respect to digital 

skills and literacy education and digital participation levels can and should be addressed 

through Department policy in the area. The complex ways in which digital participation 

relates to issues of race, gender, disability, geography, and socio-economic aspects needs to 

also be acknowledged as part of any recommendation or direction on the matter.  

A number of key trends arising at the intersection of learning and technology present 

themselves as worthy of political or strategic consideration for the sector as a whole. Such 

trends include the potential of micro-credentials to recognise learning in more diverse and 

granular way as well related but separate potential of supporting student learning and 

learning pathways through the provision of digital learning portfolios (aka “eportfolios”). 

Learning analytics is another key trend which as more and more learner activity takes place 

or is tracked digitally hold enormous potential to provide key intelligence with respect to 

the teaching and learning process, as well as helping to identify retention and academic 

performances issues before they arise and empowering the learner themselves to take 

more control over their own learning process and learning progress. One final trend worth 

mentioning is as much ideological as technical: Open Educational Resources (OERs) are 

teaching, learning and research materials that have been released under an open license in 

way that permits no-cost access, use, adaptation and redistribution. Interest in and use of 

OERs has been steadily increasing across the sector particularly over the last 5-6 years but 

use to date is still primarily focussed on the obvious and immediate benefit of saving time 

and duplication of effort. Sharing back to the international OER community, however, has 

reputational benefits for individual HEIs and FEIs and the sector as a whole and can, inter 

alia, also serve as a recruitment tool for students and a way to develop global partnership. 

Incorporating and encouraging this growing trend as part of government policy would be a 

welcome and timely development. 

 

The need for a national cyber security research centre 

Funding of a Cyber Security Research Centre  
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Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) in partnership with Cyber Ireland wishes to make a policy 

submission request to fund a new Cyber Security Research Centre in Ireland. Cyber Ireland, which is 

Ireland’s National Cyber Security Cluster sponsored by the IDA, represents the needs of cyber 

security industry with the goal to ensure that Ireland is well positioned both to service the already 

significant activities in this area and to build excellence and talent that will enable further growth in 

this expanding field. 

 

 

Why does Ireland need a Cyber Security Research Centre?  

 

Ensure that advances in cyber security can be applied to improve the resilience and security 

of Ireland’s critical infrastructure, public sector and digital economy in the face of an 

increasingly complex international threat landscape.  

Address the current fragmented approach to cyber security research in Ireland where 

academic /research entities are trying to address urgent national-scale cyber security 

challenges with disconnected, small-scale responses.  

Maintain Ireland’s competitive advantage as a safe place for digital business and to establish 

the national trust needed for future inward investment and indigenous digital innovation.  

Develop cyber security research solutions in sectoral applications where Ireland is a leader 

with the aim of increasing Ireland’s market position.  
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Give our manufacturing, processing and bio-pharmaceutical sectors confidence in adopting 

Industry 4.0 automation technologies, allowing them to maintain international 

competitiveness.  

Inform and support national cyber security policy development.  

Position Ireland as a leading global location for cyber security research with a leadership 

role in cyber security at a European level.  

Deliver skilled cyber security graduates to the sector.  

 

 

 

MTU – Cork Campus.  
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VP for External Affairs 
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Funding and organisational model for a Cyber Security Research Centre  

 

The funding model currently proposed by SFI is based on the “Spokes Programme” where 

cyber security research would be an “add-on” dispersed across the five existing SFI ICT 

Research Centres. This model will not be effective in achieving the goals set out above.  

It will not address the current fragmented nature of Irish cyber security research and will 

introduce significant operational challenges in coordinating activity across five SFI Centres 

with different sectoral priorities.  

 

 

It cannot support the tripartite collaboration between industry, academia and our 

National Cyber Security Centre (NCSC) which was explicitly called for in our National Cyber 

Security Strategy.  
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“Spokes” are based on an industry cost-share model that will restrict focus to company-

specific projects and prevent addressing of the national-scale cyber security challenges 

that Ireland faces.  

Under the current SFI Spokes model, a Spoke in cyber security will not count towards 

Phase 2 Research Centres’ industry cost-share targets. This removes motivation for SFI 

centres such as CONNECT, LERO, INSIGHT or ADAPT to host a Cyber security Research 

Spoke.  

It does not support basic research which is required to attract top level scientific expertise 

to develop the conditions favourable for technological breakthroughs nor will it create 

links between science and society and precludes science for social good as an activity of 

measurable value.  

It will prevent Ireland developing a national-scale response to a national-scale challenge 

that presents a threat to our international reputation for digital FDI and indigenous digital 

innovation.  

The NCSC was established with the intention of “…bringing responsibility for all cyber 

security matters into one operational unit…This organisational concept has since come 

to represent best practice in Europe, primarily because it allows for the creation of a 

single critical mass of experience and operational expertise”. Ireland needs to apply an 

identical organisational concept to cyber security research.  

 

What policy actions are we requesting?  

To fund a new full-scale SFI Research Centre on Cyber Security as a matter of national 

importance. To prioritise cyber security as a topic in the All-Ireland Centre call in 2021.  

 

Alignment with Policy  

 

Ireland’s National Cyber Security Strategy  “Science Foundation Ireland, along with 

DBEI and DCCAE, will explore the feasibility 

through the SFI Research Centre 

Programme, the Research Centre Spoke 

programme or other enterprise partnership 
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programmes, to fund a significant initiative 

in Cyber Security Research.”  

 

 

Enterprise 2025 Renewed  “The pervasiveness of technological 
advances requires a new way of thinking for 
enterprise policy if we are to capitalise on 
opportunity and ensure that no person is 
left behind. The policy agenda is broad, 
including progressing the Digital Single 
Market, data protection and data security, 
intellectual property regime, investments in 
digital infrastructures, up-skilling and re-
skilling people in the workforce, the 
education and training systems, 
employment legislation and digital 
taxation.”  
 

Ireland’s Industry 4.0 Strategy  “Framework conditions are a critical part of 
the business environment for Industry 4.0, 
supporting established firms and start-ups 
and attracting new Industry 4.0 investment 
to Ireland. Given the pervasiveness of the 
digital transformation across our economy 
and society there are a broad range of 
framework conditions that need to be in 
place to support an inclusive and sustainable 
transition. These include, for example, 
connectivity, trust and security, data privacy 
and digital literacy.”  
 

Project Ireland 2040  “Ireland is very attractive in terms of 
international digital connectivity, climatic 
factors and current and future renewable 
energy sources for the development of 
international digital infrastructures, such as 
data centres.”  

Summary  
 
Ireland has positioned itself as a leading global location for ICT/ICT-dependent industries 
through a strongly supportive regulatory/taxation regime and education system. We are 
becoming global leaders in research and application of emerging ICT technologies driven by 
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investment in SFI Centres. This has further enhanced our attractiveness as a location for 
these industries.  
 
The strategic opportunity of partnership between industry, academic and our NCSC, through 
a large scale investment in cyber security research, will ensure that Ireland can meet the 
demands of industry, which will maximise our retention of existing industries and will 
ensure that Ireland becomes a nexus for the growth of industries where cyber security is an 
absolute necessity. The partnership will also strengthen the cyber security of our own 
country, its public services, its infrastructure and its citizens.  

 

 

 

 

National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA) 

Helen Ryan 
Policy Officer 
 
Introduction  

Literacy is a human right to which every member of society is entitled. Literacy changes lives 

and it enables people to reach their full potential, to be active and critical participants in 

society. Strong literacy skills helps address poverty and social exclusion and contributes to 

greater levels of equality.  

NALA welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the development of the Department of 

Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science Statement of Strategy 2021 

- 2023.  

Defining literacy  

Literacy, numeracy and digital literacy are life skills that allow us to participate in, and make 

sense of, the world. These skills involve listening, speaking, reading, writing, using numbers 

and everyday technology to communicate, to build relationships, to understand 

information and make informed choices.  

NALA defines literacy as involving:  
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“listening and speaking, reading, writing, numeracy and using everyday technology to 

communicate and handle information. But it includes more than the technical skills of 

communications: it also has personal, social and economic dimensions. Literacy increases 

the opportunity for individuals, families and communities to reflect on their situation, 

explore new possibilities and initiate change.”1  

When we talk about literacy, we use it as an umbrella term for language, literacy, numeracy 

and digital literacy.  

It is important to note that the above definition is not static. The literacy, numeracy and 

digital literacy needed to participate in society change all the time, and will continue to 

evolve in the future. 

 

Literacy, numeracy and digital literacy needs in Ireland  

 One in six (18%)2 of the adult population struggle with reading and understanding 

everyday text. For example, reading a bus timetable or medicine instructions.  

 One in four Irish adults (25%) has difficulties using maths in everyday life. For 

example, basic addition, working out a bill or calculating averages.3  

 Over half (55%) of the adult population has low digital skills.4 For example, using a 

smart phone, googling and understanding information online.  

 

Note: the majority of people who have difficulties with digital skills have underlying literacy 

issues.  

Literacy policy and strategy  

Literacy is core element of education policy, nationally and internationally. Ireland’s new 

National Further Education and Training Strategy 5 notes the “opportunity to build on this 

strong foundation with a new literacy and numeracy strategy over the next 5 years which 

can complete its journey from what tended to be a standalone service to one which is fully 

integrated with wider FET provision and which links learners to pathways within FET to 

further develop their skills.” It identifies eight areas of a literacy and numeracy strategy.  
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The United Nations 2030 Sustainable Development Goals pledge to leave no one behind and 

to reach the furthest behind first.6 Ireland’s own education and training policy and 

strategies must embrace this and prioritise those who are furthest behind first.  

In September 2020 the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation 

and Science (DFHERIS) announced the development of a new 10-year adult literacy, 

numeracy and digital literacy strategy. We welcome this and look forward to working with 

DFHERIS and other government departments, SOLAS, ETBs and other stakeholders to 

support adults with unmet literacy, numeracy and digital literacy needs. 

Supporting literacy, numeracy and digital literacy needs  

In order to support adults with unmet literacy, numeracy and digital literacy needs, NALA 

recommends that the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation 

and Science (DFHERIS) should:  

 

1. Implement, fund and evaluate the upcoming 10-year literacy, numeracy and digital 

literacy strategy.  

 

2. Lead out on a whole-of government approach to addressing adult literacy, 

numeracy and digital literacy. Encourage all government departments to agree 

inter-related policies and action plans to work collaboratively towards the same 

goals. For example, there needs to be an alignment of policies on family literacy and 

inter-departmental working between Department of Education and Department of 

Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science to provide family 

literacy programmes in every community.  

 

3. Build collaborative literacy, numeracy and digital literacy partnerships in order to 

facilitate a more systematic approach to adult literacy.  

 

4. Offer a literacy learning guarantee giving a learning entitlement for all adults with 

unmet literacy, numeracy and digital literacy needs and or less than a QQI Level 4 

qualification (Leaving certificate or equivalent). This would include increased hours, 
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intensive and flexible tuition options, along with bite-sized learning programmes on 

areas such as shopping and money, attending health appointments, media literacy.  

 

5. Introduce a targeted paid learning leave programme for employees with literacy, 

numeracy and digital literacy needs or less than a QQI Level 4 qualification. This 

intervention should be funded by the State and targeted at Small and Medium 

Enterprises (SMEs) and community and voluntary sector organisations where the 

employer does not have the capacity to pay for this. In larger enterprises, employees 

with these needs should be released with pay to engage in learning.  

 

6. Deliver a literacy-friendly service that takes account of and supports adults with 

literacy, numeracy and digital literacy needs to access DFHERIS services. Building on 

good practice to date, there is a need for a centrally-led programme of education 

and training on literacy awareness and plain language in the public sector and 

services. DFHERIS should:  

o Raise awareness of literacy issues to inform ongoing work with the public.  

o Have designated staff attend literacy awareness and plain language training.  

o Ensure “All public service communication should be in plain language” (in line with 

current Programme for Government Commitment, June 2020). This should include 

putting the Plain language Act on the legislative agenda for 2021. In the last Dáil 

there were two plain Language Bills that only reached second stage.  

 

7. Promote and support integration of literacy and numeracy development into all 

further and higher education curriculum (where appropriate). There is also a need 

for sensitive reaching out to adults with unmet literacy, numeracy and digital literacy 

needs currently in education and training and providing adequate supports.  

 

 

1 National Adult Literacy Agency (2012). Guidelines for Good Adult Literacy Work: Dublin: NALA.   
2 CSO (2013). PIAAC 2012 (Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies) Results from Ireland.  
3 Ibid.  
4 Cedefop (2020). Empowering adults through upskilling and reskilling pathways. Volume 1: adult population with potential for upskilling 
and reskilling. Luxembourg: Publications of the European Union.  
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5 SOLAS (2020). Future FET: Transforming Learning – The National Further Education and Training Strategy  
6 Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

National Centre for Guidance in Education (NCGE) 

 

Jennifer McKenzie  
Director  
 
  

The following submission provides a general response from NCGE to the two questions 

posed for consultation phase of the Department of Further and Higher Education, research 

Innovation and Science.  

I. How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be 

enhanced? 

II. What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate 

to meet those challenges? 

 

As the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research Innovation and Science 

establishes its role as a key Government Department and prepares its Statement of Strategy 

for the coming years, there are several issues that must be considered. Crucial amongst 
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these is the recognition that five areas within the remit are and should be interwoven and 

interdependent.  

 

Recognition of the links between and interdependence of Further and Higher Education and 

Training should be at the centre of planning for the tertiary education and training sectors, 

with the acknowledgment of the crucial differences in the sectors. FET is required for and 

aimed at those who wish to avail of vocational education and training as the academic focus 

of HE does not and will not suit all learners.  

 

Supporting Research and Innovation across academic and enterprise sectors should also be 

reflected in the decisions of the Department. Decisions of the Department should be made 

and acted upon based on evidence generated from such research and innovation, in an 

agreed and timely manner.  

Clarity on the role and functions and business units of the two Departments on key areas of 

policy and activities effecting all aspects of lifelong learning is essential.  

 

Genuine engagement with agencies of the Department, will ensure a co-ordinated approach 

to the development of policy and delivery across each of the five areas. Clarity of the role 

and remit of agencies of this new Department is vital to these developments.  

Focusing on research and developments in Science and technology should inform the 

further development of the FET and HE sector. Funded research in areas of adult education, 

vocational education, progression, use of blended learning models, apprenticeships etc. is 

required to inform the entire tertiary sector. 

Cross governmental policy, national strategies, activities and programmes are important to 

reduce duplication of funding and purpose.  

 

With the separation of the departmental oversight of schools and tertiary education, the 

progression routes across schools, FET and HE will depend on purposeful interactivity and 

policy agreements between the two departments – DFHERIS and Department of Education.  
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DFHERIS and its agencies will require active engagement with European Commission and 

colleagues across the EU to ensure that policies developed lead and reflect the agreed 

policies of the EU  

 

Current Polices  

Current information as referenced on the DFHERIS website include:  

 Languages Connect, Ireland’s Strategy for Foreign Languages in Education 2017-2026  

 National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education 2015-2021  

 Action Plan for Education 2019  

 Consultation on 10-year Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy  

 Innovation 2020 – proposal that research masters and PhD enrolments will be 

increased by 500  

 Various publications on Higher Education  

 

From the information on the website, it is not clear now, however which Department ( ie. 

DE or DFHERIS) is responsible for implementation of which Strategy. As an example, is 

DFHERIS now responsible for the Languages Connect Strategy? Is DFHERIS responsible for 

the National Skills Strategy? NCGE is also aware of the support of DFHERIS for the SOLAS FET 

Strategy 2020-24 which will be a key document in the development of the FET sector as a 

whole.  

 

The development of various policies of the new Department will require an overarching 

focus on a strategic decision about the growth of the FET and HE sector. The Action Plan for 

Education 2019 should inform this strategy, but it should be based on re-examined and 

identified need in the context of the new Department  

 

NCGE welcomes that such strategies will be based on the current elements of the 

Programme for Government 2020 , in areas such as Reskilling and Retraining: developing a 

culture of lifelong learning; developing a standardised system of accreditation of prior 

learning; support the recovery phase with the provision of new career paths for people with 
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different interests and abilities; improving access to Higher Education for Traveller 

community; improving access to FET and HE generally; supporting pathways to professions 

for disadvantaged students; taking account of the 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals 

and focusing on social inclusion , anti-poverty and Community development. 

NCGE welcomes the Programme for Government focus to examine the creation of a single-

information portal for school-leavers for both Further Education and Higher Education 

programmes of study and to ensure that Ireland supports our citizens and general 

population to recognise our place as global citizens at the heart of Europe.  

It is in the context of these intentions listed in the Programme for Government, that 

DFHERIS policies will require an overarching view of how each of these separate intentions 

could be and should be interlinked with FET, HE, Research and Science. It is incumbent on 

this new Department to review projects and programmes funded by other government 

departments and to consider how these projects and programmes can be co-ordinated, 

planned and managed across government departments to reduce duplication of funding and 

ensure effective implementation. There is a clear opportunity for this new Department to 

establish new methods of operations to develop policies and structures.  

 

Challenges for the Department  

• The challenge facing the Department will be to establish the clear boundary 

lines between the new Department and its previous parent department while 

maintaining a focus on lifelong learning.  

• Policies and practices that are appropriate for schools and school management 

are not necessarily appropriate for FET and HE. Practical issues such as year -long 

education and training provision should not be restrained by the traditional school 

term calendar and should reflect the education and training needs of young people 

and adults who are available for education and training in evenings, weekends, 

summer months etc.  

• A recognition of the need for engagement of FET and HE, Research and 

Innovation and Science, with wider enterprise, businesses and job creation will require 

newly established interdepartmental co-ordination, co-operation and agreements.  
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• State Agencies and organisations which are transferred and now operating 

under the remit of the DFHERIS, will require formal recognition as such. Agencies of 

the Department require clarity of governance structures, funding processes and 

model , delegated sanction for staffing, and timely and agreed interactions through 

appropriate Oversight and Performance Delivery Agreements (OPDA) or equivalent 

which are standardised and fit for purpose.  

• Access to senior management in the new Department is vital to develop 

appropriate, transparent and trusting working relationships with agencies and 

organisations of the Department.  

• It is critical that agencies of DFHERIS are promoted and recognised as having a 

different remit from those NGOs which are funded by the Department or SOLAS or 

HEA.  

 

• Clarity on which national strategy is the responsibility of the new Department 

is crucial.  

• DFHERIS will be challenged by the appropriate Government requirement to 

develop all policies within the context of the UN 17 Sustainable Development goals. 

Research, evidence based planning, appropriate qualifications of staff and funding of 

innovative projects will support these SDGs.  

 

• Recognising that the one key element that is common to all national strategies 

is the need for Guidance provision to those outside the traditional post primary school 

system: - to support STEM, to support Languages development in FET and HE, to 

support access to information and applications to FET and HE, to support social 

inclusion, wellbeing, encouraging and facilitating reskilling and upskilling and career 

change and employment opportunities, to support engagement with accreditation of 

prior learning. Lifelong Guidance or career development processes are recognised and 

recommended by the EU Commission and international organisations such as OECD, 

CEDFOP, ILO, World Bank etc.  
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• While the development of a national guidance strategy will be a challenge for 

the Department, it provides an opportunity to focus on the one key element that is 

crucial to all of the other strategies named above as outlined below:  

 

Lifelong Guidance (also referred to as Career Guidance / Career Development / Guidance 

Counselling )  

 

Lifelong Guidance has a crucial role to play in supporting individuals into, progressing 

through and exiting from the FET and HE sectors, accessing employment and supporting 

access to careers in Research Innovation and Science.  

 

The Department of Education and Skills published the Indecon Report of the Review of 

Careers Guidance in 2019 and the then Minister established an internal Task Force to 

address and priorities the recommendations from this report. While delays due to Covid are 

understandable, it is the understanding of NCGE that the SPEE Unit which was responsible 

for the Task Force, is now included in the functions of the new Department. It is incumbent 

on DFHERIS therefore to act on this work sooner rather than later.  

The National Guidance Strategy as recommended by the Indecon report should be co-

ordinated by DFHERIS, agreed at cross departmental level , with a national focus on career 

development and guidance provision outside of the compulsory school system, ie in FET, HE 

and with a wider social inclusion focus  

 

NCGE has previously submitted briefing documents to both Minister Harris ( DFHERIS) and 

Minister Foley ( DE) outlining the information below : 

Guidance in Higher Education  

Guidance provision in Higher Education institutions is provided by the Careers Office and is 

determined at local level based on the agreed student supports available in the 

college/university/institution. Student Counselling services provide 1-to-1 personal 

counselling and/or psychotherapeutic supports. Hence the Careers Office focus mostly on 

careers and education guidance provision and referrals where appropriate.  
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The Association of Higher Education Careers Services (AHECS) provides supports for 

engagement with employers, work experience and professional development for Careers 

Office staff. The Department does not determine the qualifications required for career 

guidance staff in HE. NCGE engages with AHECS as a stakeholder representative group of 

guidance practitioners and providers in HE.  

 

National Reviews  

2018: Minister Mitchell O’Connor published the HEA Progress Review of the National Access 

Plan and Priorities to 2021 1 outlining the clarity of target groups, (focusing on socio-

economically disadvantaged, travellers, people with disabilities and those transitioning from 

FET to HE), and provision of clear information on HE programmes and supports available. It 

is clear from this report that access to impartial information and guidance is vital to support 

individuals into and to participate in HE.  

2019: Minister McHugh published Indecon Review Report of Careers Guidance in April 2019 

2. Key Recommendations included:  

1. Appoint a National Policy Group to develop a coherent, long-term strategy for 

lifelong career guidance.  

2. Ongoing emphasis on evidence-based policy, including through organisation of a 

biennial stakeholder forum.  

3. Establish a support organisation to oversee technology-facilitated guidance services, 

funded in part from the NTF.  

4. Department of Education and Skills to set up an Implementation Task Force to drive 

the proposed reforms.  

5. Integrate a consistent Learner Guidance and Support Service across FET.  

10. Implement a programme with the enterprise sector to highlight the benefits to 

enterprise of participating in career guidance.  

11. Initiate supports for employers to facilitate career guidance inputs and quality work 

experience. 

2020: SOLAS published 3 and Minister Harris launched the Future FET: Transforming 

Learning the National Further Education and Training (FET) Strategy. A hugely welcome 
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development to provide direction for the development of the FET sector in Ireland. 

Throughout this strategy, there are continued references to the need for standardised 

guidance provision:  

 

“access good guidance and information to make smart up-skilling and career development 

decisions” pg. 12.  

 

Page 54 of the strategy outlines that “Critical to facilitating lifelong learning pathways is the 

pivotal role of ETBs in providing guidance on education, training, employment and careers 

to all within their regions. The approach to guidance is inconsistent across FET settings and 

provision, and this must be rectified with an integrated approach to guidance across ETBs. 

This should ensure that impartial guidance is available to all who seek it within the ETB 

region, and that the ETB positions itself to ensure that it works effectively for all FET 

provision and all FET learner”.  

Furthermore, the FET Strategy echoes the recommendations of the Indecon report on the 

development of a nationally accessible IT based careers information platform, stating that: 

“FET also lacks a good centralised single ‘go to’ IT portal which can offer more accessible 

information and advice without the need for face-to-face contact, and FET must support 

the development of such a resource as recommended by the recent Government Review of 

Career Guidance. This must include accessible labour market intelligence that can inform 

potential learners of the likely available future job and career opportunities from particular 

course choices”.  

 

It is vital that any such careers information platform ( as referenced in the Programme for 

Government) would also provide access to information on FET and HE courses, programmes 

and apprenticeships. Currently relevant information is provided on separate systems such as 

https://www.fetchcourses.ie/ www.apprenticeship.ie www.qualifax.ie www.cao.ie 

https://springboardcourses.ie/ and via the SOLAS SLMRU www.solas.ie/research-lp/.  

 

http://www.solas.ie/research-lp/
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A nationally available careers information and tool, with facility to access career guidance 

“chat” or online guidance, with appropriately qualified guidance personnel, similar to that of 

Guidance Information officers and Guidance Counsellors of the ETB- Adult Education 

Guidance Service (AEGS), is necessary now to augment the delivery of guidance services to 

individuals and groups in post-primary schools and FET and HE. 

NCGE proposes: in order to develop a national focus on the development of careers 

guidance across FET ,HE and collaborating appropriately with the labour market sectors, the 

following is necessary:-  

• The recommendations of the Indecon Review should be agreed and 

prioritised as a matter of urgency. A National Guidance Agency is required to 

establish and implement the National Guidance Strategy. This National Guidance 

Agency would be best placed as a formally established and separate unit within a 

government department to ensure inter- and intra-departmental collaboration, 

cohesion and coordination of guidance provision nationally.  

 

• A national online accessible careers information tool and self-assessment 

system is vital at this time, with Departmental oversight and publicly funded to 

ensure impartiality of information and service. An online careers information service 

would provide “support” to face-to-face guidance delivery across schools, FET and 

HE and to those who are unemployed.  

 

• DE (as DES) published the Programme Recognition Framework 4 guidelines in 

2016 for the appropriate training and qualifications of guidance counsellors for post-

primary and FET guidance delivery. This requires further development now to 

recognise the different levels of guidance training and qualifications required across 

the FET sector. The requirement for CORU registration for counsellors and 

psychotherapists will impact on the role and activities of guidance in FET . Policy 

advice, information and appropriate guidance counsellor continuous professional 

development in FET, with a targeted focus on national standards, must be developed 

in accordance with the National Guidance Strategy.  
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• It is vital that there is clarity across DFHERIS and DE on all units with a role in 

supporting guidance provision across the education and training sectors.  

 

• A review of all programmes developed and delivered across other 

government departments is required to remove duplication of funding and projects 

targeted at community groups. As an example, the Social Inclusion and Community 

Activation Programme (SICAP) 5 developed by POBAL and Dept of Rural and 

Community Development, provides “supports for disadvantaged individuals to 

improve the quality of their lives through the provision of lifelong learning and labour 

market supports”. This is essentially a guidance programme, with government 

funding, duplicating the work of the ETB- AEGS and DSP- Intreo.  

 

• While NGO agencies, funded by SOLAS , such as Aontas and NALA provide 

“information phone lines”, such information services would be better placed in a 

formalised “careers and education information“ service, with approaches developed 

for specific target groups in the context of social inclusion, thus reducing duplication 

and allow for targeted funding streams.  

 

• HEA National Access Plan Interim Report details requirement for social 

inclusion and access to HE for disadvantaged groups. This must be considered in the 

context of the FET strategy to support transitions from FE to HE, etc. This will also 

require support for and inclusion of Guidance provision in schools, similar to the 

current DE DEIS Transitions group involving NCGE and ETBI.  

 

• The development of a nationally accessible guidance service for ALL will 

support any individual to make the correct decisions for them, to progress through 

school and onto, or back into, FET or HE or apprenticeship. Where this guidance 

service is delivered online, links to guidance services nationally will be required to 

ensure appropriate and targeted guidance supports are available. There is now a 
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clear opportunity for DFHERIS to build on the guidance structures in place with 

collaboration between ETBs and HE institutions regionally and nationally, developed 

in the context of the national guidance strategy.  

 

• Where the Indecon report recommendations indicate that there should be a 

“support organisation to oversee technology-facilitated guidance services”, NCGE 

recommends that this agency would have the responsibility to establish the 

“National Policy Group” and to develop the “National Guidance Strategy”.  

 

 

Finally, for DFHERIS to consider within the context of the Statement of Strategy:  

 

The National Centre for Guidance in Education was established as an agency of the 

Department of Education, operating under the aegis of Léargas since 1995. Léargas is now 

operating under the aegis of the new Department. Léargas and NCGE have agreed on the 

formal separation of functions of the two agencies as the roles and remits no longer 

interconnect as they would have in 1995. It is therefore appropriate at this time to consider 

establishing NCGE as a direct agency of the new Department, to focus on the key elements 

of the National Guidance Strategy as outlined above.  

 

While the National Guidance Forum Report in 2007 outlined a nationally agreed process for 

the development of guidance nationally, agreed national guidance provision across FET, HE, 

apprenticeships and wider employment and labour market sector and other governmental 

departments has not been established in Ireland. This will require national co-ordination at 

Departmental level, further research, creativity, innovation and buy-in from all relevant 

stakeholders including students, parents, adult learners, employers and professional 

representative bodies.  

 

As this could pose a challenge for the new Department, to lead out on lifelong guidance 

developments in Europe. It also provides an opportunity to develop the national guidance 
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strategy with a national guidance agency, ensuring oversight of the one government 

department with transparent and inter-and intra-departmental processes and agreements 

in place to ensure national approach to guidance developments.  

NCGE welcomes the opportunity to discuss this submission to the consultation as 

meaningful, and transparent enagagment with all agencies of the new Department will be 

crucial to developing this Statement of Strategy. 

NCGE welcomes the opportunity to discuss this submission to the consultation as 
meaningful, and transparent enagagment with all agencies of the new Department will be 
crucial to developing this Statement of Strategy. 

1 https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/01/HEA-Progress-Review-2021-NAP.pdf  
2 https://w3 https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/64d0718c9e/solas_fet_strategy_web.pdf  ww.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-  
3 https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/64d0718c9e/solas_fet_strategy_web.pdf   
4 gov.ie - Programme Recognition Framework: Guidance Counselling (www.gov.ie)  
5 https://www.gov.ie/en/policy-information/6609f4-social-inclusion-and-community-activation-programme-sicap/#introduction   
 

 

 

National College of Ireland 

 

Gina Quin 

President 
 

Introduction and Background 

National College of Ireland (NCI) was established in 1951 by the Jesuit Community as the 

College of Industrial Relations and was renamed NCI when established on its new campus at 

Mayor Square in Dublin’s IFSC (North East Inner City) in 2002, with support from the 

Department of Education and Dublin City Council. The College has continued to develop its 

Higher Education (HE) provision, focussing on ICT programmes, Business programmes, 

Psychology and Education, at undergraduate and post graduate levels. The College has 

retained a strong alignment with employers and Trade Unions, delivering to the skills needs 

of the economy and achieving consistently high, graduate employment. The Governing Body 

of the College comprises representation from the Jesuit Community, (although Jesuit 

ownership ceased in 1998), Ibec and ICTU, in addition to representatives of industry, the 
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student body and academic and non-academic staff, ensuring a collaborative governance that 

is reflective of NCI’s mission, ‘To change lives through education’.  

The College is committed to delivering higher education aligned to the skills needs of the 

economy and the educational needs of NCI’s immediate community, supported by best 

academic practice and research. Access is a core principle of NCI’s Level 6-10 programmes, 

with flexible modes of delivery and supports, across c.6,000 full and part-time students. Since 

2008, National College of Ireland has operated an innovative community education initiative, 

the Early Learning Initiative, focussed on addressing educational disadvantage in the inner 

city of Dublin among pre-school children and their families. This programme is focussed on 

raising educational ambition in the community, delivery numeracy and literacy skills so that 

children can access primary education and enabling their families to support their continuing 

educational journey.  

This context is key to NCI’s response to the DFHERIS request for views on the strategic 

direction of the Department and Higher Education (HE) in Ireland. 

The Department has requested NCI’s views on the following questions: 

 how well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the of the Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be 

enhanced? 

 what are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate 

to meet those challenges? 

 

NCI’s perspective for the policy direction of DFHERIS  

The Department has significantly met the needs of the Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation and Science sector but the current policy direction could be enhanced. 

It is noted that HEIs provide a positive influence on our societies and economies, delivering a 

lifelong stimulus to societal wellbeing, to the development of the individual and the provision 

of skills, innovation and research to the economy.   
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The higher education system should, in our view, support an integrated tertiary education 

system, including a renewed focus on life-long learning and the maximising of progression for 

learners through collaboration at all levels. Examples could include integrated policies 

between DFHERIS and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, to facilitate 

greater flexibility of learning; increased focus on the integrated of FE/HE education models; 

robust regulatory systems which ensure that institutions adapt promptly and efficiently to 

societal and economic needs; and a new system of micro-credentials which can maximise 

learners response to skills development and lifelong learning.  

Flexibility is required from agencies and accrediting bodies to dynamically support HEIs in 

their need to respond the educational requirements of the changing world. The current 

COVID-19 emergency has provided a very effective ‘case study’ of flexibility, impacting 

delivery modes, accreditations, assessments and positively benefiting learner outcomes, 

despite the challenging restrictions of the enforced online environment. This has been 

reflected in the work of all of the agencies who report to DFHERIS, Higher Education 

Authority, the Further Education and Training Authority SOLAS, Quality and Qualifications 

Ireland and Science Foundation Ireland. 

In the global context it is worth noting that initiatives such as the EU funded Universities of 

the Future,  the UK Independent Commission on the College of the Future and MIT’s Taskforce 

for the Future of Work,  are all framing higher education in the context of the changing nature 

of work and the role of technology in shaping our future lives. The concept of the Quadruple 

helix of Government, Industry, Academic and Civil Society has become core to the future of 

higher education.  

All HEIs need to embrace a fluid and permeable relationship with wider society in order to be 

a positive force in the current complex and unpredictable times. This future requires that the 

divide between schools, further education and higher education become more fluid with 

learning defined by need (not age), in relation to a student’s life stage combined with 

ambition for lifelong learning. This approach has considerable implications for the processes 

of accreditation, standards and recognition of prior learning. All HEIs need to explore the 

growing range of learner centric educational options including, on-demand learning, multiple 
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modes of delivery, shorter cycle qualifications and credentials and collaborative delivery.  A 

renewed focus on the role of HEIs as civic contributors critically provides support to the UN 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), a significant feature of the future of HE, as education 

underpins each one of the SDG 17 goals. This should be core to both educational provision 

and research, and the role higher education campuses play within their local community. 

NCI is an excellent example of an innovative HE institution that is close to employers within 

the economy, vested in community, working across the educational sectors, and committed 

to changing lives through education in partnership with Government. Current examples 

include: 

 accelerated two-year degrees 

 our Early Learning Initiative (ELI)  

 professional apprenticeships  

 our involvement in P-Tech with NEIC secondary level schools  

 accredited programmes for Solas instructors and employees in Department of Social 

Protection  

 SFI funded delivery of Coding Clubs to primary school children in the NEIC in 

conjunction with ELI  

 EU funded research into learning in ICT and computational thinking 

These examples of innovative programmes are delivered alongside and within the broader 

provision of programmes to c.6,000 students across levels 6-10 on the National Qualifications 

Framework, these initiatives are pushing the boundaries of higher education in line with 

Government ambition. 

 

Critical areas to be considered in the enhancement of policies and the challenges that need 

be addressed within DFHERIS 
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1. Requirement of the Higher Education sector to be integral to the Irish economy and 

government and to provide skilled graduates for the current and future workplace 

 

2. Requirement to provide flexible modes of Higher Education provision in full-time and 

part-time modes, modular and micro credentials, apprenticeships, that maximise 

access to Higher Education, Research and Lifelong learning 

 

3. Demonstrable access to Higher Education by disadvantaged communities, structured 

outreach to disadvantaged communities, investing long-term in raising educational 

ambition, right through to Higher Education and Lifelong Learning 

 

4. Demonstrable alliance with employers, economic and enterprise strategy, employer 

input to programme development, student internships and engagement in 

employment fully integrated into Higher Education programme 

 

5. Structured collaboration with Further Education, currently provided through 

institution to institution articulation agreements, but requiring a structured 

programme of progression between Level 6 and Higher Education Institutions to 

maximise access and progression 

 

6. Focus on literacy and numeracy skills, digital skills and the skills of collaboration, 

teamwork and learning to learn, so that all learners can access Higher Education 

 

7. Addressing Education for Sustainable Development (EDS) through embedded EDS 

modules in Higher Education and Research, best in class operational standards, 

student participation and voice, Equality, Diversity and Integration across the 

Institution and ensuring graduates carry sustainable development message forward 

 

8. Higher Education should be adequately funded, supported and encouraged to 

innovate, to work in collaboration across the Higher Education and broader Education 
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sector, the economy and industry, and Internationally. Diversity of Higher Education 

Institutions will maximise access and innovation and responsiveness to learner needs. 

 

Globally there has been a revival of the need for real engagement by higher education 

institutions to its surrounding society, both locally and globally. In this context higher 

education institutions have an increasingly important role as sites of internationalisation, 

delivering on local and global Equality, Diversity and Integration goals. Further higher 

education institutions, at their best, address the changing nature of work, facilitating 

individual learners to integrate and maximise their potential, supporting this with best 

academic practice and research. The scale and pace of technological transformation is 

disproportionately and negatively impacting lower-skilled workers and disadvantaged 

communities. The OECD has highlighted these changes noting that participation in higher 

education matters more than ever. The challenge for all in academia, within communities, 

within industry and government, is to maximise collaboration and resources to ensure that 

education provides a pathway to individual and societal well-being.  

 

 

National Disability Authority 

 
 

I am writing to you in relation to the preparation of the Statement of Strategy for the period 

2020- 2023 for the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science as required under section 5 of the Public Service Management Act 1997.  

 

The National Disability Authority (NDA) is the independent state body with a duty to provide 

expert advice on disability policy and practice, and to promote Universal Design in Ireland. 

The Centre for Excellence in Universal Design (CEUD) is a statutory unit within the National 

Disability Authority.  
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The Statement of Strategy provides an opportunity to disability-proof the range of actions 

across this new Department’s configuration, it is also an opportunity to reconfirm and 

embed mainstreaming of disability across the Department’s units which obliges mainstream 

public services to include people with disabilities. Mainstreaming is also a useful building 

block for the department to deliver commitments due under the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), especially Article 24.  

 

Furthermore, it is critical that the Statement of Strategy for the Department of Further & 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation & Science and the annualised business plans of your 

Department are aligned and linked with other crosscutting strategies and national policies 

such as:  

 The Comprehensive Employment Strategy (2015-2024)  

 Future Jobs Ireland  

 Development of new National Economic Plan  

 Pathways to Work 2020 -2024  

 

This alignment will bring coherence to policy and positively contribute to achieving better 

outcomes in the lives of learners with disabilities. This alignment would also underpin and 

strengthen the whole-of-government approach that is necessary to achieve the objectives 

of this Statement of Strategy and to provide comprehensive, streamlined and inclusive 

educational services for people with disabilities.  

 

Background  

 

Key Statistics  

According to 2016 census data:  

 The unemployment rate amongst persons with a disability was 26.3%, more than 

double the 12.9% rate for the population as a whole.  

 Ireland’s rate of youth disability benefit recipients was approximately 5% - well 

above the OECD average of 2% and was the highest of the OECD countries.  
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 The not in employment, education, or training status (NEET) rate for young people 

with a disability, at 23 %, is over twice the rate of young people without a disability 

at 10%.  

 13.7% of persons with a disability aged 15-50 had completed no higher than primary 

level education, compared with 4.2% of the general population.  

 37.0% had completed third level education compared with 53.4% of the general 

population  

 

UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities  

Ireland ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) in 

March 2018. The overarching vision of the UNCRPD, which entered into force on 19 April 

2018, is to ensure that persons with disabilities, including children with disabilities, can 

participate in and contribute to society on an equal basis with others. Article 24 of the 

Convention specifically protects the right to inclusive education, which comes within the 

remit of your Department. However, other Articles of the Convention are also relevant to 

the work of your Department, including Article 9 on accessibility, and Article 27 on work and 

employment which contains provisions on vocational guidance.  

 

National Disability Inclusion Strategy & Crosscutting National Strategies  

The National Disability Inclusion Strategy 2017–2021 (NDIS), published in July 2017, seeks 

to ensure that a whole-of-government approach is taken to disability issues. The NDA would 

advise that this new department establish its own Disability Consultative Committee (DCC) 

to progress the implementation and monitoring of relevant actions of the NDIS. You will 

note from your involvement with the Department of Education and Skills DCC that it is a 

useful channel to communicate the views and perspectives of people with disabilities and 

their representatives to your Department. Members of the Disability Steering Group (DSG) 

under the National Disability Inclusion Strategy (NDIS) and other stakeholders have been 

invited to these meetings as a mechanism to facilitate monitoring and implementation of 

the Department’s commitments under this Strategy.  
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The NDA offers suggestions below on some key areas of focus relevant to your department 

and would be happy to engage in further detail on any of these as required.  

 

Policy Coherence and General Obligations  

Progression of actions under NDIS  

The NDA underlines the need for coherence between the NDIS and the new Statement of 

Strategy. While currently, your Department, given that it was only recently formed, doesn’t 

have any specific NDIS actions assigned, there are a number of commitments in the NDIS 

with regard to further and higher education that will be the responsibility of this 

Department. The NDA advises that these actions are included in the Statement of Strategy 

2020–2022.  

 Article 31: We will consider how best to build on and progress work completed to 

date to facilitate smooth transitions into, within and out of education on a cross 

departmental and agency basis.  

 Action 41: SOLAS will develop a social inclusion resource to enhance the capacity to 

support active inclusion of all people in further education and training including 

people with a disability.  

 Action 42: We will promote participation in third level education by persons with 

disabilities.  

 

The NDA are pleased to note that in the latest NDIS traffic light report (September 2020) 

Action 41 is reported as being fully achieved, and Action 42, having reached the first target 

of 8% of people with disabilities participating in third level education, is now working 

towards a revised target of 12%. Action 31 which will consider how best to build on and 

progress work completed to date to facilitate smooth transitions into, within and out of 

education on a cross departmental and agency basis was reported as experiencing minor 

delivery issues so this may be an area for further focus.  

 

In addition to the above, there are a number of actions that are the responsibility of all 

departments (actions 3B, 6, 16, 17, 20, 21, 25, 27, 33, 47, 49, 77) and the NDA advises that 
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due attention is also given to these. Five of these shared actions are highlighted below for 

your attention. The shared actions are listed in Appendix 1 for reference.  

 

Action 3B: Development of a UNCRPD Action Plan  

The NDA notes that the Mid-Term Review of the National Disability Inclusion  

Strategy requires all departments and agencies to develop plans to implement the 

obligations of the UNCRPD. The NDA therefore advises that your Department includes a 

commitment to developing a departmental UNCRPD action plan within its Statement of 

Strategy. As an initial step, the NDA advises that your Department undertakes a review of 

the provisions of the UNCRPD with a view to identifying areas which come within its remit 

and actions which need to be progressed. The NDA has undertaken mapping work in 

relation to the UNCRPD and the NDIS and would be available to engage further with the 

Department on this if it would be of assistance. 

 

Action 25: Compliance with Part M 2010 of the Building Regulations  

Section 25 of the Disability Act requires all departments and public bodies to ensure that the 

parts of their buildings which are accessed by the public, apart from heritage sites, are 

brought into compliance with Part M 2010 of the building regulations, which deals with 

accessibility, by 1 January 2022. The NDA advises that each department and agency should 

develop an action plan including access audits, planned improvements works, timeframes 

for implementation and earmarked funding, to work towards achieving compliance with 

these legal obligations. This may involve engaging with other authorities as appropriate, 

including for example, the OPW. We also advise that compliance with Section 25 should be 

factored into performance framework agreements with agencies as a governance matter to 

comply with legal duties. An Operational Review of the Effectiveness of Section 25 of the 

Disability Act 2005 1 was published by the NDA in 2019 providing guidance on how public 

bodies can comply with Section 25.  
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Section 25 applies to Department buildings, schools and colleges operated by Solas, HEA, 

Education Training Boards, and schools owned by the Department which are leased to 

operating bodies.2  

 

Action 49: Compliance with Part 5 of the Disability Act 2005  

With regard to compliance with Part 5 of the Disability Act 2005 the NDA recognises your 

status as a new Department in 2020. In the past Part 5 returns for the Further and Higher 

Education sector were submitted under the Department of Education. The NDA notes that 

in 2017 and 2018 the Department exceeded the minimum target and the Institutes of 

Technology also reached and/or exceeded the minimum 3% target for this two-year period. 

The NDA suggests that your Department consider liaising with your colleagues in the 

Department of Education to discuss the process of establishing a Departmental Monitoring 

Committee to help you collate data for your 2020 Part 5 returns. The NDA would welcome 

the opportunity to provide you with additional guidance and support in this regard  

The NDA advises that it will be important to continue maintaining compliance with Part 5 of 

the Disability Act 2005 as a key focus of your Department's HR strategy. The NDA are happy 

to advise in this regard and note that an action in the Comprehensive Employment Strategy 

for People with Disabilities 2015 - 2024 will raise the 3% target to 6% in the coming years.  

 

Action 16: Compliance with the European Union (Accessibility of Websites and Mobile 

Applications of Public Sector Bodies) Regulations 2020  

This Directive was transposed into Irish law on September 23rd 2020 and requires public 

sector bodies to take necessary measures to make their websites and mobile applications 

more accessible by making them perceivable, operable, understandable and robust. The 

NDA advises that the Department reviews its website and takes steps to ensure it meets the 

necessary requirements. The NDA will be the official monitoring body for this Directive and 

Regulations and is due to submit its first report in this regard to the Department of 

Communications, Climate Change and Environment by 23rd December 2021.  

 

Action 3B: Participation of persons with disabilities  
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All departments are responsible under the NDIS for including persons with disabilities in the 

policy development process. The Programme for Government includes a commitment to 

raising awareness of the lived experience of people with disabilities. The UNCRPD places an 

obligation on States to ensure that people with disabilities are included in policy 

development and decision-making. Similarly, one of the core values which has underpinned 

the mission of your Department is to ‘place the learner at the centre of education strategy 

and policy development’.  

The NDA advises that this Department, and agencies under its aegis, begin to develop 

processes for engaging with learners with disabilities when planning, implementing and 

monitoring strategies and policies. The Department of Children, Equality, Disability, 

Integration and Youth has recently established a Consultation and Participation Network 

regarding disability and may be a group that you could engage with in the future. While we 

have advised that a Disability Consultative Committee is established, the process of 

engagement should be carried through to education providers and agencies under the 

departments remit. For instance and by example, the approach developed by Solas in their 

review of Specialist Training Provision is worth consideration.  

 

Action 20: Disability Awareness training  

The National Disability Inclusion Strategy contains a commitment to “provide disability 

awareness training for all staff”. Disability awareness training frequently comes up in the UN 

Committee’s Concluding Observations. The NDA advises that disability awareness training 

is carried out among all staff within the Department and agencies under its remit. The NDA 

has a disability awareness training e-learning module which is available to all public sector 

bodies.3  

 

Irish Sign Language Act  

Although not a specific action in the NDIS, all departments have obligations under the  

Irish Sign Language (ISL) Act. The Act was signed into law in December 2017. Irish Sign 

Language (ISL) is now an official language of Ireland. Under the Act, public bodies will be 

required to prepare and implement ISL action plans, and provide free ISL interpretation to 
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people using, or seeking access to, statutory entitlements and services. The Act also places 

an obligation on the courts to take all reasonable steps to allow persons competent in ISL to 

be heard in ISL. The Act will be fully commenced in December 2020. The National Disability 

Authority advises that your Department takes steps, if it hasn’t already done so, to prepare 

for the commencement of the Act. 

 

Key issues of importance to the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science 

 

NDA advises that the following concerns relevant to supporting learners with disabilities to 

access Further Education & Training (FET) and Higher Education (HE) will require action in 

the department’s strategy statement:  

 Data shows that people with disabilities are more likely to exit school earlier than 

their non-disabled counterparts. Therefore, return to and access to education may 

require a practical pathway that identifies and supports the relevant steps and 

outcomes;  

 Data illustrates that many persons with disabilities leave school at or near age 16, 

and therefore have a level of educational attainment that may require interventions 

to support access to and progression through FET and HE;  

 The NDA has advised that the number of young people with a disability failing to 

engage with education, training or employment is significant, with literature showing 

that age 21 is a key age for engagement beyond which it becomes more difficult to 

secure positive outcomes;  

 Return to education for some people with acquired disabilities and/or long terms 

health conditions requires specific support measures, including those relevant to 

further and higher education. Research has shown that in Ireland some of this cohort 

have not worked or studied for more than 10 years.  

 

Details on some key issues relating to specific sections of your Department are outlined 

below.  



349 
 
 

 

 

Further Education and Training (FET)  

The Solas’ Skills and Labour Market Research Unit (SLMRU) report on the numbers of people 

with disabilities involved in FET 4, shows that during 2018, 8,644 people who declared a 

disability were involved in FET. The majority of learners were 25 years of age or older. This 

points to the importance of FET provision for those who may need to return to education in 

order to retain employment or further their employment goals. However, this data also 

shows that early school leaving remains an issue, as 2,329 learners with disabilities said 

that their highest level of formal education is primary education or below, and for 2,178 

their highest level of formal education is lower secondary. Approximately 55.3% of the 

learners had lower secondary or primary only level of education prior to joining FET. This 

data mirrors the results of the survey of Disability Allowance recipients, conducted in 2015.  

Activity incorporated under Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with 

Disabilities 2015-2024 (CES) is underway. Key actions require further progress and 

development of linkages between agencies to increase collaborative working and achieve 

outcomes. Two essential themes are transition planning and delivery of career and 

employment guidance across the education cycle. In that regard the NDA advises, the 

following actions are necessary for inclusion in the Statement of Strategy:  

 Solas joining work already underway in the Health Service Executive (HSE) and 

National Council for Special Education (NCSE) to effectively plan transitions for those 

with high support needs;  

 Transition and career planning from FET and HE on to employment;  

 Development of work placements and work-sampling that can bring people with 

disabilities closer to the labour market;  

 Development of tools that can assist in the transition process, e.g. documented 

transition plans with clearly identified work goals, vocational passports outlining 

qualifications and skills attained etc.;  

 Using a Case Management approach to support the referral process to FET from 

Intreo public employment service for people with disabilities;  
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 Immediate support for the implementation of CES Action 5.1 which is the agreed 

policy to develop a seamless pathway to employment for people with disabilities 

including those with high support needs who want to work;  

 In addition, the NDA welcomes the work underway in Solas to review Specialist 

Training Provision for people with disabilities, which is the key vocational training 

programme for people with disabilities.  

 In mainstream further and higher education provision, the NDA advises the 

following:  

 The Learner Pathway concept already in place in the Further Education and Training 

sector is a welcome mechanism to ensure prospective students with disabilities can 

identify a likely pathway through FET for themselves. A similar pathway concept for 

students with disabilities wishing to access and progress through Higher Education 

would be valuable for this cohort of learners. However, it is important to note that 

learners with disabilities may have nonlinear educational pathways. Therefore, their 

pathway may require additional supports and clear sign posting of transitioning 

points.  

 As part of the learner pathway, ‘transversal skills clusters’ – general learning and ICT 

learning can be developed and captured as part of a learner ‘education passport’, 

which will provide learners with a tool that captures their skills levels.  

 Similarly, the availability of career and employment guidance for learners with 

disabilities should be provided across the education life cycle. The NDA advises that 

this needs particular attention as responsibility for implementing the 

recommendations of the Indecon career guidance review lies with the Department 

of Education. The NDA notes that the implementation of the review 

recommendations will require ongoing development work to ensure the structures 

to facilitate transitions from school and between FET and HE are supported. This 

activity requires collaborative work from all education providers to showcase that 

transitioning is possible.  

 

Higher Education (HE)  
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The National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education 2015-2021 identified students 

with a disability as one of the key target groups. A finding from the Progress Review (2018) 

shows that progress towards realising the targets of the National Access Plan has been 

achieved amongst the disabilities target group. The target of 8% that was set for the lifetime 

of the Plan has been exceeded by the Progress Review stage with a new target of 12% set 

for 2021. Latest data (2017) show the overall participation rate has increased to 10.5%, and 

targets have equally been surpassed in respect of the three categories of disability. There 

has been an 88% increase in participation by students with physical or mobility disabilities, 

while participation rates by deaf students or those hard of hearing has increased by 48%. 

Participation by students that are blind or that have a vision impairment has increased by 

53%.  

However research from AHEAD has shown that learners with mental health difficulties are a 

growing in higher education. In the 2016-2017 period AHEAD found a 46% rise in the 

number of new students registering with a mental health condition. This figure represented 

14% of all new students with a disability. The NDA welcomes initiatives in HE that encourage 

students to disclose a hidden disability such as a mental health condition but it is equally 

important to track these students’ progression through HE and on to employment.  

There is evidence that people with Intellectual Disabilities continue to be underrepresented 

in HE. Data from the HEA access audit does not include learners with intellectual disabilities 

as there are no level 5 courses available in higher education provision. Nevertheless, the 

NDA advise that there are innovative programmes in some institutions to include learners 

with Intellectual Disabilities. These courses should be promoted to ensure that access to HE 

is available as the transition pathways to post-secondary provision for these students is 

often ad-hoc, and that making the progression to post-school educational provision relies 

heavily on the capacity of families. Programmes worth examining include the Maynooth 

University pilot that embraced students with intellectual disabilities into all aspects of 

university life and the general college population 5, the Trinity College Dublin model that is 

described in the Inclusive National Higher Education Forum publication 6, and the University 

College Dublin approach of ‘The University for All.7  
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Innovation and research  

The NDA welcomes your Department’s vision of boosting our research and innovation 

capacity and ensuring a strong pipeline of talent through investment in education and skills 

to sustain Ireland’s indigenous economy. The Centre for Excellence in Universal Design 

(CEUD) within the NDA promotes Universal Design (UD) and Universal Design for Learning 

(UDL) as a benefit for all rather than an additional cost to support “the few”. The inclusion 

of UD and UDL in the strategy statement and its subsequent implementation will benefit 

everyone within the FET and HE ecosystem, ensuring that consequently no one is 

disadvantaged.  

“To make sure that we are taking the right approach to achieving Universal Design we need 

to look first at those people who are most vulnerable and who are currently most likely to 

be excluded from many aspects of everyday life.” (Frye, 2013).8  

 

This strategy should consider UD and UDL as the core methodologies that underpin the 

design and delivery of Further Education & Training and Higher Education, to the benefit of 

all learners, including persons with disabilities, people whose first language is not English, 

people with low literacy level, regardless of age, size, ability or disability. A key component 

of UD and UDL is placing the learner at the centre of the learning experience. With a 

growing diversity of students within all realms of education and training, it is critical that 

access to education addresses and responds to the diverse needs of learners through 

enabling their participation in learning and every other aspect of the education system.  

 

Cross-departmental working  

According to the Programme for Government, ‘Education is a cornerstone of society and a 

driver of social equality’ and will play ‘a key role in our recovery after COVID19’. 

Collaborative working across Government Departments, and in partnership with learners 

with disabilities, is essential in order to deliver on this vision and to ensure no one is left 

behind. The NDA welcomes the opportunities available under the remit of this Department 

for cross-departmental working to achieve its vision of a progressive and equitable 

education and training system with the power to transform lives.  



353 
 
 

 

To ensure that people with disabilities have opportunities to work and develop their careers 

it is important that a collaborative approach to CES action 5.1 is agreed. This action aims to 

provide a seamless pathway to employment for all people with disabilities including those 

with high support needs. A working group comprised of relevant officials from the 

Department of Education and Skills, the Department of Employment Affairs and Social 

Protection, the Department of Health and the HSE, facilitated by the National Disability 

Authority, agreed this policy in 2018. As part of this action the HSE has allowed school 

leavers with a disability, who have been offered an adult day place, to defer taking that 

place while they explore mainstream work or further education options. This is an important 

development to support young people with disabilities - including those with intellectual 

disabilities - to access mainstream educational and training options. The NDA advises that 

the Department includes within its Statement of Strategy a commitment to continuing to 

progress action 5.1 of CES to support the transition of school-leavers with disabilities into 

employment or further education. 

 

Additional areas for collaborative working include:  

 The NDA welcomes the Programme for Government commitment to develop a ten-

year strategy for adult literacy, numeracy and digital skills. People with disabilities 

are often marginalised by their level of literacy, numeracy and digital skills 

attainment, which in turn limits their participation fully in society.  

 Similarly, the NDA advises that there would be valuable learning for the further 

education sector and Higher Education Authority (HEA) from the 27 Ability Projects 

currently underway. While these projects are piloting innovative services in 

employment pre-activation, learning could guide the development of pathways into 

Higher Education from a range of starting points. Pobal have contracted Quality 

Matters to conduct a mid-term evaluation and the findings should be available 

shortly.  

 Accreditation of lower levels of National Framework of Qualifications are essential 

features of active inclusion and of the learner’s pathway, especially level 5 type 

courses in a HE setting.  
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 Important features of active inclusion for people with disabilities include provision of 

personal and community development supports. Not all people with disabilities may 

wish to proceed to employment, but this should not exclude them from active 

inclusion measures that can be provided through Further and Higher Education 

participation, and access should be supported in this regard.  

 Effective Referral mechanisms between Intreo and FET and HE is central to 

supporting people with disabilities in their goal of sustainable employment for which 

they match skills with jobs and improve their employability.  

 

Conclusion  

The Department of Further & Higher Education, Research, Innovation & Science has several 

commitments under the NDIS. Further actions are required to ensure the realisation of the 

UNCRPD. There are a number of areas that we see as key issues for your department and 

have highlighted these throughout this letter. We would welcome consideration of these 

issues in your Department’s Statement of Strategy. In addition, the NDA, as the statutory 

advisory body on disability policy and practice, would also advise that this department 

establish a Disability Consultative Committee to ensure effective consultation and 

collaboration with people with disabilities and disability stakeholders across the 

department’s business units. The NDA would be happy to meet with officials in your 

Department to discuss any of these recommendations in further detail. 

 Appendix 1: NDIS Shared Actions  
 3B: will develop plans to implement the obligations of the Convention on the Rights 

of Persons with Disabilities.  
 3C: We will implement a consultation and participation model, in line with the UN 

CRPD, to facilitate participation by persons with disabilities in the policy 
development process  

 6: We will embed and promote presumption of capacity into the way services are 
designed and delivered;  

 16: We will promote accessibility and universal design principles in the 
implementation of the Public Service ICT Strategy and of the Web Accessibility 
Directive;  

 17: We will encourage compliance with the obligations set out under section 28 of 
the Disability Act 2005 regarding access to information and communication including 
electronic communication;  

 20: We will provide disability awareness training for all staff;  
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 21: We will implement the Action Plan on Autism;  
 25: We will bring all public sector buildings into compliance with the revised (2010) 

Part M accessibility standards by 2022;  
 27: We will ensure that public procurement of buildings, facilities, goods and services 

complies with the accessibility requirements of planning regulations including the 
relevant legislation in relation to the Planning Code and relevant EU Law and the EU 
Web Directive 2016. We will ensure that commissioning or other funding of public 
services also comply with these accessibility requirements;  

 33: We will embed a culture and process of early engagement with people with 
disabilities in mainstream service design and evaluation;  

 49: We will increase the public sector employment target of persons with disabilities 
from 3% to 6% by 2024, and will embed this target into all public service workforce 
planning and recruitment;  

 77: We will fully support persons with disability in the achievement of active 
citizenship and engagement.  
 

 
NDA (2019) ‘An operational review of the effectiveness of Section 25 of the Disability Act 2005.’  
2 NDA (2012) ‘Improving the Accessibility of School Buildings’   
3 http://nda.ie/Resources/eLearning/   
4 http://www.solas.ie/SolasPdfLibrary/Learners%20with%20Disabilities%202018.pdf   
5 Noonan, M (2012) The search for a model of best practice for integrating students with intellectual disability 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ991821  
6 National Higher Education Forum. Higher Education Opportunities for Students with Intellectual Disabilities in the Republic of Ireland.  
A national Response. http://inhef.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/A-National-Response-C-V3-.pdf  
7 UCD Access. Marking 30 years of services for students with disabilities in UCD. Symposium Proceedings. 
https://www.ucd.ie/all/t4media/UCD_Symposium_Proceedings_2018_single.pdf 
8 : Norwegian Directorate for Children, Youth and Family Affairs, The Delta Centre. “Trends in Universal Design An anthology with global 
perspectives, theoretical aspects and real world examples”. 2013 
https://www.bufdir.no/Global/nbbf/universell_utforming/Trends_in_Universal_Design.PDF   
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 The Board of the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher 

Education 1 welcomes this opportunity to respond to the consultation on the Statement of 

Strategy 2021 – 2023 for the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science. The National Forum is Ireland’s national body responsible for 

leading and advising on the enhancement of teaching and learning in Irish higher education. 

We support those who teach and their professional development and those who learn and 

their success, while attending to the disciplinary contexts and digital dimensions of teaching 

and learning. We work with the sector for the sector.  

 

The Board of the National Forum consists of:  

 

• Union of Students in Ireland  

• Higher Education Authority  

• Quality and Qualifications Ireland  

• Irish Universities Association and representative institutions  

• Technological Higher Education Association and representative institutions  

• Higher Education Colleges Association  

• Ibec  

 

Our response reflects synergies between the National Forum’s vision, that of a valued and 

informed teaching and learning culture in Irish higher education, and the vision for the new 

Department, as set out by Minister Harris on 23 October 20202.2  

 

This submission emphasises and illustrates the centrality of teaching and learning to the 

ambitions of the new Department and stresses the importance of ensuring that policy 

development and related actions arising from the new strategy are informed by the 

extensive teaching and learning expertise and evidence that the National Forum has been 

positioned to provide.  
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The submission also looks to the future of learning, keeping students and their success at 

the core of all that we do. As we consult on the next national strategy for teaching and 

learning in higher education in 2021, and an associated digital vision, we look forward to 

close collaboration with the new Department.  

We highlight the need to provide a structural and legislative underpinning for teaching and 

learning in Irish higher education, through the priorities emphasised in the upcoming 

legislation and the establishment of the National Forum on a sustainable basis. 

The National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 identified teaching and learning as the 

first of three interconnected core roles of higher education. The establishment of the 

National Forum in 2012 was a major step in the realisation of the ambitions of this national 

strategy. The National Forum consolidated pre-existing enhancement initiatives on teaching 

and learning which had been dispersed among institutions, departments and individual 

teachers. Without this longstanding commitment to enhanced teaching and learning, the 

remarkable collective response of the sector to the sudden move to online/remote higher 

education since March 2020 would not have been possible.  

 

The National Forum is an excellent example of the whole being greater than the sum of its 

parts. It is a model for how the inherent complexity of the system, sector and institutions 

can be aligned in a meaningful way around a particular focus. The teaching and learning 

ecosystem that has been established by the National Forum has the potential to now be of 

great benefit to the Department in the achievement of its vision. In particular, enhanced 

teaching and learning is fundamental to the achievement of any objectives across the 

Department’s strategic themes of innovation, talent, international, and inclusion & 

engagement.  

 

Connecting Innovation, Research and Teaching and Learning  

The intention outlined by the Minister to bring further cohesion and investment to research 

and innovation strategy and funding is welcome, as is the intention to create an ‘Innovation 

Island’. Enhanced teaching and learning is a primary driver of success across innovation and 

research. An appreciation of the synergies between teaching and learning, innovation and 
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research is fundamental to addressing economic and social challenges highlighted by the 

Minister.  

 

Teaching, learning, research and innovation are not separate activities of higher education; 

they are mutually dependent and complementary. Research and innovation flourishes 

through the development of new entrants to the disciplines who bring fresh thinking and 

ensure the ongoing sustainability of our capacity to push the boundaries of knowledge. This 

requires teaching and learning environments that nurture talent at an early stage while 

recognising the variety of trajectories for learning. High quality teaching and learning 

environments support staff and students to excel together.  

 

As the Minister alluded, Irish higher education must foster an inclusive, collaborative and 

innovative culture that maximises learning impact for the success of all students and staff 

and which contributes to the common good more broadly. Teaching and learning 

enhancement will need to feature strongly alongside research and innovation in the 

upcoming strategy to make this worthwhile aspiration a reality.  

 

Connecting Policy and Evidence  

A key challenge for the new Department will be to draft a strategy that serves the common 

good, that connects and complements while achieving high-level goals. Emphasis on how 

policies and actions interact with each other is important, otherwise the policy landscape 

risks a siloed existence. The National Forum acts as a vital link between those who shape 

our sector through policy and strategy at national level, and those whose work and lives are 

impacted by such policies and strategies. One of our core roles is to ensure the experience 

of those who teach, learn and lead across the higher education community informs high-

level decisions so that such decisions can be reflective of reality and filter through 

institutions in a more seamless manner.  

 

As new policies are being devised and decisions made within the Department, the National 

Forum is perfectly positioned to inform these developments, leveraging its wealth of 
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expertise and evidence. In addition to the bodies who serve on our Board, we have 

networks of students, staff and topic-specific experts across the country, and globally, with 

whom we consult. We have an extensive evidence base, which we add to on a continual 

basis. The National Forum Board is keen to see policies and developments arise from the 

new strategy that have an explicit focus on teaching and learning and to be confident that 

such policies and developments have the credibility and reliability of being firmly based in 

the evidence of both research and practice wisdom.  

 

Strengthening of Ireland’s Teaching and Learning Ecosystem  

The Minister’s vision for the new Department prioritised strengthening the research 

ecosystem in Irish higher education. It is equally important that the teaching and learning 

ecosystem that has been developed in recent years is consolidated and strengthened 

through this new strategy.  

 

The work of the National Forum since 2012, in collaboration with the higher education 

community, has contributed to the structure, coherence, alignment, connectedness, 

informed decision-making and efficiency of teaching and learning in Irish higher education. 

In line with the Department’s vision to establish an ‘International Island’, the positive 

reputation of the National Forum abroad has allowed Ireland to be seen as a leader in the 

realm of teaching and learning internationally, evidenced by numerous requests received 

from the OECD, the EU Commission and over 20 countries across the globe to showcase our 

system-level enhancement work. There is now an opportunity to place this national 

structural underpinning for the enhancement of teaching and learning on a firm footing 

through the conclusion of ongoing efforts to establish the National Forum on a sustainable 

basis under the auspices of the HEA from 2021.  

With the forthcoming higher education legislation, there is also an opportunity to provide a 

legislative underpinning for the importance of enhanced teaching and learning in higher 

education in Ireland. This can be done by ensuring the upcoming legislation emphasises the 

importance of teaching and learning and reinforces a sense of equilibrium between research 

and teaching and learning. As institutions try to manage their commitments and resources 
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across these two pillars of education, legislative support for striking such a balance will be 

welcomed by all.  

Structural and legislative foundations, such as those mentioned above, are imperative to 

facilitate long-term thinking and planning with respect to teaching and learning 

enhancement at a national level, which is essential to greater efficiency, long-term impact, 

and return on investment. 

Maintaining the Centrality of Students and Student Success  

We commend the Department’s aim to establish an ‘Island of Inclusion & Engagement’, 

driving equity of educational outcomes, social cohesion and the contribution of our 

education and research institutions to tackling the great public policy and societal 

challenges of our day. Across the sector in recent years, there has been a substantial 

commitment, through policy, resourcing and personal endeavour, to widen participation 

and enhance student engagement. The core priority of the National Forum Strategy 2019-21 

is student success, which supports the realisation of related actions in the National Access 

Plan and complements ongoing work in the National Student Engagement Programme and 

StudentSurvey.ie. The work of the National Forum has always involved the active 

participation of, and partnership with, students. Our experience of the value meaningful 

student partnership and engagement can bring to the higher education sector underlines 

the importance of reinforcing the centrality of students in the upcoming Departmental 

strategy.  

 

During the life of the new Departmental strategy, the National Forum will be guiding 

institutions in the formulation of student success strategies and supporting student success 

initiatives funded through the 2020 Strategic Alignment of Teaching and Learning 

Enhancement (SATLE) Funding recently announced by the Minister. The National Forum 

would be happy to discuss these activities further to ensure alignment with possible 

outcomes to be included in the upcoming strategy.  

 

Articulating a National Vision for Digital Teaching and Learning  
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While it is hoped that the pandemic context does not continue far into the life of the new 

strategy, there is much to consider and reflect upon from 2020. The evidence gathered in 

late 2019 of the pre-pandemic digital engagement, experiences and expectations of close to 

30,000 students and staff in higher education3, combined with the documented lessons 

learned through the sudden shift to online/remote learning4, represent a unique source of 

evidence for the Department’s strategy. It is as crucial as ever that design of learning in 

higher education, and the understanding, professional development, infrastructure, 

processes and supports that underpin it, are carefully informed, discussed and 

collaboratively agreed. This becomes especially important as institutions begin to consider 

the optimal balance to strike between in-person and online/remote teaching and learning 

and how to ensure equity of provision across the sector into the future.  

 

In 2021, the National Forum will be working with the sector to develop a national vision for 

digital teaching and learning in Irish higher education. This will be a timely update to the 

digital vision set out by the sector in 20155, taking into account evidence built and progress 

made since thPreparing for the Future of Learning  

The ‘Island of Talent’ mentioned by the Minister will, as he says, rely on the contribution of 

higher education and FET to human capital and lifelong learning. As we look to the future of 

digital teaching and learning, it is crucial to also look to the future of education and learning 

more broadly, staying focused on the longer-term ambitions of the country and the 

emerging needs of the higher education community. The Minister emphasised Ireland’s 

tradition of putting its faith in the principle that investing in our people would unlock social 

and economic progress. Higher and further education are the means through which we 

invest in our people and it is incumbent upon us to always be future-focused, agile and 

responsive to dynamic contexts and the evolving priorities of industry and wider society.  

In 2021, the National Forum will conduct a nationwide consultation on Ireland’s next 

strategy for teaching and learning in higher education. This will involve high-level 

conversations about the future of learning and the conditions that will need to be in place to 

ensure that everyone, irrespective of professional or personal circumstances, can engage 

optimally with education at any point in their lives. While facilitating lifelong learning has 
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been a driving force in education internationally for many years, the reality of what this 

means in terms of teaching and learning practices, digital transformation, professional 

development of those who teach, learning environments and student pathways has come to 

the fore more recently.  

 

In collaboratively developing a national understanding of student success in 2019, students 

across the sector identified multiple indicators of success, including personal development, 

academic attainment, the development of skills and maximising employability. As industry 

needs are continually evolving in response to global trends, this strongly impacts upon the 

skills that are considered useful to students as they enter and progress through their 

working lives. With change the only constant, there is an imperative to build capacity across 

the sector to continuously reconsider the structure of programmes of study and how, when 

and in what mode learning can be accessed. Further, agility of curricula and teaching 

approaches is crucial and will require increased focus on supporting and guiding those who 

teach.  

 

The National Forum will continue to consider these key topics, in collaboration with the 

sector. We have welcomed this opportunity to inform the Departmental strategy through 

this consultation and look forward to further aligning our work with the ambitions of the 

Department over the coming months and years. at time, as well as reflections on recent 

developments. 

 
 1 For more information see our website www.teachingandlearning.ie and our 2019-21 strategy 
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/publication/strategy-2019-2021-leading-enhancement-and-innovation-in-teaching-and-learning/  
2 For more information see https://www.gov.ie/en/speech/14a93-keynote-by-simon-harris-td-at-iua-future-of-ireland-seminar-series-

webinar/#   

3 See the INDEx Survey report at www.teachingandlearning.ie/index  
4 See the National Forum’s lessons learned report here: https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/publication/reflecting-and-learning-the-
move-to-remote-online-teaching-and-learning-in-irish-higher-education/ and QQI’s report here: https://www.qqi.ie/Downloads/The 
Impact of COVID-19 Modifications to Teaching%2c Learning and Assessment in Irish Further Education.pdf  
5 See Digital Roadmap here: https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/publication/teaching-and-learning-in-irish-higher-education-a-roadmap-

for-enhancement-in-a-digital-world-2015-2017/   
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National University of Ireland. 

Halpin, Dr Attracta 
Registrar 
 

 Introduction  

The National University of Ireland is pleased to respond to this public consultation 

specifically in terms of strategy for higher education. NUI greatly welcomes the appointment 

of the first full cabinet Minister and the establishment of a new Department with 

responsibility for further and higher education, innovation and research. These reflect 

heightened awareness by Government of the centrality of higher education and research 

not only to Ireland’s economic and social prosperity but also to the development of the 

nation’s potential and the intellectual, social and cultural advancement of its people.  

The Department has specifically asked for feedback on the following two questions:  

 

1. How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be 

enhanced?  

 

2. What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate 

to meet those challenges?  

 

NUI notes four policy priorities set out by Minister Simon Harris TD, in his opening address 

at the NUI/IUA webinar1 on higher education governance held on 20 November:  

 

• the development of a very highly skilled cohort of undergraduates, postgraduates and 

researchers  

• widening participation and increasing access to education  

• the development of lifelong learning systems that will meet the diverse student 

population needs and  

• facilitating the upskilling of those already in employment and those seeking employment.  
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NUI supports these as major priorities and acknowledges the successes that have been 

achieved in Irish higher education to date notably in terms of developing high levels of skill, 

widening participation and expanding access. However, in our view, the focus of policy 

needs to be broadened. Other priorities deserve to be highlighted if a full vision for higher 

education and its potential for developing individuals, harnessing the talents of the nation, 

supporting a sustainable environment, transmitting our culture and heritage and promoting 

an equitable, progressive, vibrant, prosperous and harmonious society, is to be realised.  

 

There are six sections in our response, each addressing perceived challenges in the following 

areas:  

 

1. The Irish evidence base for HE policy-making  

2. The governance of public Irish Higher Education for the future  

3. Irish Higher Education as a public as well as a private good  

4. The importance of sustained, public research funding for basic research across all 

disciplines as well as thematic research areas linked with national priorities  

5. The position of Irish post-doctoral researchers/early career academics  

6. Implementation of Languages Connect 2018-2026.  

 

1: The Irish evidence base for Higher Education policy-making  

 

In NUI’s view, the evidence base for higher education policy making in Ireland is weak. NUI 

has sought for many years, through its awards programme, to promote research into Irish 

higher education. This has made us acutely aware of the paucity of research currently being 

undertaken in major areas of higher education. A 2020 NUI survey 2 of all universities in the 

sector showed low levels of research into issues of higher education governance and 

management, strategy and policy, such research as is undertaken tending to focus on 

curricular and pedagogic issues. In this regard, Ireland compares unfavourably with our 

counterparts in the EU, the UK and further afield. 2 The survey was issued to the eight 
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universities, including Technological University Dublin. 36 responses were received, 

representing seven universities, and including Schools of Education, other 

schools/departments and a small number of research centres. NUI will be happy to supply 

more detail on the survey responses to DFHERIS if required.  

 

Accordingly NUI advocates that the new Department strategy seek to stimulate and 

incentivise research into major higher education issues, as a basis both for informed policy 

making and increased international collaboration in these areas. In its submission of 

September 2019 on the Legislative Proposals for the Reform of the Higher Education Act 

1971, NUI supported the establishment of the Irish Research Council on a statutory basis 

and advocated the inclusion of a dedicated funding stream within the IRC for research into 

issues of higher education strategy and policy in Ireland and comparatively. We repeat that 

recommendation here.  

 

2: The governance of public Irish Higher Education for the future 

NUI joins with IUA in advocating that DFHERIS enact reformed higher education governance 

legislation before the end of the strategy period. At the NUI/IUA webinar referenced above, 

the keynote speaker, Professor Peter Maassen from the University of Oslo, noted the 

unfolding impact of the Covid-19 crisis on the financial sustainability of public universities 

across the world and an emerging debate across the EU on the future governance and 

funding of public universities. Reflecting this wider international context, we strongly 

encourage the Department to find ways of safeguarding, for the benefit of citizens, 

legitimate public interest in the governance of our public universities. This need not be at 

the expense of a more flexible, efficient and competence-based model for the composition 

of Governing Bodies but we suggest that it would require a clear articulation of the role of 

public interest representatives on Governing Bodies as well as accountability mechanisms 

for their particular contribution.  

NUI would also welcome an early opportunity to discuss the implications of forthcoming 

legislative changes for the appropriate governance of the National University of Ireland to 

take account of the federal nature of the university.  
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Section 3: Irish Higher Education as a public as well as a private good  

 

In NUI’s view, the priorities identified by the Minister, as referenced above, reflect largely 

the instrumental purposes of higher education do not adequately convey the public good 

purposes. Understandably, the prevailing public narrative tends to foreground the economic 

benefits of third-level education for the individual and the economy, above all other 

benefits. However, NUI suggests that this reflects an incomplete vision. NUI believes that 

the new Department has a strategic opportunity to promote a more balanced narrative and 

more inclusive vision. We consider that this will be essential to the achievement of the 

aspirations towards increased access and lifelong learning and the promotion of public 

awareness of the fuller contribution of higher education and support for its broader 

purposes.  

 

Research recently funded by the National University of Ireland, and due to be published in 

20213, enquired into the perceptions among employers, parents, university academics and 

managers of the contribution of higher education in Ireland to the public good. This 

qualitative study found that the common perception of those surveyed is that because the 

proportion of third-level graduates in the population has been increasing over a sustained 

period of time, higher education now wields significant influence on Irish society in many 

intangible personal, social and political ways as well as in economic terms. This research 

complements the 2019 economically-focused IUA-commissioned Impact Assessment of Irish 

Universities 4.  

 

The 2021 research report will suggest, based on the sample interviewed, that higher 

education delivers far more than an individual benefit, generating a ripple effect whose far-

reaching outcomes benefit graduates’ families, workplaces, institutions and society as a 

whole.  
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NUI considers that the new Department has a major role to play in articulating a broad 

vision of higher education, balancing its instrumental and public good purposes and 

reflecting the relevance of both in 21st century society.  

 

Section 4: Implementation of Languages Connect 2018-26  

NUI is pleased to note that the government’s Languages Connect strategy is prominent on 

the DFHERIS website. We recommend that the importance of languages be also reflected in 

the Department’s Strategy Statement. We suggest steps be taken to accelerate the 

implementation of the strategy in higher education, to ensure appropriate representation of 

the third-level sector in FLAG (Foreign Languages Advisory Group), and promote 

coordination of implementation with the Department of Education and Skills.  

 

Section 5: The position and prospects of Irish post-doctoral researchers  

NUI strongly recommends that the Department give priority attention to the full 

implementation of the 2019 Researcher Career Development and Employment Framework. 

This will be essential if Ireland is to continue to attract the brightest and best to work in our 

universities and other higher education institutions.  

NUI recently gathered feedback from eight funded NUI Post-Doctoral scholars across 

Sciences and Engineering and Arts, Social sciences and Humanities. These scholars, all 

funded since 2012 and who were selected on the basis of highly competitive and rigorous 

processes, completed two-year post-doctoral research projects under mentorship in the NUI 

constituent universities.  

 

It was clear that while these scholars experienced many positives, and some have gained 

permanent employment in academia, their overall experience reflects the continuing 

precarious nature of employment for those at the start of their academic careers. Areas that 

need to be addressed include academic and career development mentoring/planning; 

equitable and consistent treatment in terms of teaching loads; appropriate recognition for 

contributions in assessment and supervision. 
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6: The importance of sustained, public research funding for basic research across all 

disciplines as well as thematic research areas linked with national priorities  

 

NUI strongly encourages DFHERIS, in finalising the new National Research and Innovation 

Strategy with its partners, explicitly to recognise the value of publicly-funded research and 

excellence in scholarship across the range of disciplines. This approach does not preclude 

specific funding for subjects aligned with national economic and social priorities but it 

means that Ireland will continue to build a strong and diverse research base - one that will 

enhance our ability to anticipate and respond quickly to new challenges and opportunities 

that arise, many of which require knowledge and expertise beyond what can currently be 

foreseen.  

 

Our national medical and scientific response to the Covid-19 crisis continues to demonstrate 

the importance of nurturing academic and research talent at the highest levels, on an 

ongoing basis, and generating expertise across a broad range of disciplines in the medical 

sciences, mathematics and statistics and also in the behavioural sciences and in 

communications.  

 

NUI’s continues to support and encourage research excellence at doctoral and post-doctoral 

levels across the full range of disciplines offered by our constituent universities and 

recognised colleges.  

 

NUI continues actively to encourage and support language learning across all its institutions, 

through its programme of awards across the range of languages studied. NUI also supports 

the position of languages at second level through its matriculation requirements. 

 
 

 

 

National University of Ireland, Galway 
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Michelle O’Dowd Lohan 
Sustainability Officer 
 
 
I am writing to you in my capacity as Sustainability Officer at NUI Galway- where 

sustainability is a core pillar of our new strategic plan Shared Vision, Shaped by Values-

Strategy 2020-2025 with ten associated flagship actions across the university mission and 

we are Signatory to the SDG Accord.   

The future of life on our planet is under imminent threat by unsustainable interactions 

between our societies, economies and our environment.  The Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation and Science sector can play a critical role to play in the just transition 

to a sustainable future.  Through our teaching, research, organisational governance, 

operations and leadership we can deliver an ambitious sustainability agenda that will make 

the sector a lighthouse for the rest of the world. Can we prioritise the sustainability agenda 

in The Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 

Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023? 

Learn: Can we strategise to embed sustainability literacy into all aspects of learning and 

research across the sector, so that all our communities gain the necessary knowledge and 

skills to become sustainability role models and leaders.  As a sector can we focus our 

research expertise and infrastructure on the targets of the United Nations (UN) Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) so that our sustainability research will be transformative and 

have positive societal impact.  Working together with local, regional, national and global 

partners, we have the potential to develop the solutions, innovations and impact pathways 

necessary for just transitions to a more sustainable future.  Through our teaching and 

research activities, we can develop the next generation of graduates, students, researchers 

and innovators for tackling society’s evolving sustainable development challenges. 

Live: Our environment, human resources, buildings and grounds are key assets in our 

transition to a sustainable future.  Can we strategise to ensure that as a Sector we manage 

http://www.nuigalway.ie/strategy2025/
http://www.nuigalway.ie/strategy2025/
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our resources effectively and efficiently and set ourselves ambitious targets to be reached 

by 2025 to transform the Sector into a healthy, vibrant and sustainable communities.  Can 

we strategise to promote a culture of sustainability by embedding sustainability in our 

operational policies and governance structures, and empower our staff, faculty, and 

students – our greatest renewable resource – to be champions of sustainability. 

Lead: Our actions as a Sector will reflect our commitment to lead the just transition to a 

sustainable future.  Can we commit to scaling sustainability success beyond the Sector by 

building sustainability partnerships with all Sectors, national bodies and international 

partners.  

 

 

Irish Forum on Natural Capital 

Orlaith Delargy 
Executive Coordinator 
 
 
The Irish Forum on Natural Capital welcomes the opportunity to input into the Department 

of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science’s new Statement of 

Strategy.  

The main aim of our submission is to encourage you to integrate nature and biodiversity – 

our “natural capital” – in the new strategy.  

We would also like to offer a Natural Capital 101 briefing for your staff. In August 2020, we 

delivered this briefing to 40 senior staff in the Department of Agriculture, Food and the 

Marine. We would be delighted to arrange something similar for your teams to help them 

understand the opportunities associated with the natural capital approach, and how they 

can support Government policy. 

Why natural capital? 
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The topic of natural capital is growing in importance at the European level and nationally: 

− In late 2019, the European Green Deal was announced, which states that “all EU 

policies should contribute to preserving and restoring Europe’s natural capital”. 

− The economic benefits delivered by natural capital are currently undervalued and 

underrepresented in government policy. Natural capital accounting provides 

opportunities to create new financing mechanisms that can support public sector 

objectives in collaboration with new private sector investment. 

− In June 2020, the EU published its new Biodiversity Strategy, which states that by 

2050, “the EU’s natural capital will be protected, valued and appropriately restored”. 

Further, the Strategy sets a target to bring at least 10% of agricultural land under 

management for biodiversity. 

− Natural capital concepts are already found in a range of flagship national policies, 

including the National Planning Framework - Project Ireland 2040, the National 

Biodiversity Action Plan 2017-2021, the National Adaptation Framework, and 

Heritage Ireland 2030. 

 

How can the natural capital agenda support the Department’s new strategy? 

The IFNC calls on the Department to embed the natural capital approach as a core national 

research objective. 

Natural capital accounting can reveal the hidden values of nature and ecosystem services 

and facilitate decision making on economic and environmental issues. It’s about creating a 

common evidence base upon which decisions can be made. The INCASE project is 

pioneering this approach across four river catchments in Ireland, but further research is 

needed to test the approach in different settings e.g. at farm level, for businesses etc. As the 

INCASE work progresses, it is highlighting obvious gaps in research. In particular, the natural 

capital accounting framework illustrates effectively how future targeted and multi-

https://www.incaseproject.com/
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disciplinary research can be focused to inform better decisions and resolve these gaps to 

enable strategic and integrated solutions to climate and biodiversity crises.  

Research on this issue can also help ensure that Irish businesses remain competitive on the 

international stage. Sustainability is increasingly a competitive issue, and Irish companies 

must demonstrate that they are operating within planetary boundaries. Conversely, 

international businesses and foreign direct investment will want to know that Ireland is 

pursuing ambitious climate and biodiversity targets if they are to operate here.  

To facilitate these research objectives, the Department of Higher Education could advocate 

for the establishment of an Irish equivalent to the UK’s Natural Capital Committee. The UK 

government established this Committee of experts in 2012 to provide advice to all 

government departments on the sustainable use of natural capital. The NCC has provided 

advice to the UK government on a range of policy areas including: 

− Advice on how to use natural capital to appraise and evaluate policies, projects and 

programmes (HM Treasury’s “Green Book”); 

− Advice on improving cost benefit analysis of projects that affect the natural 

environment; 

− Advice on establishing an environmental baseline census of natural capital stocks; 

− Advice on marine management. 

 

The IFNC believes that the establishment of a similar natural capital advisory group would 

support the Irish government in balancing environmental, social and economic 

considerations in its decision-making.  

Furthermore, the Department must ensure that natural capital concepts are widely taught 

in higher education. The IFNC is already conducting research on this, with its survey of how 

third level institutions in Ireland are integrating natural capital and ecosystem services 

concepts and approaches into curricula. Due to the growing importance of these concepts in 

international policy, the Irish Forum on Natural Capital is working to further their 

development in Ireland. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/natural-capital-committee-documents
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScvmKMBPQhWNiR_uINedFlSc4aKW_lTc0rTFYLtN0IY-xYZAg/viewform
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About the IFNC 

− The Irish Forum on Natural Capital (IFNC) is a group of organisations and individuals 

from academic, public, private and NGO sectors, interested in the development and 

application of the natural capital agenda in Ireland. It is structured as a non-profit 

Company Limited by Guarantee, governed by a Board, led by a Steering Committee 

and administered by a Secretariat.  

− Between August 2019 and August 2020, the IFNC gained over 200 members, 

suggesting a sharp uptick in interest in natural capital issues. We now have over 750 

members. 

− Our vision is for an Ireland in which natural capital and ecosystem goods and services 

are valued, protected and restored. 

− Our mission is, through the collaboration and leadership of our diverse members, to 

help to value, protect and restore Ireland’s natural capital and ecosystem services. 

We will do this by supporting the adoption of natural capital concepts in public policy 

and corporate strategy, promoting informed public and private sector decision-

making and assisting in the establishment of a national natural capital accounting 

standard. 

I hope you will appreciate the points above, and we look forward to working closely with 

your Department to deliver the new strategy over the coming years. 

 

Non-EU/EAA Ph.D. Students 

Fernandos Ongolly 

I am putting these suggestions on behalf of a group of Non-EU/EAA Ph.D. Students collected 

and agreed in our informal forum: 

1. As International students, we appreciate the training opportunities in Ireland and are 

happy to continue working in local Irish Research Projects. We have however noted 

many Ph.D. Researchers migrate to take their skills out of Ireland despite the 
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investment on their training having come from within. We therefore suggest that the 

department should introduce attractive schemes for researcher’s retention after 

completion of a Ph.D. This can be done by:  

a. Allowing PhD students in Local Research Projects to access the Hosting 

Agreement Scheme since it will increase their chances of staying locally to 

contribute to Research and Development in Ireland by eliminating work permit 

hurdles post-graduation. 

b. Some potentially good researchers move out of Ireland because of family 

issues since they left their partners in their home countries where they could 

work. Ph.D. student partners are not allowed to work without a work permit 

which discourages most students to come with their families, hence reducing 

their chances of settling here and contributing to research.  

c. The Department of of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science should lias with other relevant departments to negotiate for 

immigration terms that will be attractive to Ph.D. researchers to continue 

contributing to local Research and Development.  

2. We are also suggesting a clear policy that guides Ph.D. Stipends. Currently there is lack 

of guidance on Ph.D. stipend, hence many students end up being paid stipends below 

the minimum wage which affects the quality of their research. This makes some 

students vulnerable to financial stress, especially those who may not have local 

support mechanisms. 

3. We also suggest that the department to come up with measures to support students 

whose project funding period may expire before the completion of their four-year 

course. This can be done through fee remissions and contingency stipend for the 

remaining period of their four year course. 

 

 

The Open Doors Initiative 

https://www.gov.ie/en/organisation/department-of-higher-education-innovation-and-science/
https://www.gov.ie/en/organisation/department-of-higher-education-innovation-and-science/
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Jeanne McDonagh 
CEO 
 

Purpose 
 
The Open Doors Initiative works to create pathways to employment for marginalised groups 
through education, training, vocational and other work. We have over 80 organisations 
working with us to this end. 
 
The Department aims to ensure that the opportunities provided by public investment and 
policy in various sectors are made more widely available to everyone, including the most 
vulnerable people in society. We would like to work with them to meet this purpose. 
 
We are particularly focussed on the ask: What are the challenges that the Dept need to 
address and is their current focus adequate to meet those challenges? 
 

In this submission, we outline some of the areas where we see unmet need and offer some 

solutions to this and would be eager to assist the Dept to action them and any help on any 

other innovative pursuits. 

Ideas 
Draw on 
Draw on existing resources of organisations in the area and collaborate on innovation 
 
Assign 
Create a dedicated hub for all matters education, research and apprenticeship, where 
marginalised people can access help and information 
 
Aim 
Aim to get more people from disadvantage or different backgrounds and needs into these 

services and on pathways to employment 

 

Areas of access to be considered 

Considerations 
■ Assess the accessibility of the application system for marginalised people e.g.is all the 
material online in one hub? Are hard copies required to be posted? Is the language clear? 
Do you require hardware/broadband to access them? Are they fully accessible for people 
with disabilities? Can this material be linked to other websites and resources which these 
cohorts use?  
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■ Would short video tutorials, with captioning, help on the different pathways that are 
available? Is there a phone line service to explain for people who cannot access online due 
to disability or lack of resources? Is the material available in a range of languages? 

■ Can targeted seminars be created (virtual and in person around the country) where 
people can get information and speak to an expert in the various areas? 

■ Can these be done in conjunction with other Depts e.g.Social Protection to protect 
existing benefits, highlight access and material grants and show how to access them with 
ease? 

■ Are the various education providers and apprenticeship bodies connected so there is ease 
of movement between shared information? Are they all aligned on pathways for 
marginalised groups to access their supports and training? Can these all be collated on one 
hub directed at marginalised groups?  

■ Are there links to other sources outside the Dept that help people into these pathways 
e.g.ODI and other NGOs which work in this area?  

■ Are all the supports accessible by people with disabilities e.g.remote learning/training? 
Are reasonable accommodation and other support grants highlighted? 
 

Solutions 

Build a hub, aimed at bringing together all supports, grants and pathways for marginalised 
groups, fully accessible and in several languages, aimed at, but not limited to: 
■ Migrants (including refugees, asylum seekers and those moving from other countries) 

■ People with disabilities 

■ Disadvantaged youth 

■ Members of the Travelling Community 

■ Ex-offenders 
 
■ Work closely with the NGOs in the areas to identify barriers and solutions through an 
expert working group 

■ Enable them to apply innovative solutions, with learning from models in other countries 

■ Increase the use of people from these diverse backgrounds in the work flow to ensure 
their lived experience is captured and used to ensure best practice 

■ Make practical achievements attainable by these groups on an individual basis (person 
centred approach) and use them as ambassadors for others in their communities to 
showcase possibilities for all and increase interaction with education and training leading to 
employment 
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■ Emphasise long term gain without the loss of immediate supports income and the 
perceived need to stay within the social protection system 
 
 
 

The Philosophy Department at Maynooth University 

Rosemann, Philipp W. DPhil DLitt MRIA, Professor of Philosophy & Head of 
Department 
 
 
‘The department’s role is to ensure that these sectors underpin and stimulate Ireland’s 

social and economic development, and that the opportunities provided by public 

investment and policy in those sectors are made more widely available to everyone, 

including the most vulnerable people in society.’ 

 

This statement is a bit narrow. It is true that education contributes to economic and social 

development, but it should not be reduced to this role. Why not? Because people—the 

people at whom education is aimed—are more than economic agents, and they are even 

more than members of a society that is ‘developing’ in some way, that is to say, advancing 

or progressing. Since society is in the end nothing but individual social beings living 

together, the individual must be given a chance to mature through education. Education 

that is too utilitarian misses this important goal. It produces workers who are ready for a 

rapidly changing labour market, for technological progress, and so forth—but not well-

formed individuals. 

 

Well-formed individuals need roots in history and culture. They need intellectual and artistic 

resources on which they can draw in times of crisis—and human life is, in the end, a series 

of challenges and crises. In these situations, it doesn’t help to be an excellent accountant or 

software engineer. One needs to have access to the great minds of the past who have 

grappled with these challenges before us: musicians, painters, poets, philosophers, etc.  
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In the end, then, education should afford individuals the opportunity to think about some of 

the great questions of human life: What is it all about? What is a happy and fulfilled life? 

Why is there anything at all rather than nothing? Is there a god? Why is there so much evil 

in the world? And so on. An education in which these questions are neglected is not an 

education—it is merely the development of skills. 

 

So, what I am suggesting is that the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation, and Science make room in its forthcoming Statement of Strategy for education 

in the sense just described. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to this conversation.  

 

Pobal 

 
1.0 INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT  

1.1  

Pobal welcomes this opportunity to make a short contribution to the DFHERIS Statement of 

Strategy 2021-2023, from the perspective of our mission and core objectives. Pobal works 

on behalf of Government to support communities and local agencies towards achieving 

social inclusion and development. Pobal’s role is to provide management and support 

services to circa 28 programmes in the areas of Social Inclusion and Equality, Inclusive 

Employment and Enterprise, and Early Years and Young People.  

 

We administer these programmes on behalf of the Department of Rural and Community 

Development, the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, the 

Department of Social Protection, the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, the 

Department of Health/HSE, the European Social Fund and, other EU bodies. Pobal allocated 
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circa €744 million to local and national community organisations to implement these 

programmes in 2019.  

 

As a result of this remit, our contribution is especially relevant to the Department’s 

objectives in respect of embedding equality and inclusion principles in all levels of lifelong 

learning pathways and in leveraging technology developments to deliver social innovation. 

These objectives will cross-cut the Department’s strategy, but are perhaps most directly 

associated with Further Education policy, Higher Education policy, Innovation policy 

(incorporating also Research) and with the social and economic cohesion goals of the 

European Social Fund, which is hosted by the Department.  

 

2.0 SOCIAL INCLUSION PERSPECTIVES  

 

With the above perspective in mind, Pobal would respond briefly to the two questions, 

which frame the invitation to contribute to the Department’s 2021-2023 Statement of 

Strategy, as follows. 

2.1 How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be enhanced?  

 

Pobal welcomes the opportunity available in the establishment of the Department’s broad 

remit to adopt a framework of policy principles to benefit under-represented groups and 

communities and in pursuit of social and economic cohesion. Such a policy framework 

would ensure all Department policies embed common approaches to equality and valorise 

social cohesion gains consistently.  

 

For example, while FE policy tends to emphasise access, quality of national provision and 

widening participation, HE and Innovation policy tends to focus more on competitiveness, 

excellence and global performance. From a perspective of disadvantaged groups and 

communities, such differing policy drivers create structural barriers. For example, at key 

transition points in the structured pathways for lifelong learning, from second to third level 
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education and again, from third level education into the world of work. Another example is 

the lack of a focus on under-represented groups and communities in Innovation policy. A 

common policy framework could also support a greater emphasis on driving social 

innovations in the Innovation and Research development policy areas.  

 

The relevance of a key competencies model for lifelong learning, as set out in the Council 

Recommendation (2018/C 189/01), amid the acceleration of technological changes to 

education and employment, provides further evidence of the value of a common policy 

framework for education and innovation policy. In summary, a common policy framework 

that aims to achieve social and economic cohesion in the key areas covered by the 

Department’s remit will draw on the Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty, to 

realise a specific focus on the needs of under-represented groups and communities across 

all sectoral policies.  

 

2.2 What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate to 

meet those challenges?  

 

In this section, we identify two key inter-related challenges for under-represented groups 

and communities into the future; the challenge of achieving an inclusive recovery to the 

COVID-19 pandemic and, the challenge of the digital transformation. Individually, each of 

these challenges presents a significant risk to social and economic cohesion, together, they 

threaten to derail the new social contract signalled in the Programme for Government.  

 

2.2.1 An inclusive recovery from COVID-19  

 

The COVID-19 pandemic presents a clear threat to social and economic cohesion in the 

coming years. Most immediately, there has been a significant increase in demand for social 

protection and labour market activation services, including lifelong learning. 
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The standard measure of monthly unemployment was 7.2% in December 2020 and the 

COVID-19 Adjusted Measure of Unemployment could be as high as 20.4%, if all claimants of 

the PUP were classified as unemployed.1  

 

While all members of Irish society have been adversely affected by COVID-19, evidence 

increasingly shows that marginalised and disadvantaged individuals and communities are 

disproportionately vulnerable to both the direct and indirect impacts of the pandemic. 

Pobal recently produced a short report, which collates and interprets data evidencing the 

wide-ranging health, mental health, education and labour market impacts of COVID-19 on 

these groups (Pobal, 2021).  

 

For example, the report refers to a recent study by the ESRI, which found that Irish 

Travellers were 2.6 times as likely to contract the virus as the White Irish population, citing 

overcrowded accommodation as a possible explanation for the high incidence of the virus.2 

Moreover, Travellers and other groups with high social risks were more likely to have lost 

their employment during the pandemic, and there were particular effects on youth 

employment. The December COVID-19 Adjusted Measure of Unemployment amongst young 

people aged 15-24 was 44.8%, much higher than that for the rest of the labour force (17%).3  

 

For women, working at home has cast a harsh light on gendered roles in Irish homes, with 

employed women spending more hours on housework and on home-schooling than 

employed men. The shift to remote learning during the first lockdown has also revealed the 

features of the digital divide. Close to half (48%) of all schools indicated that students had 

inadequate broadband and a lack of access to digital devices. This was even higher for DEIS 

schools (58%).4  

 

Mental health issues were also a serious concern, especially, for groups with higher social 

risks. The Disability Federation of Ireland highlighted concerns around anxiety and fear 

amongst people with a disability. A survey of people with an intellectual disability and their 

families found that: “38% of respondents indicated an increase in behaviours of concern, 
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36% indicated an increase in loneliness and 33% an increase in anxiety for their family 

member.”5,6 

1 CSO Monthly Unemployment: December 2020 
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/mue/monthlyunemploymentdecember2020/  
2 ESRI December 2020: COVID-19 and non-Irish nationals in Ireland: https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/BKMNEXT404_2.pdf  
3 Young people who are full-time students are eligible to access the PUP and so are included in this measure. However, they would not be 
included in the standard measure of unemployment as they are categorised as economically inactive.  
4 ESRI June 2020: Learning for all? Second level education in Ireland during COVID-19  
5 Inclusion Ireland July 2020: COVID-19 and the impact of the closure of day services on people with intellectual disabilities: 
https://inclusionireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/day-services-final.pdf  
6 Disability Federation of Ireland June 29 2020: Impact of COVID-19 on people with disabilities and the disability sector: 
https://www.disability-federation.ie/assets/files/pdf/dfi_submission_impact_of_covid-
19_on_people_with_disabilities_and_the_disability_sector_290620_1.pdf 

7 CSO Information Hub: COVID-19 Deaths and Cases Series 14: https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/br/b-cdc/covid-
19deathsandcasesseries14/ 

8 Eurostat (2019). See https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tepsr_sp410/default/map?lang=en 

9 Per informal communication, December 2020, extracted from unpublished NESC report on digital inclusion. 

   

 

Psychological Counsellors in Higher Education Ireland 

Treasa Fox 
 
PCHEI Spokesperson 
 

Psychological Counsellors in Higher Education Ireland (PCHEI) Submission to the 

Department of Further and Higher Educaiton, Research, Innovation and Science  

Public Consultation on Statement of Strategy 2021-2023 

Student Counselling Services are the main providers of mental health support serices in 

higher education institutions. We have demonstrated our centrality in not only providing 

evidence-based support for students experiencing mental health difficulties, but also in 

driving cultural change in their institutions through their leadership and significant 

contribution to the HEA National Student MentalHealth and Suicide Prevention Framework, 

and Framework for Consent in Higher Education Institutions. 

In 2020 PCHEI introduced a keyword partnership with crisis text line Text 50808 for all 

member institutions, addressing the need identified by student counselling services for 

multiple modalities of support for students. We shared our experience and processes for 

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/mue/monthlyunemploymentdecember2020/
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/BKMNEXT404_2.pdf
https://inclusionireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/day-services-final.pdf
https://www.disability-federation.ie/assets/files/pdf/dfi_submission_impact_of_covid-19_on_people_with_disabilities_and_the_disability_sector_290620_1.pdf
https://www.disability-federation.ie/assets/files/pdf/dfi_submission_impact_of_covid-19_on_people_with_disabilities_and_the_disability_sector_290620_1.pdf
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/br/b-cdc/covid-19deathsandcasesseries14/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/br/b-cdc/covid-19deathsandcasesseries14/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tepsr_sp410/default/map?lang=en
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this partnership with colleagues in the FE sector. We also engage in an ambitious, first in 

world sector-wide training of full-time, part-time, trainee counsellor/psychologists and 

assistant psychologists in Collaborative Assessment and Management of Suicdality, which 

will ensure that all services have an increased confidence and competence in working with 

suicidal risk that presents frequently to student counselling services. 

PCHEI responded quickly after the launch of the Framework for Consent to mobilise a pilot 

group of institutions to scope and develop and anonymurs reporting tool for reports of 

sexual misconduct. It is hoped the pilot will be rolled out to remaining institutions in Q4 

2021. 

1. PCHEI acknowledge the current focus by the DFHERIS to student mental 

health and safety, and we wholly endorse the policies the department have issued in 

these areas. We also would like to acknowledge the positive collaborations between 

PCHEI and the HEA and we would welcome continued collaboration to continue to 

deliver impactful changes in HE settings for our students. We welcome the funding 

provided by the DFHERIS in 2020 to increase capcity in student counselling services, 

and to establish appropriate clinical governance and development structures 

through appointments of Heads of Counselling. PCHEI also acknowledges funding 

from DFHERIS for a range of projects such as the roll ourt of the sexual misconduct 

anonymous reporting tool, ICT systems to ensure improved data collection and 

research, matched funding with partners HSE National Office for Suicide Prevention 

for CAMS training, appointment of a Research and Development officer for PCHEI, 

and update/development of PCHEI “Responding to Distressed and at Risk Students” 

(Educate and Identify themes in the framework) training module for staff in higher 

eduation. 

2. In order to continue to meet the challenge of addressing student mental 

health difficulties, difficulties that likely to exacerbated for this cohort because of 

Covid-19  and associated restrictions, we propose the following for inclusion in the 

Strategy 2021-2023: 
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1. Dedicating and maintain and the HEA Connecting for Life Working Group as 

an appropriate oversight group for implementation for the National Student 

Mental Health and Suicide Prevention Framework in higher education. This 

would serce to support continued cross departmental collaborations a between 

Education and Health that has proven to be successful under this Working 

Group. 

2. A model of funding for student counselling services and mental health 

initiatives that is sustained over 2021-2023. The funding model should be 

informed by multiple variables: 

 International recommended ratio of FTE counsellor to student of 1000 to 

1500, depending on availability of community resources 

 Data from My World Survey 2 which shows a higher prevalence and severity 

of anxiety and depression among Institute if Technology students compard to 

their University counterparts (Dooley et al, 2009) 

 The socio-economic profile of the universities and institutes of technology, as 

we know that socio-economic disadvantage negatively impacts on mental 

health. Socio-economic profile of universities and institutes of technology 

Capacity building within student counselling services is required to implement the National 

Student Mental Health and Suicide Prevention Framework in relation to all 9 themes within 

the framework. It is likely that student counselling services will be the drivers for 

implementation of the frameworks in many institutions. 

As always, PCHEI remains available to DFHERIS and HEA for consultation, guidance and 

policy development and delivery inputs. 

 

 

 

 

Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) 
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Anna Murphy 
Senior Advisor (Strategy and Risk) 
 

Submission by QQI to the consultation on the Department of Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science (DFHERIS) 

 Statement of Strategy for 2021-2023. 

 

Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) is grateful for the opportunity to make a submission 

to this consultation.  

QQI is the national quality assurance agency for further and higher education and training, 

and English language education and the national qualifications authority with responsibility 

for the oversight of Ireland’s education and training qualifications system. The submission 

below demonstrates the many points of intersection not only between QQI and this 

Department but also between QQI and the HEA, SOLAS, the NCCA, CSO, CAO and the 

Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, the Department for Children, Equality, 

Disability, Integration and Youth and other Departments and agencies/professional and 

regulatory bodies that rely on qualifications to regulate occupations, professions and the 

workplace.  

QQI will develop its next statement of strategy for the period 2022-2024 in the first half of 

2021. This will be informed by the Programme for Government and the strategies and key 

policies of relevant Departments including DFHERIS. We look forward to early engagement 

with DFHERIS on developing our strategy. 

1. Overarching issues 

 

1.a  Covid 19 and Beyond 

The Department’s strategy needs to recognise the impact of Covid 19 on all facets of 

education and training and that much of this will be long-lasting. It will need to provide for 

the wellbeing and engagement of all stakeholders, for confidence in the tertiary system 
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particularly in the online/blended offering and, in the longer term, the recovery of the 

education and training system itself and consequently wider society and the economy. The 

QQI evaluation of the initial response showed that the regulatory flexibility within the 

system, quality assurance processes and collaboration amongst stakeholders were amongst 

the critical factors in the successful initial response to the crisis in 2020  

1.b  A vision for further education and training and higher education 

The overarching remit of the Department for FET strategy, skills, apprenticeships, reforms in 

the higher education landscape as well as emerging strategies for literacy and numeracy and 

digitalisation make it timely if not necessary for a vision that integrates policies, funding and 

legislation for the tertiary education system.  This vision should be developed with the key 

stakeholders to maximise buy-in, make effective use of finite resources and achieve wider 

policy coherence. This vision could also set the goals of the system in relation to broader 

public policy such as sustainability, climate change, social inclusion, and innovation. 

It is also timely, particularly given the opportunity this new Department has to act across the 

tertiary system, to establish sustainable long-term mechanisms, supported by stakeholders, 

to underpin the qualifications system and the National Framework of Qualifications and to 

build on the emerging coherence of quality assurance systems in further education and 

training and in higher education.  

 

2. The Qualifications System 

 

2.a  Expectations of Qualifications 

The DFHERIS strategy could usefully set out the expectation that all learners in Ireland will 

have access to qualifications that are fit for purpose, effectively regulated, and fully 

recognised nationally and internationally. Such a vision would support: 

- a re-orientation of funding schemes and contracts to remove barriers to 

collaboration within and across sectors. Existing schemes can frustrate collaboration.  

https://www.qqi.ie/News/Pages/Irish-Further-and-Higher-Education-and-Training-Sectors-step-up-during-Lockdown.aspx
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- improved pathways between programmes and courses and across centres, colleges, 

and institutions  

- lifelong learning though facilitating entry and movement irrespective of stage of 

learning 

Many of the long term issues that need to be addressed in the qualifications system are 

raised in QQI’s Green Paper on the Qualifications System, and the accompanying Technical 

Paper on Qualifications.  In the following, we highlight some of these issues so that they 

may inform strategy. The current qualifications infrastructure has and will have long-term 

effects on institutions and on meeting learner and employer needs. Decisions are required 

on a sustainable qualifications system. The NFQ re-re-referencing report, below, reinforces 

this. It showed that the NFQ, as an instrument for policy, is productive when used in concert 

with other policy initiatives. Also, effective policy coherence and policy alignment has 

helped to realise the national ambition for the NFQ.  

2.b  The openness of Ireland’s qualifications system 

Increasingly, FET and HE qualifications are going global. The COVID-19 experience has 

accelerated this move. This may lead to greater interest in the import and export of online 

educational modules and programmes. Already, imported modules are integrated in Irish 

programmes e.g. vendor qualifications in ICT and this could increase. Further, if the 

reputation, quality, and flexibility of international online programmes is enhanced and costs 

are reduced, they may compete effectively with traditional and Irish offerings. The opening 

up of the National Framework of Qualifications (which awaits the commencement of 

legislation) to new awarding bodies will impact such developments.   

This prompts the question: how open do we want our tertiary education system to be? 

2.c   Responsiveness  - Qualifications, the labour market, occupations, and employer 

engagement 

Occupational standards can function as a bridge between the education and training system 

and people involved with occupations that use educational qualifications. We need to 

extend the range of occupational standards and to develop a national framework for the use 

https://www.qqi.ie/Downloads/Green%20Paper%20on%20the%20Qualifications%20System-Final.pdf
https://www.qqi.ie/Downloads/Technical%20Paper%20on%20Qualifications-Final.pdf
https://www.qqi.ie/Downloads/Technical%20Paper%20on%20Qualifications-Final.pdf
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of educational qualifications in the regulation of occupations and in the quality assurance of 

associated training.  

2.d  The future of the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ).  

The NFQ can be used to set out the Department’s strategic interest in a post school or 

tertiary qualifications system that facilitates the progression of all learners towards their 

personal, social, and economic aspirations. The implementation and use of the NFQ and the 

strong European alignment of the NFQ, contribute to the realisation of this ambition. The 

NFQ provides for the essential international comparison and recognition of qualifications. It 

provides comparability, international recognition (enhanced by its re-referencing to the 

European Qualifications Framework and the Qualifications Framework of the European 

Higher Education Area, October 2020) and trust in the quality of qualifications available to 

learners from micro-credentials to those achieved through apprenticeships, traineeships, 

literacy and numeracy courses, professional study, degree and doctoral programmes.  

2.e The future of QQI’s system of FET awards standards 

QQI maintains about 1800 awards standards for FET. The likely changes to these, proposed 

in the Green Paper above, will have significant implications for FET providers and especially 

the Education and Training Boards who are the biggest group of users.  The changes will 

require that they boost their capacity to develop, review and quality assure programmes 

and curricula.   

 

3. Assuring the quality of FET and HE  

 

3.a  Embed and evolve a robust Quality Assurance framework 

There is a continued need to support and enhance the quality assurance systems, internal 

and external, in FET and HE. This, as evidenced in the responses and early evaluation of the 

impact of Covid 19 on teaching, learning and assessment, is critical to maintaining trust in 

standards and in qualifications achieved, whether through online, blended, or other means. 
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It is also important that, as appropriate, these processes support and align with the evolving 

mission and objectives of education and training e.g. the social dimension. A key issue for the 

next period will be to promote and embed academic integrity across the tertiary education 

system. This is supported inter alia by the National Academic Integrity Network which 

promotes the integrity of qualifications achieved in Ireland, and QQI’s structured engagement 

with professional regulatory bodies and higher education institutions to achieve synergies in 

professional and academic accreditation. 

The commencement of legislation on the regulation of English language education, providing 

greater protection for enrolled learners, and the roll-out of the International Education Mark 

are significant pillars of a robust, comprehensive tertiary education system. The DFHERIS 

strategy should support the immediate commencement and the allocation of resources to get 

these schemes, to be established by QQI, up and running.  

3.b  Legislation on the Higher Education Commission (reform of HEA legislation)  

This legislation will impact QQI’s work on quality assurance, corporate fitness, and the NFQ 

Qualifications. It is important that the independence of QQI in regulating these areas is 

maintained and that the demarcation of responsibilities between the future HEC and QQI is 

clear.  

 

4. Research  

The Department’s strategy should clarify the scope and nature of research under its remit. A 

commitment to excellent high quality of research should feature in the strategy. The 

Department could signal its support for a diverse public research system including support 

for basic or curiosity driven research. The strategy could set out the need to strike the right 

balance between the autonomy of research performing institutions, academic freedom, and 

appropriate accountability for publicly funded research. Given the remit of the Department, 

the strategy could also clarify the roles and responsibilities of funding bodies, evaluators and 

QQI for research.  

5. QQI and the DFHERIS – governance, a sustainable funding model 
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The wide remit of QQI also underlines the need for a model of governance between the 

Department and QQI which is attuned to its functions and models of regulation, and takes 

account of the inter-dependence between QQI and other Departments, agencies, and 

stakeholders.  

QQI also needs a sustainable funding model. We need greater autonomy to set fees so that 

they reflect the full costs of services provided (unless otherwise provided for in the State 

grant). Currently, QQI provides several services at less than cost.  Any new fees or increases 

in existing fees must be approved by the Minister.  The ability to determine our own fee 

structure allow QQI become less reliant on State funding for core service-driven activities, 

provide for greater transparency, sustainable service provision and enable QQI to respond 

more quickly to market changes. 

 

6. The European and wider international dimension 

It is suggested that the new strategy positions Ireland as a strong performer in the European 

area of education and in making Europe the most attractive destination in the world for 

higher education. This would signal clear support for the successor strategic framework to 

Education and Training 2020, the new European Skills Agenda, the Bologna Process and the 

recently adopted Osnabruck Declaration. It could also commit to shaping EU policy in the 

field of education, training, research and innovation and our openness to learn from 

European policy, practice and research where this may inform or contribute to a better 

student experience and the quality of educational outcomes for students here. To these 

ends, QQI maintains strong relations with peer agencies (UK, European and international) 

and engages on behalf of the Department in European and international initiatives and 

networks on qualifications, quality assurance and recognition.  

 

 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1223
http://www.ehea.info/index.php
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/osnabrueck_declaration_eu2020.pdf
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Rethink Ireland 

Deirdre Mortell 
CEO 
 

Submission to the Department of Further & Higher Education, 

Innovation, Research and Science on its Statement of Strategy 

 

INNOVATION, RESEARCH AND SCIENCE 

 

Rethink Ireland proposes that the following ideas inform your Statement of Strategy 2021-

23. 

Develop a national policy on social innovation 

A cross-cutting action that advances all of the Strategic Goals above is to develop a policy on 

social innovation. Social innovation holds huge potential to advance regional development 

rural development, and community development, and is a cross-cutting approach with 

considerable European evidence on the benefits that it brings. Additionally, it is a significant 

focus for the European Union Programme 2021-27, including the ESF+, based in this 

Department. During that period it will substantially increase its focus on social innovation 

both at policy level, as well as investing significant EU funds into national and local social 

innovation strategies, with a unique 95% allocation to drive investment in social innovation. 

The 2021 ESF+budgets will be announced shortly. 

While Ireland, through Dept of Rural and Community Development and ESF+ Unit, has 

engaged well with the first initiative - the call for Competency Centres on Social innovation, 

for which Genio and Rethink Ireland will jointly bid in Nov 2020 - it will be difficult for 

Ireland to take advantage of EU funds and opportunities or to contribute significantly to EU 

developments without a national policy in place. Social innovation will be promoted across a 

range of DG’s and funds including both science, innovation and research as well as European 

Social Fund funding, so it will be critical for all agencies in Ireland that access EU funds to 

engage - the Dept of Innovation should coordinate these activities through taking the lead 
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on a national policy, for example Rethink Ireland has already linked in with Science 

Foundation Ireland on this. 

A policy on social innovation will naturally reinforce the Government’s policy on social 

enterprise and enhance the momentum which is growing on this, and which we are pleased 

to support. Social enterprise will also form a key pillar of the next stage of the EU 

Commission’s jobs and inclusion strategies, and Ireland is playing catch up in this area, but is 

gaining ground quickly, with the implementation of the new national policy (under DRCD). 

Rethink Ireland is unique in Ireland with an underpinning theory of the Life Cycle of Social 

Innovation, based on best European thinking and practice on how to scale social innovations 

in Europe in order to solve critical social and environmental issues. Examples of scale include 

Foodcloud (€3.5 Million investment over 3 years to scale internationally), Sensational Kids 

(scaling to 4 provinces of Ireland), and Grow It Yourself (scaling internationally). 

Taking an Ecosystem development approach to building and supporting social innovation 

in Ireland. 

 

Below is the model Rethink Ireland proposes to supporting the development of the social 

innovation ecosystem. 
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Fig. 1 ‘Quadruple Helix Collaboration’ Source: Alfonsi, A. et al. (2020) D6.5 Progress Report 

Final Version, a deliverable of the H2020 project Reconfiguring Research and Innovation 

Constellations (RICONFIGURE). 1 

If / when successful with the EU bid, these are the erected outcomes of the project: 

1. The Consortium NCCSIs establish a system to pursue ongoing improvements and 

adaptations of tools and methodologies, resources and practices for each competence 

centre, to achieve a high level of quality through collaboration and networking with the 

other competence centres; 

2. Key national social innovation and ESF+ players are supported to make better use of 

social innovation principles and approaches 

3. Increased the likelihood of social innovations becoming scaling read y 

4. 1-2 Social innovations will be identified at either national or consortium level for testing 

for replication or upscaling. We will endeavour to assess the innovation's potential for 

transnational scaling' and once established, the objective of this task will be to highlight 

1 Available online: https://riconfigure.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/D6.5-Progress-

Report-Final-Version.pdf 

and promote these solutions to other consortia, and via our network of EU-level associate 

partners. 

4. The consortium will achieve a high level of quality through collaboration and 

networking with the other competence centres across Europe. 

 

From Programme for Government “Our Shared Future” 2020-25 

Extracts from the Programme for Government 2020  blue ), and how it links to our 

proposals. The extracts below demonstrate the need to develop the innovation ecosystem, 

and this needs to encompass and integrate business, social and cultural innovation. The 

future of research and innovation is integrated, not silo’d. See Figure 1 above. 

“Innovation 2020 aims to build on the significant successes delivered by the Government’s 

science strategy over the past decade, which has seen Ireland dramatically improve its 

performance globally in this area. The next phase of the strategy is aimed at building on 

existing infrastructures and achieving ambitious private-public collaborations.” 
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Rethink Ireland was created by the Government of Ireland to stimulate philanthropy, back 

innovation, through building public private partnerships. We are a €6+ Million fund, 50% 

philanthropy, 50% Government, and we have backed 200+ social innovations over the last 

5 years. (see p8) 

“Support and enhance the Social Innovation Fund Ireland (now Rethink Ireland) programme 

to help secure additional philanthropic funding sources specifically for community-based 

programmes and projects in the areas of climate justice, rural and community 

development.” 

“Excellent research will be performed in strategically important areas with relevance and 

impact for the economy and society” 

Rethink Ireland has commissioned research on the role that innovation can play in tackling 

educational disadvantage (see below), youth mental health, and on strengthening equality 

in 

Ireland, by UNESCO Centre for Children & Youth, NUIG and Dr Michael Barron, NUI 

Maynooth. 

“We will endeavour to make Ireland a more attractive location as a base for academic 

research and researchers. We want research based in Ireland to be at the forefront of the 

next phase of disruptive technologies, leading rather than following the technological 

revolution, while also being a centre for foundational research. We will strive to create an 

atmosphere in which research in Ireland is mindful of an ever-changing society, while also 

being agile and responsive to the need for innovation in business and industry. We will: 

 • Recognise the high-quality research emerging through national funding agencies and 

programmes, such as SFI, IRC, HRB and PRTLI, and continue to support them in engaging in 

research that addresses societal challenges and advances the UN’s Sustainable 

Development Goals.” 

Rethink Ireland work is focused on realising the SDG’s as well as supporting the 

measurement of Ireland’s progress towards them. Rethink Ireland already works closely 

with Science Foundation Ireland, and is embedded in CONNECT, SFI Research Centre on the 

Future Networks and Communications. Rethink Ireland’s CEO, Deirdre Mortell, is Social 

Entrepreneur in Residence at CONNECT. 
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“Establish a policy innovation office within the public service, primarily staffed by expertise 

seconded from academia, the NGO and the private sector, as well as other national 

governments and institutions, to take a challenge-based approach to the major issues facing 

the country. We can learn in particular from the COVID-19 cross-governmental response. ” 

(p121) 

Rethink Ireland works closely with the Office of Public Sector Innovation in DoPER, and was 

asked by DRCD to manage Innovate Together the COVID19 Innovation Fund created by 

Government.  

Innovate Together round 1 

Innovate Together round 2 

“This Government will put sustainability at the heart of our fiscal, enterprise, innovation, 

and environmental policies. We see this recovery as an opportunity to embed 

structuralshifts that will benefit our economy and people through the adoption of 

technology and innovation and the pursuit of climate resilience, both sectorally and 

nationally.” 

“A coherent, joined-up innovation ecosystem, responsive to emerging opportunities, 

delivering enhanced impact through the creation and application of knowledge” - 

Rethink Ireland leads a 4 country consortium bid for ESF+ funding for the EU’s first call to 

develop a National Competence Centre for DSocial Innovation in each member state 

(submitted Nov 2020, in collaboration with DRCD and ESF+ Unit). 

This recognises and indeed requires an ecosystems approach to this work. 

A key driver of ESF+ funded social innovations will be local initiatives and cross-sectoral 

partnerships which will jointly develop and test, implement and apply new organisational 

approaches to work, learning, and community development, to help repair the economic 

and social damage brought by the coronavirus pandemic, kick-start European recovery, and 

protect and create jobs and address live and future challenges. As social innovation 

activities simultaneously involve, mobilise, engage and empower citizens and stakeholder 

groups to shape these changes, such as through bottom-up and community-led local 

development strategies, they offer unique opportunities to foster civic engagement, which 

can counteract disenchantment with politics and social divides. Moreover, social innovation 
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can help to support the state-led investment in economic recovery by incentivising citizens, 

social entrepreneurs and other civil society actors to contribute to get involved and lead on 

delivering this recovery, enabling them to work together and build a more inclusive and 

sustainable economy for the future. 

“Ireland will have a strong, innovative and internationally competitive enterprise base, 

growing employment, sales and exports” 

Since the Júncker Administration, EU Commission policy places social enterprise 

development at the heart of an inclusive recovery in Europe. Ireland has come late to the 

table on supporting social enterprise but the launch of a national policy in 2019 is beginning 

to build momentum. 

However, social enterprise supports are largely provided by DRCD and silo’d from the 

innovation and enterprise supports that they should be able to access, in order to fulfil the 

rish and European vision of their potential - creating high quality, local jobs, providing 

services, products or platforms that meet local and regional needs, in a way that is highly 

legitimate and that embraces traded income as a key revenue stream. 

Rethink Ireland is a leading backer of social enterprise, having invested €2.4 million over 4 

years, backing 33 social enterprises, who in turn have provided services to 35,000 people 

and created 164 jobs. Rethink Ireland’s backing includes classic innovation supports – an 

accelerator programme, capacity building supports as well as cash grants that are 

performance based. 

Rethink Ireland leads a consortium that has secured EU Commission EASI funding to 

undertake action research to identify and evaluate the adequacy of the financing 

mechanisms available to scalable social enterprises in Ireland, and to develop and pilot new 

financing mechanisms over the next 2 years. 

FURTHER AND HIGHER EDUCATION 

Rethink Ireland proposes that the following ideas inform your Statement of Strategy 2021-

23 

Addressing Educational Disadvantage through Social 

Innovation 
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Rethink Ireland’s Education Fund 2017-2020 included 10 projects from across the country, 

each focused on improving educational outcomes for those experiencing educational 

disadvantage, and which specifically supported learners to progress from levels 3–6 on the 

National Framework of Qualifications. E ducational inequality is a persistent feature in the 

Irish education system (Cahill, 2020); students from different socioeconomic backgrounds 

achieve different educational outcomes. For example, the most selective higher education 

courses (i.e., medicine, finance and engineering ) in the main remain reserved for affluent, 

white Irish families (Lynch, 2020). Whilst Ireland has a high secondary school enrolment and 

completion rate, with more than 91% of students sitting the Leaving Cert in 2015/16 (DES, 

2017), school completion is massively influenced by middle-class status (House of 

Oireachtas, 2019). The persistent nature of educational inequality and despite worthy 

initiatives, the inability of mainstream systems to adequately resolve these issue, was the 

drive behind the introduction of the Education Fund by Rethink Ireland. This has since been 

supplemented by the Youth Education Fund 2018-2021 . 

 

A New Model of Educational Progression and 

Transformation 

The evaluation of the Education Fund concludes by presenting a new evidence-based model, 

describing Educational Progression and Transformation for learners across the Education 

Fund. 

The model explores how the vision set out in the UN’s Education 2030 Sustainable 

Development Goal 4, on ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education for all, can be 

moved forward, through a deeper and more nuanced approach to needs of the learners 

catered for within the Education Fund. Using a macro, cluster-based approach, the 

evaluation collated learning from the 10 projects into Clusters, used to categorise the 

primary focus of the constituent projects. · Cluster 1 describes approaches dealing with ‘ life-

long learning / social inclusion’ and has a focus on enabling participants to experience social 

inclusion by supporting their educational progression through life-long learning 

opportunities.  
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· Cluster 2 describes ‘curriculum reform / diverse pathways to adulthood’, having a focus on 

curriculum reform and supporting participants engage in diverse pathways to adulthood. 

· Cluster 3 describes the work of ‘alternative centres of education / based outside 

mainstream schools’ which provide alternative modes of education for participants, who are 

outside the mainstream system.  

 

Recommendations for the Department’s Statement of Strategy on Higher and Further 

Education 

The recommendations emerging from the evaluation of the Education Fund are presented 

below by Cluster, in order to inform the Department’s next Statement of Strategy. 

 

Cluster 1 (Life-long Learning / Social Inclusion) Recommendations – In order to support and 

develop more inclusive Higher Education in Ireland, the Department would be advised to: 

· Strive to make programmes provided at 3 rd level for people with intellectual disabilities 

more financially sustainable. It also needs to provide access to financial supports (such as 

SUSI grants) to students with intellectual disabilities. 

· Develop a stronger cooperation and partnership with community education 

programmes, to increase educational attainment of adult learners from a disadvantaged 

background. 

· Review its policy for supporting asylum seekers, lone parents and adults from the socio-

economic disadvantaged areas, in further education. 

· Incorporate into policy, the innovative approaches and practices used by community 

education programmes , based around the gradual, student-centred and flexible 

approaches to learning, such as reflective practice and connecting Higher  

Education programmes with placements and other types of work. 

· Developing a link with civil society, arts and business to specifically provide more 

placement opportunities for people with intellectual disabilities and ensure more 

sustainable and meaningful employment opportunities for these students. 

Cluster 2 and 3 Recommendations - In order to support and develop more inclusive Higher 

Education for students from DEIS schools, the Department is advised to: 
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· Co-create an evidence-based interdepartmental strategy between the Department of 

Higher Education and the Department of Education, to develop a targeted approach to 

widening access to Higher Education for students from socio-economically disadvantaged 

backgrounds. 

Based on the findings from three projects in the Education Fund, specifically designed to 

widen access to colleges for students in DEIS schools , it is recommended that a more 

targeted approach to supporting students’ pathways to college is required. This would 

include: 

o Providing targeted study support. 

o Increasing places for students going to Higher Education via Access 

Programmes. 

o Developing a clear strategy about what information students require on college options, 

where they can obtain this information and how they can avail to different types of 

supports. 

o Developing a stronger link between third level colleges and secondary schools (DEIS 

schools). For example, colleges could develop supportive pillars, such as mentoring, and 

clearly informing students about pathways to college via taster days for example. 

o Consider incorporating what was found to work among projects in the 

Education fund for DEIS students, namely around the informal support programmes 

provided to students (e.g. study, mental health or financial support. 

The evidence for this submission on Further & Higher Education is based on the findings 

from a major independent national three-year research and evaluation study conducted on 

Rethink 

Ireland’s Education Fund (2017-2020), by the UNESCO Child and Family Research Centre 

(UCFRC) at NUI Galway, commissioned by Rethink Ireland, and available on request. 

 

About Rethink Ireland 

Rethink Ireland (previously Social Innovation Fund Ireland) is a charity created by the Irish 
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Government in 2013 which became operational in 2016. Rethink Ireland was set up to 

establish a philanthropic fund of significant size and impact to aid the development of social 

innovation. 

Every euro they raise in philanthropy is matched by a euro from the Government through 

the Dormant Accounts Funds. 

Rethink Ireland’s vision is building an Ireland in which social innovators are supported to 

realise their ideas and make positive societal change. By stimulating strong partnerships 

among individuals, families, businesses and governmental bodies, Rethink Ireland identifies 

different charities and social enterprises working in communities across the country, which 

are making real headway and understand that new thinking is needed in Ireland. To date, 

Rethink Ireland has raised €32m in philanthropic funds raised through companies, 

individuals, trusts and foundations have been matched through the Department of Rural 

and 

Community Development through the Dormant Accounts Fund. More recently, Rethink 

Ireland has received funding from several other departments including, the Department of 

Justice and Equality, the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection and the 

Department of Children and Youth Affairs. This support has enabled Rethink Ireland to 

create a €60M+ fund for Social Innovation in Ireland. Rethink Ireland has developed 25 

issue-specific funds focused on four strategic areas, (climate justice, education, economic 

empowerment, health) receiving 1,667 applications for funding, and backing 204 

innovations with cash grants and capacity-building support. 

Rethink Ireland provides both financial and non-financial support, cash grants and business 

supports to the best social innovations bringing a real difference and creating a sustainable 

social ecosystem. Rethink Ireland’s Accelerator offers a specific combination of 

performance-based grant funding, targeted business supports, and workshop-based training 

programme. The Accelerator programme provides Awardees with a strategic business plan 

(including a Theory of Change, a business model and a financial plan), social impact 

measurement, pitching skills and a community of practice to share experiences, learning, 

and challenges. Rethink Ireland’s goal is to improve the investment readiness of their 

Awardees, strengthening their capacity in these areas. To date, Rethink Ireland has scaled 
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up several key innovations, especially using its Growth Fund investment with our awardees 

scaling across Europe and the USA. 

Rethink Ireland is on track to be over a €60 million fund for social innovation, and Rethink 

Ireland is targeting large investments towards system change that builds an inclusive and 

sustainable Ireland. 

 

 

 

Royal Irish Academy  

Dr Tony Gaynor 
Executive Director (CEO) 
 

 RIA submission to DFHERIS Statement of Strategy  

The Royal Irish Academy (RIA) is an an all-island independent forum of peer-elected experts 

from the sciences, humanities and social sciences. Members are elected on the basis of their 

world-class contribution to scholarship and learning. The Academy currently has c.500 

members. Drawing on its Members’ expertise, the Academy makes a significant contribution 

to public debate and policy on issues in higher education, science, research and culture.  

 

The establishment of the Department of FHERIS offers an exciting opportunity to refresh the 

national strategic priorities for higher education and research, the national system of 

research funding, and to highlight and engage with the reservoir of expertise and talent 

housed and nurtured within Ireland’s higher education system. It also provides an excellent 

opportunity to strengthen the links between further and higher education in terms of the 

overall policy framework, governance responsibilities, qualifications framework, access and 

pathways between further and higher education, and strategic investment, for the tertiary 

sector as a whole.  

 

The Academy would like to highlight five issues that the Department will need to consider 

over the course of its new statement of strategy.  
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1. Links between policy and evidence  

The recent Covid19 pandemic has shown the importance of evidence-based decision making 

and the need for policy to be better informed by research. The Academy strongly supports 

measures to build greater connectivity between the knowledge and expertise within 

Ireland’s higher education institutions and the policy and political communities. The 

Academy’s Parliamentary Pairing Scheme, nomination and support of Irish experts’ 

participation in the European Commission’s Science Advice Mechanism, leadership of 

numerous European policy working groups, and engagement with the nascent Oireachtas 

Friends of Science, are some of the ways the Academy is working to build academic-policy 

connections and harness the expertise of Irish science in the service of national and global 

goals. The Academy will continue to progress thinking on the future architecture of science-

policy engagement in Ireland through its Spring 2021 collaboration with the Irish Research 

Council, entitled ‘Research for Public Policy’. 

 

2. Investment in research  

The new Department provides an opportunity for investment in research to be planned in a 

coherent and integrated manner by bringing together the main funding agencies under one 

Department. This has the potential to ensure that investment decisions are informed by a 

consistent set of criteria and will ensure that there is a level playing field for all disciplinary 

areas to maintain critical breadth and depth in research expertise.  

Investment in fundamental or basic research is essential for Ireland’s future. The Covid-19 

pandemic has shown the necessity of investment in basic and applied research to equip 

society with the knowledge and know-how to respond to unexpected challenges. It has also 

demonstrated the equally pressing need to prepare society to engage with and understand 

the scientific and technical basis and solutions developed through research. A key task for 

the Department will be to ensure that scientific progress accompanies social progress. This 

task is two-fold:first for scientists to consider how to build citizens’ understanding and 

knowledge of their particular research field; second, for government to consider how better 

to prepare society to engage with this knowledge. Many such opportunities arise through 
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the education system – see for example, the Academy’s recent work with the Federation of 

European Academies (ALLEA) on climate change education – but the Academy also urges 

consideration of a forum through which a permanent dialogue between citizens and 

scientists can take place. The Academy will continue to use its all-island and independent 

status to support consultation and discussion with civic society on significant political, social 

and cultural issues, and would welcome the opportunity to work with the Department in 

developing a forum for citizen-science dialogue.  

 

A key priority for the new Department will be the development of a new national strategy 

for research and innovation (the successor to ‘Innovation 2020’) including an analysis of 

future challenges to 2030. There is a need for Ireland to invest in the future, through a 

commitment to research, higher education and innovation, to deliver the knowledge, 

expertise and talent it will need to respond to global and national challenges.  

 

It would also be beneficial for the Department to initiate a review of research system 

governance, including public research funding structures, to ensure a structured, coherent 

and transparent system of decision-making and engagement. While agency-level 

evaluations and reviews occur, Ireland would benefit from a multi-agency integrated review 

of the functioning and impact of the system through which competitive R&D public funding 

is prioritised, allocated, managed and evaluated. 

 

3. Higher Education Policy  

There is a need for a new policy framework for higher education to be developed. The 

existing national policy dates from 2011, and the policy landscape has significantly changed 

since that time, through the development of technological universities, stronger linkages 

with the Further Education sector, Brexit, the enhanced development of online teaching 

(accelerated by the pandemic), and the establishment of the new Department of FHERIS.  

 

The Academy has the potential to contribute towards the development of future higher 

education policy. The Academy’s all-island Higher Education Futures Taskforce (est. 
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September 2020) is actively considering options and opportunities to enhance the all-island 

higher education system to 2030 with reference to five thematic areas:  

 

1. vision and value (what is the difference higher education will make to Ireland and the 

world in 2030),  

2. future models of higher education (including student engagement, teaching and learning, 

assessment),  

3. region and place,  

4. equality, diversity and inclusion and  

5. research and innovation.  

 

The Taskforce will report in mid-2021 and will consider external and global forces such as 

the progress of the European Research Area, the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic upon 

models of higher education, and climate action, as well as national drivers including the 

policy objectives of creating an island of talent, innovation, and inclusion. The Academy will 

keep the Department informed of its progress in this area.  

 

4. Early Career Researchers  

Early Career Researchers face a particular set of challenges which have been exacerbated in 

many instances by the current pandemic. ECRs have specific concerns over employment 

opportunities, access to research funding opportunities, job security, and mentoring and 

professional development opportunities. The Academy will continue to support ECRs 

through the provision of specific research collaboration and networking grants including the 

Charlemont awards. In addition, the Academy is currently focusing on providing a specific 

voice for ECRs in the higher education landscape through the establishment of a ‘Young 

Academy’ for the island of Ireland. This Young Academy will join the existing network of 

more than 40 similar bodies that have already been established internationally. It will 

provide an important platform for ECRs to have their voice heard on the higher education 

issues that most affect them. 
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5. Higher Education Authority Act  

The updating of the legislation underpinning the Higher Education Authority will be a key 

priority for the new Department. The new legislation will provide the basis for a modern 

regulatory authority for higher education that has the necessary statutory powers that it 

needs to fulfil its key role in higher education policy, funding and governance. The 

establishment of the Irish Research Council on a statutory basis as part of the legislation will 

be an important development for the research community. The Academy looks forward to 

engaging with the Department about the aspects of the proposed legislation that will affect 

its governance and reporting relationships.  

 

The Academy welcomes the opportunity to inform the development of the new strategy 

statement and looks forward to working with the new Department over the course of that 

strategy. 

 

Royal School of Music (RIAM) 

Deborah Kelleher 
Director 
 

Minister Simon Harris  

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science  

Submission from the Royal Irish Academy of Music on the DFHERIS Statement of Strategy 

2021-2023  

Director, Deborah Kelleher (December 2020)  

 

The Royal Irish Academy of Music welcomes this opportunity to submit a proposal to the 

recently formed Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science (DFHERIS) for its Statement of Strategy for the three year period from 2021-2023.  
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The decision to establish a new Department provides a unique opportunity to drive forward 

Ireland’s critical research and innovation agenda and to champion a new strategic and policy 

direction for the sector. It comes at a critical time for higher music education (specifically 

music performance education) which is faced with existential threats to its professional 

ecosystem from the recent challenges of COVID-19 on the one hand, and greets a longer 

term opportunity to draw closer to a society in which an appreciation of the arts and human 

expression are increasingly valued, on the other.  

 

In order to restore confidence and purpose following recent challenges, and to form the 

foundation for innovation in the sector, RIAM, as Ireland’s national conservatoire for music, 

proposes three important additions to the DFHERIS Statement of Strategy:  

 

1. The deliberate incorporation of the acronym STEAM (Science, Technology, Arts, 

Engineering & Mathematics), replacing the former STEM  

2. The acknowledgment of the vital role that pre-college music education plays in the 

conservatoire model  

3. A commitment to fostering research and reflection in revisiting the purpose, values and 

principles for professional higher music education in Ireland  

 

1. The incorporation of the acronym STEAM (Science, Technology, Arts, Engineering & 

Mathematics) in the DFHERIS Statement of Strategy, replacing the former STEM  

 

The STEAM acronym was implemented in the recent Creative Europe programmes and is 

likely to impact other EU multiannual financial framework programmes, as far as they are 

related to education. The introduction of the A (for Arts) was an acknowledgment of artistic 

and creative competence as one of the key competences in the context of educational 

efforts of any kind. This was a critical achievement, because from STEAM a case can be 

made to strengthen artistic subjects and cultural education. Further, it enshrines the 

fundamental importance of the Arts (and music) in the development of strong and positive 

societies.  
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For centuries, and across cultures, music has been embedded within rituals and structures 

of communities, enriching individuals’ lives in diverse ways. A powerful force across 

geographical contexts, cultures and communities, musical practices have demonstrated 

extraordinary potential to evolve and adapt in relation to context.  

 

Alongside this in many contemporary contexts, the value of music, as measured by public 

funding for culture and education, appears bleak (see for example Broad et al, 2019). Wider 

policy on education and economic development went through a period characterised by 

heightened attention to STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics) subjects. 

The arts as a whole can be too easily marginalized: a ‘nice to have’ rather than ‘essential’. 

This is in spite of the fact that the contribution of the creative industries to GDP is 

increasingly understood, calculated to be in the region of 4.5% of GDP and with a growth 

rate of 10% annually (Dronyuk, Moiseinko and Gregus, 2019).  

 

Nevertheless, a contemporary zeitgeist is crying out for the creativity and humanity of music 

and the arts: their unique potential to uplift, heal, and engage people in making sense of 

things and expressing themselves, and in building and sustaining flourishing communities, 

continues to be evident (Bazalgette, 2017; Crossick & Kaszynska, 2016). One need look no 

further than the outpouring of remote, streamed music performances as well as 

opportunities to participate in music making during the COVID-19 pandemic to recognize 

music’s resonance, and for many at deeply personal levels. 

EU policy (2017) has further highlighted the contribution of the arts to wider social 

challenges, noting how the arts have engaged directly and indirectly with issues of 

inequality, migration, climate and environmental change, social justice, conflict and 

violence, and in combating loneliness and isolation.  

 

Having recently gained this important acknowledgment of the Arts in moving the acronym 

from STEM to STEAM at EU policy and programme level, we ask that DFHERIS deliberately 

uses this acronym in its Statement of Strategy. It would send a positive message about the 
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importance that music and the Arts has in Ireland’s educational landscape, and is consistent 

with EU policy directions.  

 

2. The acknowledgment of the vital role that pre-college music education plays in the 

conservatoire model  

 

Building on the notion of the ‘Zietgeist’ explored above and its relation to the Arts in society, 

some of the most exciting potential for today’s professional musicians lies being able to 

bridge artistic mindset with societal need or interest, facilitated by practical logistics and the 

business of making things happen (Gaunt, 2020).  

 

As part of a musicians’ evolution, a closer and more participative relationship with 

audiences is now increasingly coming to the fore; and the notion of replacing the concept of 

‘audiences’ with that of ‘communities’ is a powerful one that points towards closer societal 

engagement across generations, socio-economic backgrounds and diverse cultures  

For decades conservatoires internationally have educated wider sectors of society alongside 

their degree students who will enter the music profession; but often that provision (for 

example, with children or adult learners) is separated and usually in a different (lower 

status) department from the main business of the vocational degrees. Pre-college students 

abroad are usually educated remotely from degree students, on Saturdays, with different 

faculty and limited interaction with their more advanced fellow students. Their classes are 

expensive, only able to attract the wealthiest students in society.  

 

In Ireland the history is different and to be envied. Our conservatoires began in the 19th 

century as junior schools, with tertiary education coming a century later. Our student body 

and staff are much more closely integrated, the pre-college departments usually providing 

the feeder for professional training at tertiary level. It is important to acknowledge that a 

professional musician cannot begin to study their instrument/voice at 18 with no prior 

training. Like a ballet dancer or tennis player, high potential talents begin as young children, 

and require expert tuition as young children. Ireland, unlike other countries, doesn’t have a 
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network of specialist music schools to feed into its tertiary wing, and those conservatoire 

pre-college divisions are vital for this pipeline of talent.  

 

In addition, there are students in conservatoire pre-college divisions that will not go on to 

be professional musicians, but form part of a laboratory for best practice that includes 

conservatoire teachers who must evolve their own practice in a real setting, and tertiary 

students who will leave the RIAM and become teachers themselves who learn from 

observation and interaction with young musicians.  

 

Our request is that DFHERIS would acknowledge in its Statement of Strategy the unique and 

important role of pre-college divisions in music conservatoires in Ireland, not simply as a 

pipeline for professional music education but also as a learning laboratory to research 

emerging pedagogical trends that will impact on music education nationally.  

 

3. A commitment to fostering research and reflection in revisiting the purpose, values and 

principles for professional higher music education in Ireland  

 

If today’s professional musicians are to forge sustainable careers, this must also be 

accompanied by critical reflection on the nature of contemporary music in society. There is 

clearly potential for music to make a difference and contribute to meeting a wide range of 

contemporary societal needs. At the same time, to achieve this asks for professional music 

practices and professionalism in music to innovate and evolve, aligned with some of the 

profound changes that are happening within social, economic, technological and 

environmental structures (Westerlund and Gaunt, in press).  

 

In recent years, conservatoires have been adapting, exploring how to combine deep craft 

training with addressing the shifting demands of changing societal and professional 

landscapes (Tregear et al, 2016; Sarath et al, 2014). Initiatives have started to focus, for 

example, on training in creative and cultural entrepreneurship together with working in 

community and education contexts (AEC, 2014; Amussen et al., 2016; Renew, 2019); 
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expanding the repertoire on offer and decolonizing curriculum, through greater diversity of 

musical genres and promoting collaboration between them artistically and educationally 

(Myers, 2016); promoting intercultural collaboration and learning through international 

exchange and partnership (Bartleet et al., 2020; Grant, 2018); and developing pedagogical 

practices with an increasing array of collaborative, enquiry-based and informal learning 

environments alongside long-established 1-2-1 apprenticeship (Born & Devine, 2015; Gaunt 

& Westerlund, 2013; Gies & Saetre, 2019).  

 

The small summary of new directions that musicians can take highlights the vital role for 

reflection and reflective practice that music conservatoires have in guiding those musicians 

as relevant and forward looking professionals. This research is relatively new and is both 

practical (in line with the vocational principles of conservatoires) and scalable (potentially 

transforming musicians’ roles in Ireland and beyond).  

Recent Erasmus+ awarded to the RIAM for a major research project (Power Relations in 

Higher Music Education, 2020) offers Ireland the potential to attain a leadership position in 

higher music education research in the future.  

 

We ask that DFHERIS would acknowledge that the music performance education research 

conducted in Ireland’s conservatoires is a valuable means to examine the purpose, values 

and principles for professional higher music education in Ireland in its Statement of 

Strategy.  

 

Conclusion  

 

The Royal Irish Academy of Music is operating at a time of great change. We have just 

finalized our Strategic Plan for 2021-2025 and some of our themes above resonate with that 

document. We appreciate the collegial approach that DFHERIS has taken already to its 

stakeholders and we are excited about our future. We would be happy to expand on any of 

the above themes if required. 
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Science Foundation Ireland 

Peter Clifford PhD  
Head of Strategy, Strategy and Transformation Directorate 

 

SFI welcomes the opportunity to input into the development of DFHERI’s new statement of 

strategy. SFI looks forward to working closely with DFHERIS to successfully implement the 

resulting strategy. 

We have separated our inputs into five categories: Innovation Island; Island of Talent; Island 

of Inclusivity; International Island; and Evidence-based National Strategy 

 

Innovation Island 

 

Level of investment / commitment to attaining 2.5% of GNP by 2025 

Top performing countries and innovation leaders recognise the importance of public 

investment in research and development to deliver positive societal and economic benefits 

and technological breakthroughs from research, as well as the skilled workforce for modern 

knowledge economies. Top performing countries reflect this in the level of public and 
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private investment in R&D. In 2010, to keep pace with the US and established and emerging 

Asian countries, the Europe 2020 strategy65 set an R&D intensity target for Member States 

of 3% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) on Gross Expenditure on Research & Development 

(GERD). At that time, the Irish government adopted an R&D intensity target for Ireland of 

2.5% of Gross National Product (GNP) (2.0% of GDP at the time), to be achieved by 2020. 

However, this has not been met and we are not on the right trajectory66. 

To deliver the stated national ambition of becoming an ‘Innovation leader’ and to advance 

and futureproof Ireland’s knowledge economy, government investment in R&D needs to 

increase. Otherwise, not only will we fall further behind leading countries, but we will fail to 

capitalise on the substantial gains we have made in the last 10 years. 

Action: DFHERIS should target attaining an R&D intensity of 2.5% GNP by 2025.  

 

A Cohesive Ecosystem 

The creation of DFHERIS provides the ideal opportunity to increase collaboration across the 

Irish national funding system. SFI looks forward to much closer collaboration with the Higher 

Education Authority and the Irish Research Council.  

There are several international examples of countries attempting to improve RD&I systems 

through collaboration67. Efforts include filling gaps, reducing duplication of effort, increasing 

system efficiencies, and identifying opportunities for collaborations in research areas, career 

stages, and technology readiness levels. The formation of DFHERIS is a significant step 

toward greater alignment withing the system. 

The most consistent recommendation that emerged from SFI’s deep stakeholder 

consultation to develop its new strategy was that there is a need for a more collaborative 

and coherent research system. Our stakeholders believe that greater formal and informal 

alignment between R&D funders in Ireland would increase the efficiency of the system, save 

researcher time and resources, and deliver better outcomes. In our new strategy, SFI sets 

out a vision, in response to our consultation, for ‘A Cohesive Ecosystem’. We plan to build 

channels of communication across the system, particularly seamless collaboration between 

funders, research performers and government departments and agencies. Delivering this 

will increase the overall performance of the Irish RD&I system and deliver greater return on 

investment.  

                                                           
65 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/europe-2020-
indicators#:~:text=What%20is%20the%20Europe%202020,a%20sustainable%20social%20market%20economy 
66 In 2019, Ireland’s GERD as a percentage of GDP dropped from 1.14% in 2018 to 0.78% 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/sdg_09_10/default/table?lang=en 
67 For example, the establishment of the UKRI in the UK, the alignment of Dutch Research Institutes within the 
Dutch N.W.O research funding agency, and SweCris, Sweden’s single national database of research projects 
across all funders. 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/europe-2020-indicators#:~:text=What%20is%20the%20Europe%202020,a%20sustainable%20social%20market%20economy
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/europe-2020-indicators#:~:text=What%20is%20the%20Europe%202020,a%20sustainable%20social%20market%20economy
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/sdg_09_10/default/table?lang=en
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Some examples of potential areas for close collaboration between SFI, the HEA, and the IRC 

are: 

 A common funding application and post-award management IT platform 

 Common templates for funding applications, award progress report, and other post-

award administration 

 Aligned call deadlines 

 Aligned progress reporting and other post-award administration processes 

 Aligned research policies (also mentioned below in Island of Inclusivity). 

Some of these areas of collaboration may also be broadened out to other research funders 

and departments such as the HRB, EI, IDA and DAFM. 

Action: DFHERIS should support much closer collaboration between SFI, the HEA, and the 

IRC.  

 

 

Challenge-based Funding 

Challenge-based funding is a top-down, outcomes-focused approach to research funding 

that uses prizes, strict timelines, teamwork, and competition to direct research activities at 

ambitious societal problems. Several leading countries and private philanthropic funding 

organisations have pioneered this approach in recent years. Many of the existing challenges 

facing humanity are encapsulated in the UN Sustainable Development Goals, including 

climate action, affordable and clean energy, and sustainable cities and communities68. 

In Ireland, SFI is running challenge-based programmes aimed at addressing pre-identified 

national and global problems. SFI plans to develop challenge-based funding at the scale 

necessary to deliver solutions to National challenges with, and on behalf of, other 

Government Departments and Agencies. This national approach and ambitious vision will 

need the collaboration and backing of many other actors and stakeholders in the national 

system. We will work with citizens, end-users, funders, government, and the private sector 

in new ways to curate and solve these challenges. This national-approach, involving several 

departments and actors, would be a step-change in the national system and a step-change 

in how Irish research creates positive benefits and value for Irish people. 

In the programme for government Our Shared Future, the government identifies the need 

to Develop challenges-based research funding approaches for all disciplines, so that Irish 

researchers directly address the major issues facing society in the years ahead.  

                                                           
68 https://sdgs.un.org/goals 

https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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Action: DFHERIS should consider championing the use of large-scale challenge-based 

funding across Government as mechanism to solve existing and emerging challenges for 

Ireland. DFHERIS should work with SFI to establish a national challenge platform. 

 

Foresight / anticipating what’s next 

Successful societies and economies are the ones that are best able to predict and capitalise 

on opportunities that arise. They are also well positioned to respond to threats that may 

arise and minimising resulting risks. Research and innovation embody the essence of this 

forward thinking and futureproofing. Research being funded and performed now will deliver 

tangible benefits for society tomorrow and in the future. 

SFI is committed to ‘Anticipating What’s Next’ for Ireland. By conducting foresight and 

horizon scanning activities, informed by the expertise in the system, best practice 

internationally and novel data analytics approaches, the Irish RD&I system can deliver more 

effectively for Irish people. 

Action: DFHERIS should consider data analytics capabilities as a key strategic enabler and 

should work collaboratively with SFI and other experts across the system to anticipate 

what’s next for Ireland. 

 

Future of Research Centres / National Research Institutions 

Through the life of Shaping Our Future, SFI’s new strategy, SFI will be evolving and growing 

the Research Centres programme. SFI plans to seed potential new Research Centres (proto-

Centres), retain some of the existing standard Research Centres, and to work with DFHERIS 

to develop and merge some of the existing Research Centres into National Research 

Institutions, which are large-scale, independent, stand-alone Research Performing 

Organisations. 

These National Research Institutions will enable Ireland’s highest priority economic sectors 

to: create greater scale; act as a one-stop-shop for industry; utilise the increased scale to 

deliver more effectively; create a greater ROI for the economy; and be of sufficient scale to 

lead globally. One possibility for an immediate National Research Institution is a National 

Sustainability Institute, further described immediately below.  

Action: DFHERIS should take a large-scale strategic approach, working with SFI to develop 

National Research Institutions, which are international in scale, independent, stand-alone 

Research Performing Organisations.  

 

National Sustainability Institute 
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Climate change is the crisis of our times. Although happening on a slower time scale, climate 

change is just as much of a threat as COVID-19, and we need to react accordingly. Facing 

and fixing the issue will require transformational new technologies, new policies, and an 

ongoing transdisciplinary approach to ensure a just transition for all. By adopting an 

evidence-based, globally integrated approach that develops and embraces new 

technologies, we have the opportunity not only to tackle the climate challenge but to do so 

in a way that creates new sustainable enterprises and high value jobs in Ireland. 

The RD&I response to climate change needs to be based on research excellence, nationally 

coordinated and operating at international scale. It will require a combination of 

homegrown expertise and the recruitment of some of the best minds globally. The best way 

to do this is through establishing a National Sustainability Institute.  

This Institute will incorporate existing expertise to address the full breadth of sustainability 

research. This Institute will serve as a beacon for recruitment of international talent and will 

have a significant skills mandate. To tackle climate change credibly, this centre will require 

an investment of €8M per annum. This investment will leverage significant industry co-

funding, philanthropy, and European drawdown, delivering at a minimum a five-fold Return 

on Investment. The Centre will subsequently be developed into a standalone research 

performing organisation like the Tyndall National Institute. There will be long-term 

sustained investment required to support a fully standalone entity at this scale. 

Action: DFHERIS should commit to creating a National Sustainability Institute.   

 

Public / private partnerships of scale 

A significant factor in Ireland’s relatively poor performance on R&D intensity is the level of 

enterprise investment in R&D. This will be addressed in part through the SFI Research 

Centres programme and through other initiatives mentioned in this submission. To drive 

significant change in this space, SFI’s new strategy, Shaping Our Future, includes a KPI 

targeting major public-private partnerships of scale. This can only be achieved in partnership 

with DFHERIS and DETE.  

Action: DFHERIS should commit to partnering with SFI to deliver major public / private 

partnerships  

 

Island of Talent 

New framework for PhD programmes, as per Centres for Research Training 

International analyses of researcher careers show that 95% of PhD students will not 

ultimately become tenured Professors in academia. As a result, SFI has developed the 
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Centres for Research Training programme which better prepares PhD students for careers 

outside of academia. 

The SFI Centres for Research Training programme is a large-scale investment in PhD training 

in areas of strategic need for Ireland. The CRT programme is unique and innovative in that it 

is inter-institutional, cohort-based, and includes a world-leading PhD training framework. 

The training framework involves industry placements and industry-supported development 

and delivery of the courses. Through the CRT programme, we will help meet the future skills 

needs of the private and public sector in Ireland. SFI plans to grow and evolve the CRT 

programme going forward.  

Potential areas for a thematic CRT call include: Advanced Manufacturing, climate change 

mitigation and adaptation, and quantum.  

Action: DFHERIS should fund future thematic calls of the SFI CRT programme to deliver 

departmental goals to train Ireland’s future workforce and provide the future skills needs of 

the country.  

 

Recruitment of star researchers 

Highly skilled students and post-doctoral researchers are a key output of the national 

research system. These are the future entrepreneurs, leaders of enterprise, and disruptors 

on which the knowledge economy relies. To have the capacity and capability to train this 

skilled human capital, Ireland also needs to grow talent within its Higher Education 

Institutions. Talent in the future will be both homegrown and internationally recruited. 

Ireland must identify talent gaps and target the recruitment of specific star talent to live and 

work in the country.  

Multinational companies are well established in Ireland, but it is important to create a skills 

and talent base that will continue to attract and retain these companies. Enterprise is 

always looking for the next big breakthrough and relies on the talented, innovative minds 

working in Higher Education Institutions for this. We need to have a continual supply of 

talented academics within Irish higher education to meet this need. By recruiting targeted, 

world-leading researchers and rising-stars to move to Ireland, we will bolster and grow the 

current nuclei of world-class research groups that enterprise will look to for the next big 

thing. This will, in turn, attract further Foreign Direct Investment, build entrepreneurial 

activity, bolster local expertise, and help create a robust, sustainable knowledge economy 

for tomorrow.  

Action: DFHERIS should consider international talent recruitment as a strategic priority. To 

achieve this, DFHERIS should work with SFI using SFI’s talent recruitment programmes such 

as Research Professorship and Future Research Leaders. 
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Researcher mobility 

International researcher mobility will drive further internationalisation of research, building 

researchers’ networks and increase competitiveness in international partnerships and 

funding e.g., when applying for EU funding in Horizon Europe. SFI has previously had 

programmes in place delivering this and has targeted relaunching these schemes in its new 

strategy Shaping Our Future. SFI is also progressing a North/South fellowship scheme.  

National researcher mobility will increase knowledge transfer and support tangible benefits 

arising from publicly funded research. SFI has schemes in place to deliver this: the Industry 

Fellowship programme and the Public Service Fellowship programme. SFI in partnership 

with DFHERIS could scale up these programmes.  

Action: DFHERIS should support researcher mobility, both nationally and internationally, in 

particular including North/South schemes. 

 

 

Island of Inclusivity 

Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion 

Globally and across most sectors and walks of life, there is a need for increased equality, 

diversity, and inclusion (EDI) of underrepresented groups. This is also the case for research 

and innovation. Research has shown that the more diverse and inclusive a team is, the more 

creative, innovative, and excellent they tend to be.  

EDI needs to be improved at all stages of the of the research career path. There should be 

increased engagement with underserved and underrepresented communities to understand 

why STEM subjects and careers are not viable choices. Research performance and 

evaluation should remove any potential imbalances and biases against any groups. 

Action: DFHERIS should commit to improving Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion across 

publicly funded research in Ireland. 

 

Collaborative Research Policy 

Both SFI and the HEA have to-date been progressing research policy nationally, specifically 

in areas such as: open access and Plan S; Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA); 

research integrity; bullying and harassment. We suggest a much closer collaborative 

relationship which will increase efficiency with the agencies. Increased efficiency across the 

research system can be achieved by national alignment of research policy across all public 
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funders; the Higher Education Authority could do this by adopting a central leadership role 

in research policy across the system. 

Action: DFHERIS should commit to leading on research policy across all publicly funded 

research in Ireland.   

 

 

Research Agenda 

Research and innovation are playing a greater role in all of our lives, and citizens need to be 

engaged with the changes that will come from new research and technological 

developments.  New discoveries and innovation will address many current and future 

challenges and can harness opportunities for all.  We do however need to ensure that 

citizens have a voice in articulating the issues they face, the opportunities they see, and the 

role of science, research and innovation in addressing them.  New technology needs societal 

licence to succeed; broader public engagement about research will ensure that Ireland can 

adapt to new industries and economic models.  

DFHERIS and SFI will work in partnership with other stakeholders on the “Ireland Research 

Agenda”. This will be a 12 to 18-month campaign to engage the public in a dialogue to 

inform the shape of future research in Ireland. The campaign will see Ireland’s research and 

innovation stakeholders working together to develop research questions with the public. 

Action: DFHERIS to partner with SFI to undertake a cross-Government Research Agenda 

campaign, leading the national conversation on research and innovation in Ireland. 

 

Education and Public Engagement partnership 

SFI has a unique mandate in STEM education and public engagement. SFI runs several 

national scale programmes and initiatives including: SFI Discover Funding, Science Week, the 

SFI Discover Primary Science and Math’s Awards and Smart Futures. SFI plans to expand 

current activities and to bring about a step-change in deep public engagement in STEM. This 

deep engagement will include the active involvement of the public in how research is 

performing, from the creation of ideas, design and delivery of projects to evaluating the 

progress and value of research.  

Increased engagement with the public will grow the STEM talent pipeline at all ages and will 

support informing the Irish public about digitalisation, the future of jobs, and climate change 

mitigation and adaptation. 
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Action: DFHERIS should endorse SFI’s STEM education and public engagement activities and 

support the expansion of STEM education programmes outside of the classroom.  

 

International Island 

North/South research partnerships 

SFI and DFHERIS are planning to create, with others, the all-Island of Ireland Research and 

Innovation System. We will champion major research collaborations between Ireland and 

Northern Ireland, in areas of opportunity, mutual interest and where gaps exist, acting as 

lead agency for co-funding with partners in the UK and NI. This could involve all Island of 

Ireland: Formal collaborative partnerships, Research Centres, challenge-based funding, 

individual investigator collaborations, shared PhD training and infrastructure and joint 

research professorships. 

This action will: build new connections and strengths between the South, Northern Ireland, 

and the rest of the UK; will increase high-level skills north and south of the border; and will 

help reduce the risks associated with Brexit. 

Action: DFHERIS should include north-south research collaboration and partnership as a key 

element of the new strategy. 

 

European Research 

The Irish research system has performed exceptionally in remaining on course to reach the 

stretching target of €1.25 billion drawdown from Horizon 2020. This success is indicative of 

the quality of the Irish research system. This success is the result of significant efforts: from 

both publicly and privately funded researchers, coordinated by cross-departmental and 

cross-agency work. SFI looks forward to collaborating with DFHERIS to build on this success 

as we transition to Horizon Europe.  

Action: DFHERIS should aim to work with SFI and others to both influence the Horizon 

Europe research agenda and to ensure significant drawdown from Horizon Europe.   

 

Internationalisation of Irish research 

SFI and DFHERIS will promote Ireland’s research system in order to recruit world-leading 

researchers, to attract Foreign Direct Investment and to enhance Ireland’s international 

reputation. We will do this by expand the physical presence of Ireland’s research system 

overseas, building upon SFI’s extremely successful pilot in the United States. As part of Team 

Ireland, SFI will continue its work supporting Enterprise Ireland’s and IDA’s international 

missions. We suggest that DFHERIS join this activity. 
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SFI will further participate in key international fora and showcase Ireland’s excellent 

research capabilities to expand Ireland’s global presence. We will build strategic 

international partnerships to drive economic impact and to address societal challenges, at 

home and globally.  

Research is an international endeavour. Greater internationalisation of Irish RD&I will 

increase the excellence of Irish research. Increased international activities will facilitate Irish 

collaboration and partnership with the best researchers, funders, philanthropic 

organisations, and enterprises abroad and will help attract researchers, industry, and 

entrepreneurs to Ireland. 

Action: DFHERIS should showcase and promote the Irish research system internationally. 

DFHERIS should grow international research partnerships.  

 

Evidence-based National Strategy 

 

Data led strategy 

SFI’s new strategy, Shaping Our Future, commits SFI’s activities and decision making to being 

driven by the evidence available. We look forward to following this same approach in 

collaboration with the Department. 

In particular, the successor strategy to Innovation 2020 should be underpinned by evidence 

on current national performance across various research sectors, various career stages of 

researchers, and various levels of market readiness. SFI looks forward to collaborating with 

the Department and other stakeholders to successfully develop the successor to Innovation 

2020. 

Basing the successor to Innovation 2020 on a foundation of performance analysis and 

evidence will result in a strategy which better matches the available national research 

capacity and capability, and ultimately a more successful national strategy. 

Action: DFHERIS should base the successor strategy to Innovation 2020 on a foundation of 

analysis of evidence on current research and innovation performance including international 

benchmarks 

 

 

Data availability and sharing 

Delivering the evidence-led approach discussed above requires increased availability of 

national research data. This comprises several interlinked aspects, separated below for 

clarity. SFI is ready to provide input and support towards any or all these actions, building on 
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SFI’s experience with its research management system SESAME and building on SFI’s 

releasing its data to DPER’s Open Data Initiative. 

 

1. National Research Information System A standardised system of collecting 

information on publicly funded research and innovation. This information is currently 

being collected with varying degrees of detail across many research funders and 

Higher Education Institutions.  

 

2. National Classification system SFI will continue to collaborate with DFHERIS and 

others to progress a standardised national research classification system. This work 

is currently being supported under SFI’s Public Service Fellowship programme.  

 

3. Data on research funded by HEA block grant SFI respects the autonomy of the HEIs 

as they determine how to invest research funding from the block grant. SFI does 

however believe that HEIs should be mandated to report on this extremely large 

investment both in terms of researchers funded and outputs from that research.  

 

These actions will result in a sea-change in the level of performance data on the national 

research and innovation system. These data will be critical in determining national strategy. 

Progress in these areas will also enable all stakeholders to easily determine: 

a. what expertise is available in Ireland 

b. what investment is being made into a particular sector 

c. what research awards are being worked on and by whom 

d. which sectors are under-resourced 

Standardisation will lead to increased efficiency and effectiveness. Increased use of 

standardised identifiers such as ORCID will enable the national system to interoperate 

successfully with systems in Irish institutions and organisations, and to compare Irish 

research internationally. 

 

Action: DFHERIS should deliver a National Research Information System (including 

information on research supported by the HEA block grant) and a National research 

Classification system 

 

 

 

Skillnet Ireland 
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Paul Healy 
Chief Executive 
 

How well do the Department’s policies meet the needs of the of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be enhanced?  

 

The new Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Skills 

(DFHERIS) recognises the central importance of government agencies, academic institutions, 

and research institutes as producers of the talent pipeline for the economy and as hubs of 

research and innovation. In general terms, the framework and policies are robust and 

benchmark well internationally. The Department’s focus on the themes of Innovation, 

Talent, Human Capital Development, Inclusion and Engagement will be vital to ensuring that 

Irish enterprise has the talent and resilience necessary for current and future challenges. 

The Department can lead a whole-of-Government approach to position Ireland as a leader 

in engaging employers in talent development and preparing workers for the future of work.  

 

The world of work is changing at a rapid pace. Covid-19 has accelerated the digitalisation of 

work across every sector of the Irish economy and beyond, but it has also demonstrated the 

agility and innovation of Irish enterprise and the Irish workforce in how they responded. 

This agility and ability to innovate to address the new economic and societal realities needs 

to be harnessed and encouraged so Ireland can make the most of the positive outcomes 

that resulted from the changes in the way we work. Ensuring that business have the 

appropriate talent and skill to respond to these challenges will be vital.  

 

However, there is a need for greater responsiveness within the system to new economic 

and societal demands and the reality of 21st century careers. The extent of integration and 

collaboration within the system, its agencies and institutions can be bolstered under the 

new Department’s policies and this new strategy. Ireland’s National Training Fund is a 

strategic national asset and can be further leveraged to enable collaborative responses that 

drive productivity and innovation within Irish business.  
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Key to addressing today’s talent challenges will be greater consultation and integration with 

employers and with the broader enterprise sector. The ties between agencies, academic 

institutions and the enterprise sector need to be further strengthened. There is a powerful 

opportunity to create a world class innovation and research ecosystem under the new 

Department, but this can only be realised to its full potential if the voice of enterprise is 

placed centre stage.  

 

Given the scale of the challenge facing industry in Ireland, ongoing reform of the National 

Training Fund (NTF) is essential. As highlighted in the Indecon review of the NTF, there is a 

need to enhance enterprise input to the prioritisation of NTF investments. Those 

investments must focus on close-to-market requirements and on targeted interventions to 

support enterprise development and innovation, as well as the rapid upskilling and reskilling 

of individuals to take up employment opportunities. If Ireland is to make tangible progress 

in addressing our SME productivity challenge, we need to leverage the NTF to the extent 

that is possible through longer-term, strategic initiatives that maximise fund impact at a 

sector, regional and firm-level. Business transformation on a large scale is necessary if 

Ireland wishes to be at the forefront of digitalisation and to create low-carbon, sustainable 

industry. 

Skillnet Ireland can be leveraged further given its unique position at the intersection 

between Government, the enterprise sector and the training and education system. Skillnet 

Ireland, leading a dynamic public-private collaboration with 70 enterprise bodies and other 

enterprise-led initiatives, is ideally positioned to drive complex and highly impactful 

research and innovation collaborations that support sustainable economic development in 

the knowledge economy.  

 

By coordinating closely with DFHERIS agencies and institutions, the Department of 

Enterprise, Trade and Employment (DETE), and enterprise support agencies, we can help 

ensure the delivery of a coherent and better joined-up innovation ecosystem. Innovation 

funding needs to be targeted at strategic areas of commercial opportunity,that deliver 
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immediate and longer-term impacts on business competitiveness, and where Ireland can 

sustain a long-term competitive edge. Skillnet Ireland has excelled in triple helix type 

collaborations, solving complex industry challenges by developing new programmes for 

future skills where a gap in existing provision has been identified.  

 

What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate to 

meet those challenges?  

 

Over the next three years DFHERIS will need to work closely with enterprise in Ireland to 

address many national and international business challenges along with the contextual 

factors that influence their current and future activities such as: Future of Work and 

Disruptive Technologies, SME Productivity, Human Capital, Regional Development, and 

Climate Change.  

 

1. Importance of Human Capital to Ireland  

Ireland’s continued economic recovery and growth relies heavily on our capacity to develop 

human capital, and have the right blend of skills, experience, and expertise for the labour 

market. The importance of talent is highlighted in national long-term policy including Project 

Ireland 2040: “The availability of well-educated, skilled talent is a fundamental driver of 

national competitiveness at both national and regional level”1.  

 

Leading global corporates contribute significantly to Ireland’s economy as value-adding 

industries and creating access to high-end employment. Perceptions held by multinationals 

with respect to Ireland’s human capital, R&D capability and the responsiveness of our 

education system are important when it comes to attracting and retaining Foreign Direct 

investment (FDI), with talent a fundamental pillar of Ireland’s FDI value proposition which 

Ireland must continue to boost. In addition to employee development, executive talent 

needs to be further nurtured so that executive teams can successfully make the case for 

locating R&D, Cx and other functions within Ireland. Located at the intersection between 

business, Government and the education and training sector, Skillnet Ireland supports 
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economic development by placing talent at the forefront. Our sectoral and regional Skillnet 

Business Networks are working collectively to support IDA client companies and industry 

clusters, ensuring that they are at the forefront of workforce innovation, and playing a key 

role the provision of highly skilled talent to the FDI enterprises operating in Ireland.  

 

2. Future of Work, New Technologies, and Digitalisation  

Over the next three years, business will grapple with fundamental questions relating to the 

future of work, the workplace, and the workforce. A future of work largely defined by an 

increased prevalence of artificial intelligence AI, automation and digital adoption was always 

anticipated. However, it is now clear that Covid-19 has accelerated the pace of the digital 

transformation with fundamental implications for work organisation and service delivery for 

businesses large and small.  

 

Disruptive technologies like AI, blockchain and automation will continue to affect how 

people work and the jobs they do. Taking a lead in the development and deployment of 

advanced technologies will provide significant economic and commercial benefits for Ireland 

and the businesses that are based here. In Ireland, 60% of employers expect a lack of skills 

from current staff to be their top barrier to automation implementation while 49% of 

organisations report technical skill gaps 2.With the support of Government, Irish businesses 

must plan effectively and position themselves with the right skills to take advantage of 

digital innovation.  

 

The challenge for companies and for the economy is to strike the correct balance: the 

supply of high-level digital skills as well as the essential digital skills needed by all 

businesses. While Ireland performs above the EU average in high-level digital skills, the 

average digital skills of people in Ireland are low. Only 48% of Irish citizens have (at least) 

basic digital skills, well below the EU average of 57% 3.  

Skillnet Ireland has a series of initiatives designed to accelerate digital adoption, improving 

digital competitiveness within SMEs, encouraging innovative practice across industry while 

targeting specific sectors such as Agriculture, Manufacturing and Retail to assist their digital 
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transformation journey. These schemes also focus on inclusion through talent initiatives to 

support and encourage women into the digital workforce.  

 

2.1 Focus on highly specialist skills  

Ongoing investment in new skills is vital for the development of key high-level talent and 

long-term business success. In the last seven years, 40,000 jobs have been announced by 

technology companies operating in Ireland, with the digitally intensive sector now directly 

employs over 210,000 people here 4. However, that demand continues and through Skillnet 

Ireland’s work with multiple technology-specific networks and clusters, we are seeing ever 

more acute skills shortages within ‘emerging areas’ such as software design, cloud, AI, data 

analytics and big data, IoT, cyber security, network engineers, robotic process automation 

(RPA), UI/UX, software and enterprise architects, blockchain and DevOps.  

 

Through Skillnet Ireland’s multiple technology-specific programmes and collaborations, we 

enable the growth of high-tech businesses within sectors such as ICT, financial services, and 

medical technologies. We are increasing our collaborations with research institutions and 

industry to drive further workforce innovation within these sectors. Skillnet Ireland with 

Technology Ireland has developed a series of industry-led Masters in AI, Blockchain and 

Internet of Things through collaborative partnerships with the university sector and Irelands 

tech industry. For enterprise, this strategic and collaborative approach delivers effective and 

innovative programmes which allow businesses to future proof and grow. For workers it 

offers specialist expertise and greater career mobility. For academia, these collaborations 

provide immediate and extensive access to companies, where ideas can be shared, and 

industry requirements converted into cutting edge programmes.  

 

A new industry-driven PhD in Data Science emerged from a multi-stakeholder collaboration 

between Skillnet Ireland, Science Foundation Ireland, University of Limerick, Maynooth 

University, University College Dublin, together with industry partners and companies. 

Skillnet Ireland and Technology Ireland ICT Skillnet are leading the industry engagement 

component, a cornerstone of the initiative. The programme will be instrumental in making 
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Ireland a world leader in the field of data science. Damian Hilliard, Chair of Technology 

Ireland ICT Skillnet said:  

 

“Rapid advances in data science has increased the speed of statistical analysis and given us 

unprecedented analytical power to understand large and complex data sets. This is 

transforming the economy and affecting the way we do business, access knowledge, 

communicate, and understand the world. With this backdrop, the demand for data science 

skills nationwide and the need for data scientists working across all sectors is vital. Through 

this industry supported PhD programme, industry can access a pipeline of talent who have 

deep analytical skills, an understanding of business needs, and an ability to make a 

connection between the two.”  

 

2.2 New Ways of Working  

Covid-19 has accelerated the normalisation of new ways of working across Ireland’s 

business community and beyond. Over the next year to 18 months many businesses will 

need to grapple with the design of their workforce and workplace. While some workers will 

look to work from home (WFH) or remote work on a full-time basis, others will opt for a 

more blended approach. Blended working combining on-site, and off-site working has been 

enabled by greater utilisation of information and communications technologies. 

Organisations and their leaders, now that they have seen the benefits of new approaches to 

work may also offer increased levels of flexible working options (part-time working, job 

sharing, flexi-hours, compressed week, school term leave etc.) which can offer a better life-

work balance and employee experience 5.  

 

A potential threat arising from the transferability of work from site to home as, accelerated 

by Covid-19, relates to the further step of transferring work across national boundaries 

more easily. This is a significant risk which further underlines the importance of national and 

professional relevance in a global marketplace. Ireland is a global technology hub, and the 

sector is a key contributor to the economy 6. Core to the success of technology businesses 

based in Ireland is the availability of human capital. Ireland must quickly establish an 
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international reputation for industry innovation and productivity within the context of 

hybrid models of work. These hybrid models create opportunities for business in Ireland. 

More work will take place virtually for business meetings within sites, across Ireland, and 

globally to increase efficiencies, reduce stress of travel and minimise costs while people will 

work from home more frequently 7.  

 

The planned national Strategy on Remote Working, which is due to be released shortly, 

needs to be underpinned by a clear focus on talent for both managers and workers in 

making this transition. The future, although challenging, offers us a chance to transition and 

transform businesses, build new business models, or reengineer existing ones, and for those 

within the workforce to build new skills and career paths.  

 

3. SME Productivity  

SMEs are the backbone of the Irish economy, accounting for the employment of 68% of the 

total number engaged in the private sector8. Ireland fares well in international labour 

productivity comparisons when domestic and foreign sector productivity figures are 

aggregated but much less well when the domestic sector productivity performance is 

isolated9. There is a clear divergence in productivity between indigenous and foreign 

enterprises. National and international reports from the OECD10 and the National 

Competitiveness Council 11 have expressed concern that productivity among indigenous Irish 

SMEs is stagnating. Ireland is not alone in facing this challenge; stagnation is also affecting 

SMEs in other European countries 12.  

 

Future Jobs Ireland sets out national priorities that will drive SME productivity increases, 

including the need to: encourage enterprises to exploit technology and business process 

improvements to increase productivity; improve leadership and management skills in SMEs; 

strengthen linkages between SMEs and multinational enterprises and tertiary education 

institutions. Skillnet Ireland is leading on the implementation of several actions within 

Future Jobs Ireland 2019, including the need to expand provision to SMEs that have not 
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previously engaged in workforce development, with the aim of enhancing productivity and 

management capacity.  

 

More than 17,000 SMEs are now supported by Skillnet Ireland annually and this growth in 

SME participation will continue over the lifetime of our newly launched Statement of 

Strategy ‘Transforming Business Through Talent 2021-2025’. We know from our deep 

engagements with SMEs that many are simply not planning sufficiently, or investing in the 

digital agenda, or putting enough resources into their teams, which makes them vulnerable 

to future economic shock. The Skillnet Ireland MentorsWork scheme, a partnership with the 

Small Firms Association (SFA), MicroFinance Ireland and the Strategic Banking Corporation 

of Ireland (SBCI), helps SMEs overcome these challenges through expert mentoring and 

targeted upskilling supports. Delivered through virtual and online methods, the programme 

offers one-to-one mentoring, specialist masterclasses and access to a bespoke learning 

platform specially designed for SMEs.  

3.1 SME Management Development  

Indigenous SME productivity is a challenge that Ireland must tackle head on. The OECD, the 

National Competitiveness Council, 13 and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and 

Employment14 has highlighted that improving management skills is a key lever in improving 

Irish SMEs’ productivity performance. Businesses that invest in management development 

display greater innovation, stronger growth, and greater survival skills. “Improving 

productivity is one of the most important issues for SMEs in Ireland. Management 

development, and the adoption of world class management practices, is one of the key 

levers for achieving that 15”.  

 

While there is a recognition among managers of the importance of management 

development to their organisation, less than 50% of Irish firm barriers have a budget for it. 

The two main barriers to increasing training as identified by SMEs are time constraints and 

financial resources to conduct training – neither of which are new problems for SMEs.  

Enterprise-led programmes are key to improving management development in Ireland. 

According to EGFSN, formal learning and strategising lead to demonstrably better outcomes 
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for business. Organisations with greater innovation and better management are seen to 

conduct more formal training. The OECD has also recommended the wider take up of 

management development programmes in increase capabilities in SMEs16. Given the scale 

and importance of this challenge Skillnet Ireland has made increasing our reach of 

management development initiatives to SMEs a key focus of our Statement of Strategy 2021 

– 2025.  

 

4. Ireland’s transition to a low carbon sustainable economy  

Acceleration of the digital and green agendas in Ireland creates a transformative 

opportunity for business and for individuals to be re-skilled to access new forms of high-

quality employment within the green sustainability sector. Ireland’s Climate Action Plan 

2019 highlights the evident warming of our climate system and the need to urgently 

prioritise decarbonisation initiatives, not just for Ireland’s economic and societal interests, 

“but also in relation to the attractiveness of Ireland as a location for Foreign Direct 

Investment, as a tourism destination, and as a source of safe, high-quality agricultural and 

food products” 17.  

The Climate Action Plans 2019 predicts that entire sectors of the economy will undergo 

radical changes, and new types of enterprises and jobs will be created as economies across 

the world transition to low-carbon, bio-economies. Irish companies have a pivotal role to 

play in leading this transition within their own businesses and through their supply chains. 

Urgent priorities include the need to:  

 Develop and adopt innovative technologies and manufacturing methods, as well as 

products and services that increase efficiencies and reduce waste;  

 Improve the way in which resources are used in the supply chain to lower emissions;  

 Retrofit existing building stock; and,  

 Extend sectoral networks to new areas, to raise awareness and mainstream the 

adoption of low-carbon technologies, processes, and techniques.  

 

To deliver on these priorities Ireland must have enough talented workers with the right skills 

in place. With the increased reliance on renewable energy, specialised engineers will be 
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needed to carry out work on large scale wind farms and on domestic micro-generation heat 

pumps and Solar Photovoltaics (PV). The ambitious acceleration of Electric Vehicles (EV) into 

the Irish market over the next decade will lead to a demand for EV mechanics. While the 

requirement for skills will grow in some new sectors other, in other areas workers will lose 

their jobs or their roles will change. The way we power and heat the country is evolving; 

fossil fuel boilers, along with peat and coal generation plants, will soon be a thing of the past 

and these sectors have already experienced jobs losses. Workers in these sectors, along 

with car mechanics and farmers, will need to be upskilled or reskilled so they can continue 

to offer their valuable experience as we transition to an environmentally sustainable 

economy.  

 

Skillnet Ireland will launch a new national initiative to address climate talent and skills 

development. It is designed to accelerate Ireland’s capacity to transition to a low carbon 

economy, by assisting SMEs on their sustainability transformation journey. The initiative is 

aligned to national strategies and the Skillnet Ireland strategy with dedicated objectives 

under each of the three pillars: Workforce Design, People Development and Strategic 

Innovation.  

 

5. Regional Development  

Key challenges remain across Government to ensure balanced development between the 

regions and urban centres. Regional economic and employment growth is predicated on the 

need to support entrepreneurship, collaboration, innovation, and productivity within 

regional enterprises. In addition, skills and talent play a key role in creating self-sustaining 

regional enterprise activity and growth, and through increasing the attractiveness of regions 

amongst businesses seeking to establish roots, or additional locations, here in Ireland.  

 

Ireland’s National Planning Framework (Project Ireland 2040) guides the future 

development of Ireland and a key objective is to achieve regional parity, whereby the 

targeted growth of the Northern, Western and Southern regions will equate to that 

projected for the Eastern and Midland Region. More specifically, through long-term 
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planning, the Framework will target the distribution of the projected 1 million population 

increase between Dublin (ca 250,000) and between Cork, Limerick, Galway, and Waterford 

(ca. 250,000). The remaining 50% of the projected increase is targeted to take place within 

regional centres, towns, villages, and rural areas.18   

 

In comparison with many EU countries facing a decline in population, Ireland has a 

significant opportunity over the coming years to utilise a population increase to achieve a 

balanced development between regional and urban centres. The availability of sustainable 

employment, and career opportunities in regional locations, will be a key driver of 

population movement.  

 

Regional economic and employment growth is predicated on the need to support 

entrepreneurship, collaboration, innovation, and productivity within regional enterprises. 

Skillnet Ireland directly supports regional development through dedicated regional Business 

Networks, primarily in partnership with Chambers of Commerce, as well as through sectoral 

Networks that build the capacity of enterprise clusters located throughout Ireland. Skillnet 

Ireland also indirectly supports regional development by enhancing the capacity of 

businesses to access Research Centres, Technology Centres and emerging Centres of 

Excellence established by other state agencies and bodies throughout Ireland.  

 

6. Supporting Workers Impacted by Covid-19  

The Covid-19 crisis has continued to have a significant impact on the labour market in 

Ireland. A range of measures have been introduced by the Government in relation to 

providing income support for those whose employment has been affected due to the Covid-

19 pandemic in Ireland. With so many industries hit by the Covid-19 pandemic a key 

challenge is also to design effective supports to assist the workforce in rapidly upskilling and 

securing new employment in an existing or new sector. Harnessing the support of 

employers from sectors where employment opportunities are available is one effective 

approach. Skillnet Ireland has introduced a range of industry-led back to employment 

programmes through our new Skills Connect initiative, which will play a key role in 
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supporting re-entry to the workforce for those most impacted by Covid-19. Skills Connect is 

an employer-driven initiative that connects affected workers to new opportunities in growth 

sectors, by building on their existing skills and experience.  

 

7. Lifelong Learning – Inclusion and Engagement for all learners  

The EU has set a target of 15% of adults participating in lifelong learning by the end of 2020. 

While there has been a gradual increase in recent years, the average EU participation rate 

stood at 11.1% in 2018, still some way short of the 2020 target. 19 Increasing lifelong 

learning participation is a key objective of Ireland’s National Skills Strategy. Significant 

progress has been made in recent years as Ireland’s participation rate climbed from 6.7% in 

2014 to 12.5% in 2018 20. However, there can be no room for complacency if Ireland is to 

achieve the EU-wide target of 15% and, as things stand, Ireland falls well short of countries 

such as Sweden and Finland where close to one-third of all adults are classified as lifelong 

learners.  

 

Skillnet Ireland has increased the number of lifelong learners supported in each year of the 

last five-yeas, culminating in over 70,000 workers being supported in 2019. However, it will 

be important for the Department and all agencies to continue to invest in the promotion 

and facilitation of workforce learning, to engage an even greater number of businesses and 

employees in lifelong learning. Creating this culture of lifelong learning throughout Ireland 

can help address current and future skills gaps.  

 

Industry leaders too need to invest in the overall skills development of Ireland’s workforce 

at all levels to guarantee the sufficient availability of the talent necessary to drive in-

company innovation and to boost productivity. This requires a specific focus on specialist 

skills and ongoing development for those with higher level skills and qualifications, in 

addition to supporting the lower skilled.  

Micro-credentials are one way of providing assurance around existing skills. They benefit 

employees via increased employability and mobility, and benefit employers because they 

provide assurance about the demonstrable skills acquired by workers. Digital badges, a form 
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of micro-credentials, offer exciting opportunities in the context of workforce learning and 

there is significant potential to extend their application to other sectors. Taste4Success 

Skillnet, in collaboration with University College Cork, developed Irelands first digital badge 

for the Irish food sector. The initiative has showcased the immense potential that micro-

credentials offer as a leading-edge learning technology to all industry sectors, and the 

opportunity to make lifelong learning more accessible and engaging for workers. Several 

Skillnet Ireland Networks are currently collaborating with University College Dublin on a 

detailed research report into Micro Credentials which will be published early in 2021.  

 

8. Skill Gaps Between Graduates’ Qualifications, and the Future Needs of the Irish labour 

market  

Whilst Higher Education Institutions have made huge strides in recent years to prepare 

graduates for life outside the education system, some industry groups continue to report to 

Skillnet Ireland that graduates are not sufficiently ‘work ready’ and lack transversal or high-

touch skills needed to operate into today’s agile and fast-changing workplace. Driven by 

globalisation, technological innovation and changing demographics, the skills for success in 

the workplace and the jobs of the future are rapidly evolving. The resolution of this 

challenge rests with all players in the education and training system.  

 

In Ireland, indications are that organisations are already experiencing skill gaps in high-touch 

areas such as emotional intelligence, people management and critical thinking 21. Recently, 

companies in the Biopharma and Medtech sectors have reported skill gaps to Skillnet 

Ireland in these skill areas and are developing programmes to address these gaps. In these 

sectors specifically, soft skills such as communication, problem-solving and critical thinking 

are in high demand.  

 

Skillnet Ireland has established track record of working with businesses to design and deliver 

graduate programmes with the aim of making recent graduates work ready by enhancing 

their transversal skills. These schemes benefit both graduates and businesses as they ease 

the transition of graduates into the world of work while reducing the risk for businesses in 
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employing recent graduates. Graduate transition programmes have been delivered by the 

Green Tech Skillnet, Animation Skillnet, Macra Agricultural Skillnet, Learning Waves Skillnet, 

Design Enterprise Skillnet, Technology Ireland ICT and Software Skillnets and Medtech 

Skillnet.  

 

Smaller market or niche industries (for example: Animation or Radio production) can find it 

difficult to fill positions with graduates straight from education and have therefore 

developed programmes to help their industries fill these skill gaps. For example, the Skillnet 

Ireland Graduate Traineeship Programme for Animation, VFX and Games offers graduates 

placements in animation, games and VFX studios for up to six months, as well as providing 

intensive training in specific skill areas throughout the training period. The programme, 

which has been running since 2016, has an exceptional track record with over 90% of 

participants going on to gain further work in the industry either with their host studio itself 

or with other studios. Similarly, the Radio Academy provides communications graduates 

with the practical skills needed to start a career in radio and network with industry experts.  

 

9. Brexit Implications  

Business in Ireland will be disproportionally affected by Brexit in comparison to our 

European partners, with the issue particularly acute for the agri-food and farming sectors. 

The search for new markets and expansion into new territories, while continuing to trade 

with the UK after Brexit, underscores the need to further enhance the capacity of Irish 

business in areas including market development, product and process innovation, financial 

mitigation, lean business approaches and the management of supply chain, customs, and 

regulatory challenges. The Skillnet Ireland Clear Customs programmes was a key element of 

the Government’s ‘Getting Ireland Brexit Ready’ campaign, responding to the growing skills 

needs of Irish businesses because of Brexit, supporting over 2,000 companies since its 

launch.  

 

10: Leveraging EU Programmes  
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Key to addressing Ireland’s talent challenges will be maximising the use of EU Funding 

programmes for long-term strategic initiatives on innovation, digitalisation, climate change, 

lifelong learning, and social cohesion. There is an excellent opportunity to capitalise on the 

full potential of utilisation of these funds when enterprise engagement is placed centre 

stage. Many of the EU funding priorities established for the next seven years through the 

Multi-annual Financial Framework align strongly with the strategic goals of this new 

Department. Skillnet Ireland have identified substantial participation opportunities under, 

The European Social Fund, The Recovery and Resilience Fund, The Just Transition Fund, and 

with digital adoption and digital transformation through The Digital Europe Programme and 

Europe Digital Innovation Hub initiative.  

 

In the immediate term Skillnet Ireland are designing innovative programmes to deliver 

business supports and talent solutions which will mitigate the economic and social impact of 

the coronavirus pandemic in support of the Recovery & Resilience Fund. Skillnet Ireland will 

engage across industry in Ireland to engage and play their part in the delivery of key 

development projects with the objective of making the Irish economy more sustainable, 

resilient, and better prepared for the challenges posed by economic recovery and the green 

and digital transition.  

 

With a track record in the delivery of advanced technological skills programmes, Skillnet 

Ireland can deliver the talent and strategic digital capacity to prepare business for the wider 

deployment of digital technologies. We will do this in partnership with European Digital 

Innovation Hubs, as part of the Digital Europe programme, and develop initiatives 

supporting advanced digital skill requirements for: supercomputing, artificial intelligence, 

and cybersecurity.  

Skillnet Ireland will work closely with the three regional assembles in Ireland, (Eastern & 

Midland, Northern & Western and Southern Region) to support territories most affected by 

social and economic impacts of the transition towards digitalisation and climate neutrality - 

with strong focus on the up-skilling and re-skilling of the workforce. Skillnet Ireland also 

aims to participate in the delivery of lifelong learning to improve employment and 



439 
 
 

 

education opportunities, and to enhance social inclusion. In this programme, we will be 

helping businesses develop in the key areas of, competitiveness, productivity, 

environmental sustainability, and digitalisation. 

 

11. Conclusion  

Lifelong learning has never been more relevant and will be a driving force in our recovery 

from this period of significant disruption that will require all of us to adapt and learn new 

skills.  

 

Talent is at the forefront of Ireland’s FDI proposition and is vital for our international 

competitiveness and national productivity. Ireland needs to further build on the competitive 

strength we draw from the talent in our workforce, and it is imperative to build on 

productive collaborations between business and the training and education system.  

Working collaboratively with the higher and further education sector, and other enterprise 

agencies and being driven by industry needs, Skillnet Ireland will work with DFHERIS to: 

 

o prepare Ireland for the future of work and the digitalisation of work;  

o ensure Ireland has the talent to meet our climate change challenges;  

o increase SME productivity and future proof business against the disruptive 

technologies;  

o develop human capital and the cultural integration of lifelong learning in Ireland;  

o promote Ireland as an Island of research and encourage further international 

investment; and,  

o ensure that all regions can attract retain Irish talent and investment.  

 

1 European Commission, 2019, Digital Economy and Society Index: 2019 Country Report Ireland   

2 Hays Ireland, 2019, What Workers Want Report 2019  
3 European Commission, 2019, Digital Economy and Society Index: 2019 Country Report Ireland  
4 Digital Europe, 2019, A Stronger Digital Europe 2025   

5 Kieran, S (2020), “A New World of Work? Leader Reflections on the Impact of Covid-19”, Skillnet Ireland and Kemmy Business School, 
University of Limerick  
6 Technology Skills 2020   
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Sligo Institute of Technology 

Brendan McCormack, PhD 
President 
 

IT Sligo response to request for input, suggestions and views regarding any strategic 

issues that should be incorporated in the Statement of Strategy for the new 

Department of F/HERIS (see request email in Appendix A) 

 
Proposed strategies 

1) A strategy to expand craft and new apprenticeships, and also work based learning to 

increase access to higher education from the workforce and employee upskilling/on-

the-job credited learning. Consider moving all of apprenticeship into HE. This will, also 

impact positively on the numbers of female students taking STEM programmes. 

2) A strategy to promote equality and address inequality & exclusion to be at the heart of 

the Department Strategy. Conduct Equality Impact Assessments of all of the 

departmental initiatives. Data is essential to identify barriers and to assess the impact 
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of any actions, and a commitment to develop data sources to evidence-base activities is 

required. 

3) A strategy to facilitate disabled, carers and others who cannot attend HE on campus to 

engage in HE – for example through the provision of online learning, supported by local 

tutoring and mentoring. This not only widens the access to HE by those well capable of 

undertaking the learning, but also adds to the educated talent pool for the workforce. 

4) A strategy to provide greater integration between FE and HE so that the learner is not 

faced with unnecessary educational barriers such as moving from one sector to another 

or moving from one level to another across sectors.  

5) A strategy to provide capacity building for research in the IoT/TU sector that will allow 

the potential for the expertise of TUs to be channelled into new innovations and 

intellectual property 

6) A strategy to support greater engagement with existing SMEs and new business 

development especially in more rural areas through the creation of deep industry-HE 

partnerships with a number of touch points that embeds the industry directly into the 

learning at all levels of learning from a entry through formalised work placement 

structure up to project and research engagements. This can also include increased 

participation by industry in the delivery of the learning (thereby accessing the expertise 

of industry practitioners to enhance learning) 

7) A strategy that treats all students equally in terms of financial support – for example, 

that the online (off-campus) full-time student students is able to access the same 

financial resources and supports as the full time on campus student. 

8) A strategy to ensure that RPL is accepted as equal to the standard entry requirements. 

The sector already supports and promotes RPL as a mechanism to access education and 

we are working on a national RPL framework/platform to do so, however this needs to 

be absorbed into the mainstream entry/eligibility processes. Systems such as digital 

credentials and RPL will also help to compete internationally. 
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9) A strategy that encourages and nurtures students and encourages them to strive to 

their full potential within a widening access and participation agenda. 

10) A strategy that includes meaningful engagement with community and related agencies 

on co-creation of learning and development. 

11) A strategy that speaks to education that is beyond STEM education, and is respectful of 

the equal importance of other learning for a more holistic and civic society. 

12) A strategy to invest in upgrading digital systems to ensure that they are fit for purpose 

for the future. Students and staff have been tolerant of difficulties as they appreciate 

that we are in an emergency situation; this is not sustainable for the future. We need to 

have robust and secure digital systems that can be developed and upgraded in an agile 

way. 

13) A strategy to achieve a balance between off-campus and on campus – we need both to 

continue to be developed and supported and we need synergy between the two. They 

are meeting the needs of different cohorts and both need sufficient investment and 

focus. 

14) A strategy to provide broadband to support more remotely located staff and students – 

and, where feasible to utilise existing network (Eduroam type system between the ETBs, 

GTeic and HE sectors) to increase broadband access. 

15) A strategy on digital security; we have to be able to keep up with the every increasing 

challenges of malevolent threats from digital attacks.  

16) A strategy to address international competition that is even growing. We have to be 

equipped to be able to compete internationally in terms of the quality of student 

experience or other external providers will come in (online) and compete with us. 

Students are living in a digital world in other aspects of their life, so their expectations 

are high.   
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17) A strategy to support innovation in teaching and learning, to ensure flexibility and 

agility to drive forward new learning paradigms.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Society of St.Vincent de Paul 

Marcella Stakem 
Research & Policy Officer 
 

1. SVP Introduction and Context 

The Society of St Vincent De Paul (SVP) is the largest charity of social concern in Ireland with 

over 11,000 members in 1200 local Conferences. The Society’s mission is to provide 

friendship and support to those experiencing poverty and social exclusion, to promote self-

sufficiency and to work for social justice.  

SVP works closely with thousands of students to support their access to further and higher 

education, and strongly believe that equality of opportunity, progression and outcome must 

be the central goals of our education system. Education is fundamental to the creation of an 

individual’s life options and, as such, is a major factor in the response to poverty and the risk 

of poverty. This has become all the more important and pressing as a result of the severe 

economic impact on households due to the Covid-19 pandemic.  

Learning online has now become how the majority of current students access education. 

The initiatives announced to facilitate this change, such as the introduction of ICT grants for 

third level students have been warmly welcomed by students that SVP support. However, 



444 
 
 

 

our members have highlighted the lack of consistency among some third level education 

providers while promoting and availing of those grants for low income students. 

SVP recognise that accessibility and affordability are key problems within the current 

system. In response to the current inadequacies, SVP have established regional educational 

bursary schemes which help low income students with the cost of fees as well as 

accommodation, transport, digital equipment, books, and materials. Without this support 

many students simply would not be able to take up a place at college. It is this on-the-

ground experience and expertise that informs SVP’s submission to the Department of 

Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science Statement of Strategy 

2021-2023. 

This submission will outline a number of challenges faced by the clients we support while 

accessing further and higher education as well as the policy measures that impact those 

students. We also highlight a number of recommendations that would ensure that our 

education system is fully fit for purpose and accessible to all who wish to avail of it. 

 

 

2. An Inclusive Education System 
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Approximately 1 out of every 4 people across the country can be classed as a student.69 This 

gives us an idea of the importance education plays for so many people. However, we 

continue to see persistent social inequality in education at all levels, with low-income 

households being one of the named  groups in our society who are significantly 

underrepresented. 

The HEA’s Spatial and Socio-Economic profile70 of the Higher Education Population 

highlights these inequalities in the 2017/18 academic year. It shows that at a national level 

20 per cent of college places are taken up by students from the 15 per cent wealthiest 

families. In contrast, the students from the 15per cent most disadvantaged families hold 

only 10per cent of places. In practical terms, this means that on average, for every 10 

students from affluent areas, there are only five from the most disadvantaged – a ratio of 

two to one. These are worrying statistics as it shows our third level education system does 

not fully reflect the diversity found in the rest of the population. 

The report also highlights that affluent students dominate high-points courses such as 

medicine, finance, and engineering. By contrast students from disadvantaged areas are 

more likely to study courses in childcare, sport, and secretarial studies. This has clear 

implications for a person’s earning potential in the future. 

Lone parent families are the cohort most likely to experience poverty in Ireland and the 

group most frequently helped by SVP. They are a group of people who experience multiple 

disadvantages in Irish society and access to education is a part of that. Lone parent 

participation in education has decreased by approximately 20% between 2011 and 2016.71  

An SVP report, ‘Working, Parenting and Struggling?72, found that lone parents in Ireland 

with third level education are three times more likely to be in employment, but 1-in 5 lone 

parents could not access formal education due to cost. This was the third highest rate 

                                                           
69 https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Corporate-Reports/Strategy-Statement/action-plan-for-education-2019.pdf 
70 Higher-Education-Spatial-Socio-Economic-Profile-Oct-2019.pdf (hea.ie) 
71 http: www.cso.ie/en/databases Census 2016 Profile4-Households and Families. Family Units in Private Households 2011 to 2016 by Type 
of Family Unit, Number of Children, Economic Status of Reference Person and Census Year. CSO Statbank  
72 https://issuu.com/svp15/docs/working__parenting_and_struggling-_/1?e=25010855/71456122 

https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/10/Higher-Education-Spatial-Socio-Economic-Profile-Oct-2019.pdf
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among all EU-15 countries. A similar proportion of adults in two parent families reported 

financial barriers to formal education. 

Research carried out by UCD, ‘Fish in Water: Is Mature Student Access to Higher Education 

experienced equally and fairly?’73, it examined the profile of the students who registered to 

access courses for mature students in an Irish university. The familial and marital  status of 

the access participants highlighted that over  half the students  (58%) are single and even a 

greater proportion are not parents. These patterns suggest  that part-time access is not 

family-friendly and is not attracting parents or those with familial responsibilities.  

Many lone parents who seek support from SVP have expressed their interest in attending 

higher education on a part time basis but the fact they cannot receive the SUSI grant is a 

major barrier. An Irish study (Murphy &Inglis, 2000) found that part-time fees were a 

particular disincentive for many mature student applicants who did not take up places.74 

This mirrors findings of research conducted by Maxwell et al., (2009), they found a “lack of 

and/or affordability of childcare, insufficient part time learning opportunities and 

consequent lack of funding and compatibility with caring responsibilities as the principal 

barriers for women accessing education”. 75  

The Higher Education Authority set up an advisory group to consider part-time and flexible 

higher education in 2012, which, recommended that by 2016, ‘full equality of provision and 

support will have been achieved in higher education for all students, regardless of time, 

place or pace of study’.76 It is disappointing that those recommendations have not been fully 

acted upon. 

3. An Affordable Education System 

                                                           
73 http://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/06/How-Equal-Access-to-Higher-Education-in-Ireland-Research-
Papers.pdf 
 
74 Cited in Study on the Costs of Participation in Higher Education 2009  
Published by the National Office for Equity of Access to Higher Education, Higher Education Authority 
75 Cited in Study on the Costs of Participation in Higher Education 2009 Published by the National Office for 
Equity of Access to Higher Education, Higher Education Authority 
76 http://www.hea.ie HEA 2012b, p33 

http://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/06/How-Equal-Access-to-Higher-Education-in-Ireland-Research-Papers.pdf
http://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/06/How-Equal-Access-to-Higher-Education-in-Ireland-Research-Papers.pdf
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In order to achieve greater equity of access to education, the Irish state provides financial 

aid, mainly in the form of maintenance grants, to individuals in full time education. McCoy 

et al (2010b) found that those from lower social classes who participate in higher education 

are heavily reliant on the provision of grants from the state.77 In McCoy et al. ‘Hidden 

Disadvantage?’ financial concerns to attend higher education affected all socio-economic 

groups, however, young people from manual backgrounds were more likely to indicate 

financial reasons for not applying.78 SVP welcomes the commitment of Minister Harris to 

review the student grant system and acknowledges the increased funding for student grants 

in Budget 2021.79 However, given the high number of students currently accessing third 

level education it will not go far enough to support low income households participation 

into further and higher education. 

The amount payable under SUSI to recipients has remained the same since 2012. Student 

grants were cut by 4% in 2011, and again by 3% in 2012. The different between 2011 and 

2016 rates were on average €184.50 per person in receipt of the grant.80 In contrast, from 

April 2011 until April 2019 the CSO Consumer Price Index indicates inflation of 4% on the 

cost of consumer goods and everyday households costs.81 

The financial costs incurred while accessing further education and training courses can also 

be a barrier for low income households. SVP members have reported course fees can cost 

up to €1,000 depending on the course materials needed for Post Leaving Certificate 

students. This is unfair, particularly as students deemed to be from low income household 

tend to enrol in PLC courses.82  

4. SVP Education Bursary Scheme: Student Survey83 

                                                           
77 https://www.esri.ie/system/files/media/file-uploads/2015-07/BKMNEXT146.pdf 
78 https://www.esri.ie/system/files/media/file-uploads/2015-07/BKMNEXT146.pdf 
79 https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/fbee9-minister-harris-announces-government-approval-for-review-of-
the-student-grant-scheme/ 
80 http://usi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Pre-Budget-Submission_compressed.pdf 
81 https://statbank.cso.ie/px/pxeirestat/Statire/SelectVarVal/saveselections.asp 
82 http://www.esri.ie/pubs/RS61.pdf 
83 Students were surveyed for the purposes of the SVP/BOI Education Bursary Scheme in 2020. As well as this 
particular bursary, SVP operate a number of Regional Bursary schemes in the Republic of Ireland. Amounts 
awarded are from €1,000 up to €5,000.  
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It is important to note that the majority of participants surveyed were also in receipt of 

the SUSI grant. This clearly shows that the SUSI grant levels need to be reviewed and 

increased to reflect the cost of living. 

5. Recommendations 
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Strategic Goals: 

Goal Number 1: Advance the Further and Higher  Education System so that it is 

accessible for all learners, particularly those at risk of educational disadvantage. 

Goal Number 2: Ensure the student body entering, participating in, and completing  

Further and Higher Education reflects the diversity and social mix of Ireland’s 

population. 

Strategic Actions:  

 Make SUSI fit for purpose. Increase funding so that it reflects the cost of 

living. 

 Develop a new Action Plan to follow the National Access Plan for Equity of 

Access to Higher Education 2015-2019 with ambitious targets that ensures 

the Further and Higher Education system reflects the diversity and social mix 

of Ireland’s population. 

 Implement the recommendations of the Maynooth University 84report on 

supporting access to third level for lone parents. 

 Extend eligibility for the SUSI grant to part-time students studying in publicly 

funded further and higher education and training institutions to provide 

financial support to mature and part-time learners. 

 Promote and highlight accessible and relevant information to learners 

wishing to access Further Education and Training courses. Ensure learners 

have the necessary information, knowledge, and guidance options available 

to them to make informed choices about their educational aspirations. 

 

 

 

                                                           
84 https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/supports-barriers-lone-parents-accessing-
HEd.pdf 
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6. Concluding Remarks 

Education and the holding of educational qualifications is now the currency for 

employment, and it is the lack of such qualifications that are major contributors to poverty 

and social deprivation. The third National Access Plan for Equity of Access to Higher 

Education (2015-2019)85 vision is to ensure that the student body entering into, 

participating in, and completing higher education at all levels reflects the diversity and social 

mix of Ireland’s population. SVP recommends that this vision is carried forward into a new 

plan and ambitious targets implemented so that anyone who wishes to access education 

can do so. 

Concerns surrounding accessibility and affordability are tangible barriers for low income 

households wishing to access education. While there are really useful supports such as the 

SUSI grant, they do not go far enough. As long as low income students have to pay 

significant costs to attain an education, while working alongside their studies to cover basic 

necessities, third level education will never be a welcoming environment for them. It is 

therefore imperative that the current financial barriers to education for students affected by 

socio economic disadvantage are removed. 

We welcome the invitation to submit our views, recommendations, and experiences of 

supporting students access to Higher and Further Education. We  look forward to working 

with the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science in 

ensuring that the strategic goals of providing an accessible and inclusive Further and Higher 

Education sector is fully realised. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
85 https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/06/National-Plan-for-Equity-of-Access-to-Higher-Education-2015-
2019.pdf 
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Solas 

Shauna Dunlop 
Director of Research, Data and Strategic Engagement 
 

 Introduction and Context  

 

SOLAS welcomes the public consultation on the 2021-2023 Statement of Strategy for the 

newly established Department for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science (the department). As the statutory authority in Ireland for Further Education and 

Training, our vision is that Further Education and Training (FET) continues to be recognised 

for the significant contribution it makes for learners, in every community throughout Ireland 

and that the FET system is empowered to deliver for the future, for the evolving needs of 

learners, the economy and society. The forming of the new department presents a 

significant opportunity for SOLAS to both inform and further evolve our ambition for a 

transformed future FET system, in line with the new national strategy.  

 

Given the responsibility of the department in the areas of policy, funding and governance of 

the further and higher education and research sectors, and the oversight of the work of the 

State agencies and public institutions operating in those areas. it is an opportune time to 

make this submission. The role of the department in ensuring that the sectors underpin and 

stimulate Ireland’s social and economic development, and that the opportunities provided 

by public investment and policy in those sectors are made more widely available to 

everyone, including the most vulnerable people in society, link closely to the national FET 

Strategy.  

 

Our response is structured to take account of the strategic and operational framework of 

the Further Education and Training system, with specific reference to the National Further 

Education and Training Strategy 2020-2024 Transforming Learning, which was launched this 

year; the pending new Action Plan for Apprenticeship, the emerging 10 year strategy for 

adult literacy, numeracy and digital literacy; the national agenda for expanding and 
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strengthening pathways and progression, particularly within further and higher education, 

alongside the growing need for upskilling, reskilling (including in the area of green skills) and 

activation as a result of the impact of the Pandemic.  

 

It is in this context, with reference to specific areas for further education, contained within 

the 5 strategic goals of the Action Plan for Education, as well as the Programme for 

Government that our response is based. In addition, comments are included with respect to 

the questions framed by the department for the purposes of the consultation.  

 

FET Strategy 2020-2024: Transforming Learning  

 

The three pillars embedded within the ambitious Future FET Strategy – Building Skills, 

Fostering Inclusion and Creating Pathways provide a strong foundation for the emerging 

2021-2023 Statement of Strategy and guiding principles for the department. Within this 

strategic context is a framework that can both enhance and transform what is already a very 

exciting system, one which is already delivering on substantial positive outcomes for 

learners, apprentices, employees and employers. Over 200,000 unique learners are 

currently choosing FET on an annual basis. The potential for activation, reskilling and 

upskilling, particularly in response to the impacts of the Pandemic within FET are significant. 

The national policies in place which prioritise activation, including the FET Skills to Compete 

initiative are critical for the coming years, alongside the commitments to continue to deliver 

on employer/employee focused interventions, such as the Skills to Advance programme. 

Collectively both these programmes alone in 2020 have supported over 15,000 learners. 

Over 1,000 new programmes within the Skills to Advance initiative have provided key 

priority skills provision to employers including in the healthcare, retail and tourism sectors. 

Key programmes, for example, Leadership and Management training have also targeted 

Brexit skills challenges for SMEs. Skills to Compete is providing learners with support and 

interventions across a range of areas, prioritising transversal skills, digital skills and specific 

provision at NFQ L4-L6. The expansion of the free SOLAS eCollege online learning system in 
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2020, including to employees availing of Skills to Advance, has reached over 30,000 learners 

in 2020.  

 

With the establishment of the new department, with a specific focus on further and higher 

education there is a considerable platform for potential innovation and reform. SOLAS really 

welcomes the substantial progress already well underway by the department in not just 

tackling the significant challenges we all face, in providing and delivering further and higher 

education in the current climate, but also the steps taken to proactively address 

disadvantage and potential inequality. In particular we acknowledge the Mitigating Against 

Educational Disadvantage Fund; the consultation, which is now open on the SUSI grant; the 

commitment by the department on Apprenticeship provision and the supports made 

available to provide digital devices and supports for learners across both further and higher 

education.  

 

However, there will be significant challenges ahead, which are of course further 

exacerbated in part by the ongoing impacts of the Pandemic. But within the challenges 

there are also opportunities, as referenced in the national FET Strategy enabling themes. 

These include digital transformation, capital infrastructure, staffing, capabilities and 

structures and of course the need to be learner centred and learned focused. Digital 

transformation has accelerated across further and higher education at a pace that could 

perhaps not previously have been imagined, and whereas learners, practitioners and 

organisations have benefited in many ways from this, it will be important to ensure digital 

transformation continues to evolve across the education landscape with a focus on quality 

and ensuring the needs of all learners can be met. The national economic and social 

landscape will play a part in realising this vision. 

 

It is important that there is a focus on both internally and externally facing transformation, 

with enabling policies which provide for the impact of digitalisation and the growth of 

innovation in the FET sector, as well as enabling FET’s positive contribution to the overall 

innovation landscape.  
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FET operates in a complex environment and like all sectors will be challenged by innovation 

and digitisation into the future. FET will need to be proactive in responding to the impact of 

innovation and digitalisation by using new technologies and pedagogies to support learning, 

particularly for the green and digital transition, but also in contributing to the emerging skills 

agenda through new approaches to outreach, information and guidance for learners. 

enterprise engagement and curriculum design and development.  

FET is already adopting a collaborative approach in building its capacity to implement 

innovation strategies, while becoming more embedded in tertiary education and industry 

sector structures supporting innovation. For example, the Skills to Advance Innovation Fund 

has generated 10 new projects led by ETBs, with national and international partners in 

industry and higher education, to ensure more agile and relevant FET across sectors such as 

advanced manufacturing, marine, hospitality and smart driving for the transport sector.  

A collaborative approach, giving due regard to the potential transitions and pathways for all 

learners, from all backgrounds will be needed within further and higher education, with 

consideration given to how to address this as equitably as possible, including in the context 

of capital investment.  

 

The new action plan for apprenticeship  

 

We acknowledge the commitment of the department to apprenticeship in Ireland as both a 

core skill as well as a pathway to employment. As the statutory authority for apprenticeship, 

we welcome the public consultation process and the extensive engagement with the 

department on the development of the new action plan which will commence in 2021. We 

recognise the focus and the acknowledgement of the expansion of the national system and 

the significant growth of apprenticeship in the last number of years but also the need to 

ensure consistency of provision and greater access and equity for apprentices. It will be 

important as the new action plan is rolled out to continue to support both apprentices and 

employers across the wider system to ensure the most optimum and quality experience. 
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Currently there are over 7,000 active apprenticeship employers of apprentices in Ireland, 

across more than 20 occupational sectors.  

 

It may be necessary to ensure increased pathways are established into apprenticeship as 

well as ensuring that suitable and sufficient supports are put in place for apprentices, 

relative to what is likely to be a continuing volatile and uncertain economic environment for 

the coming period.  

 

The 10-year Government strategy for adult literacy, numeracy and digital literacy  

 

SOLAS welcomes the commitment by Government and the department in this national 

priority area for citizens. As the organisation leading the consultation process on behalf of 

the department, we recognise the need to deliver on this area, to ensure citizens are not left 

behind at any stage. The role SOLAS and FET can play in this is paramount and we look 

forward to progressing this work with the department alongside key stakeholders, 

particularly in the areas of community education. Links with activation/support programmes 

across other departments, such as the Department of Social Protection, the Department for 

Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth could be considered by the department 

in this context.  

 

Expanding and strengthening pathways and progression  

 

Within the FET Strategy existing pathways for learners as well as opportunities to enhance 

these, including from school, both into and from Higher Education, as well as support for a 

system that encourages and embraces lifelong learning are already strongly referenced. 

Although we recognise these commitments are already high on the national agenda for the 

department, we believe there may be an opportunity to really deliver on innovative 

solutions in this regard. 

transitions from further to higher education. Alongside this we published details on the 

pathways already well established in the system for FET to HE transitions with supporting 
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resources and information.. We believe this work now needs to progress at departmental 

level in order to build on this initial success. There are a number of areas identified for 

potential reform and innovation within the working paper, including a potential centralised 

system at school leaving age that more fairly enables progression to both further and higher 

education and apprenticeship.  

 

In this context it is also important to highlight our ongoing formal engagement with the 

NCCA on the senior cycle reform as well as the Programme for Government commitment in 

developing links between FET and second-level schools to improve vocational options and 

pathways. Consideration of the CAO system in this regard should be made in line with the 

commitment to ensuring a more integrated approach to a tertiary system and how this 

could be implemented, as envisioned by the department earlier this year. This is reflected in 

the approach to ongoing key initiatives, such as the National Access Plan.  

 

The growing need for upskilling, reskilling and activation as a result of the impact of the 

Pandemic  

 

The expansion and national roll out of the Skills to Compete initiative as well as further 

supports for Skills to Advance are within the current policies in this area for the department. 

Both these initiatives, alongside the ongoing funding and national policies on FET and 

supporting provision are very welcome. What will be important is to continue to actively 

reach out to learners and citizens who may become further distanced from the labour 

market as a result of the Pandemic. For example, over 100,000 individuals have consistently 

remained on PUP payments from their introduction earlier this year, the live register has 

remained consistent, with a level of increase to close to 200,000 citizens. Currently the state 

is supporting over 500,000 citizens with some level of income support. The need for 

activation and education for those displaced from employment as a result of the Pandemic 

will need specific supports.  
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However, this must be balanced alongside the needs of employers also, particularly in the 

context of Brexit. At present, FET is well placed to deliver on this for the activation side, with 

a less significant reach to the employer base. This could be further strengthened by 

increasing the potential for collaboration across State bodies. We do acknowledge the 

strong potential to significantly expand reach to enterprise based on the commitment in the 

new FET Strategy to establish ETBs as a key resource for enterprise and its employees. FET 

can play a critical role in future proofing the workforce by delivering relevant skills to 

support employers and vulnerable employees. Positioning the ETBs as a key resource to 

anticipate and respond to enterprise needs is cental to developing an agile and flexible 

workforce.  

 

The green skills agenda  

 

The importance of the green skills agenda is strongly reflected across national policy; in the 

FET Strategy, in the Programme for Government and across the wider skills and economic 

agenda. FET is already providing a substantial commitment to this key national priority in 

the areas of retrofitting, and through common green skills modules across FET provision. A 

national retrofitting plan is in place, with the Near-Zero Energy Buildings (NZEB) training 

centres being established within the ETB network well placed to support upskilling needs in 

this area. A national audit of capital stock within the FET sector is currently underway with a 

view to assessing and improving infrastructure across the sector. In addition, a review of the 

current funding model is also progressing, with scope to devise a new funding model that is 

responsive to Government strategic and national objectives, including imperative climate 

and labour market responses.  

Questions posed by the Department  

 

1. How well do the Department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sectors and how could they be enhanced?  
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We believe as outlined above that existing national policies are very relevant to the needs of 

the sector, however there are certain areas we have highlighted for consideration for 

further enhancement. These include in the context of transitions from school to FET, in 

equity of development and expansion in digital transformation, in innovation and in the 

focus on FET for enterprise and related employer engagement, and in the area of national 

activation in collaboration with State agencies.  

 

Certain areas which are already flagged within the Action Plan for Education and the 

Programme for Government, such as supports for SMEs, the wider UN and EU green skills 

agenda, construction skills, Recognition of Prior Learning, the strengthened role of quality 

assurance and the need for consistent learner supports across the tertiary landscape are of 

utmost importance.  

 

There is a real opportunity to ensure a more evidenced driven focus, with enhanced 

research capabilities, within the remit of the new department, which could really strengthen 

and inform the future of further education and training. Given the ongoing economic 

constraints and the yet unknown implications of Brexit, it seems relevant to consider the 

opportunities and strategic partnerships of the future, building on the success of ESF 

funding for example and the potential for all Island engagements.  

 

2. What are the challenges that we need to address and is the Department’s current focus 

adequate to meet those challenges?  

 

There are substantial challenges that need to be addressed. In the above we acknowledge 

the already considerable commitment to certain areas such as equality and the difficult 

environment for teaching and learning, as well as the uncertain economic landscape. In 

addition, given the ongoing response to the Pandemic and the pending national strategies, 

such as Pathways to Work and the National Economic Plan, perhaps it is also timely to 

consider the current Skills Strategy, within the context of the National Skills Council. As we 

progress and continue to respond to the impacts of the Pandemic it may also be necessary 
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to ensure more dynamic and flexible policies going forward that include the changing Covid-

19 related work practices.  

 

We hope the comments made above in this context are helpful.  

 

Conclusion  

 

We welcome this opportunity to feed into what will be the first ever Statement of Strategy 

for the new department. The focus on leading issues central to the learner across the 

system are clearly evidenced in the activities and national policies to date. We acknowledge 

there are challenges ahead but also real tangible opportunities and we look forward to 

working closely with the department in the coming years. 

 

Student Sport Ireland 

Ciarán Ó hIarnáin 
Development Manager 
 

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science  

Statement of Strategy 2021-2023 Submission  

 

Student Sport Ireland (SSI) advocates that sport and physical activity to enhance the student 

experience be identified as a priority strategic objective in the Department of Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science’s new Statement of Strategy 2021 – 

2023.  

 

SSI, recognised by both Sport Ireland and Sport Northern Ireland as the representative body 

for third level sport and physical activity on the island, and its 30 affiliated colleges, are well 

placed to support and work with DFHRIS to deliver on this strategic objective.  
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The development by DFHRIS of the Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023 coincides with the 

finalisation by SSI of a new strategic plan for the period 2020 - 2030. The draft strategic plan 

sets a new vision for the organisation and which is to lead and influence the potential of 

student sport in Ireland. The updated mission is to grow quality student sport competition, 

enhance wellbeing, and lead the sector. SSI’s stated values are partnership, inclusiveness, 

engagement, respect, transparency and equity.  

 

SSI key strategic objectives over the next decade will be:  

 

• To enable more regular activity for students and to support greater engagement and 

interaction with national governing bodies of sport  

• To promote, enable and highlight the benefits of physical activity and wellbeing at the 

centre of the student experience, and to nurture the student sense of purpose, connection 

and belonging to a wider community  

• To put sport at the centre of developing leadership skills of both staff and students, 

through engagement, research and development and active involvement  

• To advocate for any promote the sector through networking, lobbying and promotion.  

 

Research commissioned by SSI and published earlier this year has highlighted the significant 

investment by third level institutions in on campus sports facilities and programmes since 

2015. This investment and forward planning ensure that the higher education sector is well 

placed to play a leading role in fostering and furthering the student experience. The key 

findings of the research include:  

 

• A total capital investment by the sector of €106.2 million in sports and physical activities 

since 2015  

• A total current investment of €46.3 million since 2015 of which €24.3 million was invested 

in representative or competitive club sport with €18 million invested in exercise and fitness 

programmes  
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• Since 2015 third level institutions have allocated approximately €33.6 million to student 

sport activity  

• On average 37 sports clubs per institution facilitate the delivery of programmes and 

initiatives to promote a culture of lifelong mental and physical wellbeing on campus  

• 8,124 scholarships or bursaries have been awarded since 2015 representing an investment 

of over €9.6 million by the sector.  

 

Finally, the benefits and power of sport and physical activity in Ireland to enhance the 

student experience and their health and wellbeing is summarised below:  

 

• Sport and physical activity has well defined health and well-being benefits and is an 

important part of the third level student experience. Its plays a powerful role in creating 

friendships and core sense of identify and belonging  

• High level education sport is a key pillar of the Irish sports systems where young people 

transition from second level and are retained in health promoting sport and physical activity  

• It is essential to promote the benefits of physical and mental health and wellbeing at third 

level and to engage as many students as possible  

• Leadership is required to create a joined up healthy campus model of which sport and 

physical activity can play a component part in this  

• Over 60% of students are actively engaged in regular physical activity for health and 

enjoyment  

• Students participate in a wide variety of sporting activity indoor and outdoor in a spirit of 

inclusivity and engagement both in the higher education setting and linking with the wider 

community  

• The experience and skills gained by students as leaders, participants, volunteers, coaches 

play an important role in their personal development and contributes to their graduate 

attributes and academic potential  

• Third level sport generates significant publicity and profile for the Universities in local and 

national media and online  
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• Significant numbers of students are dual career athletes whereby they learn and excel in 

performance sport representing their community/university and country with pride – while 

studying. They are supported by the clubs and coaches and universities and through 

performance and scholarship programmes  

• Growing numbers of students are engaged in the highest levels of sport representing 

Ireland at Olympic and world levels  

• Sport at higher education in Ireland operates on an all-island level. It plays a key role in 

allowing students from all backgrounds to meet and, participate and make lifelong 

friendships across all sectors on our island  

• There are significant academic programmes in sport and physical activity– which 

contribute to the core mission of universities and Institutes of Technologies in Ireland and 

generate new revenues and opportunities  

 

Teagasc 

Dr Gerry Boyle 
Director 
 

Teagasc Submission to the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science consultation on its Statement of Strategy 2021-2023 

Teagasc welcomes the formation of the new Department of Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation and Science (DFHERIS) and looks forward to working closely with 

DFHERIS to strengthen the research and innovation ecosystem in Ireland, ensuring that the 

public investment helps to underpin social and economic development across the entire 

country. 

 

Teargasc’s mission is to support science-based innovation in the agri-food sector and wider 

bio economy so as to underpin profitability, competitiveness and sustainability. The Teagasc 

model is based on integration of research, education and knowledge transfer.  
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In terms of research, Teagasc has a dual role as a research funder (through the Walsh 

Scholarship programme which is the largest research scholarship programme in the country 

after the IRC programme, with approximately 250 current scholars pursuing PhDs by 

research) and a research-performing organisation (RPO). As a research funder, Teagasc is an 

active contributor to the Innovation 2020 Implementation Group and has a leading role in a 

number of European transnational coordination and funding programmes e.g. Joint 

Programming Initiatives (JPIs); European Joint Programmes (EJPs) and European Research 

Area Networks (ERA-NETS). 

 

As a research performer, Teagasc is part of the group of Public Research Organisation (PROs), 

which also includes Dublin Institute of Advanced Studies (DIAS), Marine Institute (MI), 

Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) and others. Considering all of the Higher 

Education Institutions (HEIs) and PROs, Teagasc is the largest research performer in Ireland in 

the agriculture and food domain in terms of size, resources and scientific publications. 

 

In terms of drawdown of funds from the European Commission’s Horizon 2020 funding 

programme, according to Enterprise Ireland’s twelfth interim report, Teagasc is ranked 7th 

amongst the Irish public organisations  for drawdown funds, similar  in scale to Royal College 

of Surgeons of Ireland (RCSI),  University of Limerick (UL) and Dublin City University (DCU). 

Teagasc’s EU funding is concentrated in the agri-food domain and in comparison with all other 

research organisations and universities across Europe, Teagasc is ranked 5th in terms of 

number of projects awarded in the agri-food stream of Horizon 2020 since it began in 2014. 

This puts Teagasc in the same league for performance as much larger European organisation 

such as INRAE, the French national agricultural and environmental research organisation. 

 

Teagasc is an applied research organisation, focussed on the needs of the Irish agri-food 

industry. The value of Teagasc research and innovation activities for the industry is seen 

through Teagasc’s 45,000 farmer clients, the €2.3 million which Irish farmers contribute to 

Teagasc research every year, the 250 SME’s, which avail of Teagasc research and innovation 
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support on an annual basis and the numerous collaborations between Teagasc and Irish-

based multi-national companies. 

 

In terms of the upcoming Statement of Strategy, Teagasc proposes that DFHERIS maintains 

the collaborative spirit that has pertained to research in Ireland. That collaborative spirit is 

evident at the level of research funders through joint formulation ad implementation of the 

current Innovation 2020 strategy and the National Research Prioritisation Exercise, as well as 

joint funding initiatives between different funding agencies. The collaboration between 

research performers is facilitated by national funding opportunities being open to all research 

performers including the HEIs and the RPOs. Although DFHERIS and its agencies are open to 

the entire public research ecosystem in Ireland, both RPOs and HEIs, so as to maximise the 

impact from the investment of public funds. While Teagasc is Irelands’ largest RPO, the RPS 

sector consist of both large and small organisations, each of which makes a vital contribution. 

Both to their own focus area and to the research ecosystem as a whole. 

 

 

THEA 

 

Dr Joseph Ryan 

Chief Executive Officer 

 
Contribution to the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation, and 

Science Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023 

Introduction 

The Technological Higher Education Association (THEA) appreciates this opportunity to feed 

into the process whereby the new Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation, and Science is preparing its Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023.   

Our organization was launched formally in April 2017 as the voice of the technological 

higher education sector, advocating on behalf of and supporting our members in achieving 
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their aims and objectives.  Our mission is to increase awareness and understanding of the 

unique attributes of technological higher education in order to influence policy on behalf of 

our members.  In pursuing this goal, THEA works closely with the D/FHERIS and appreciates 

that relationship.  It is this context that THEA welcomes the fact of this new department and 

acknowledges its potential to advance the needs of the Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation, and Science sector so that it can serve the policy objectives of 

government and better contribute to the wealth and welfare of our society.   

The department has commenced its work impressively and especially so having been 

launched in the midst of a global pandemic.  The energetic and inclusive manner in which it 

has approached its work is warmly appreciated by the sector and has been instrumental in 

ensuring successful negotiation through a difficult period.  On behalf of our sector, I am 

pleased to acknowledge that and to thank the minister, the secretary general, and the 

department as a whole for the tone that they have set from the off.   

The origins of the new department are often traced to a speech by the now taoiseach and 

then leader of the opposition, Micheál Martin TD, on the “The role of Education & Research 

in the Knowledge Economy” in July 2019.  Speaking at the Irish Universities Association (IUA) 

inaugural Future of Ireland series, he noted: 

If we as a country genuinely believe in the role of higher education and research in shaping 

our future, then we have to start by accepting that we can’t keep going on as we have been 

in the past few years. 

It prompted the conclusion that: 

the creation of a separate Department of Higher Education and Research might be the only 

way to guarantee both a real priority for this area and to provide strategic leadership. 

The then Deputy Martin went on to state: 

such a Department would have critical mass in terms of size and budget and would mean 

that for the first time we would have a senior political and administrative leadership whose 
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sole responsibility would be to focus on higher education and the wider research and 

knowledge agenda. 

As we know now, that intention was realized albeit in a somewhat different form.  The new 

department was created but with a wider post-secondary scope.  It is arguable that defining 

the scope and character of the new department, and perhaps also the relationships 

between the constituent elements, was a challenge in the initial months.  That question is 

more fully discussed below but suffice it here to record that the institutes of technology, 

represented by THEA, have fostered close relationships with the further education sector 

for many years and that the resulting articulation pathways have contributed to the very 

continuity of education that is now a goal for the new department.  Thus, from the THEA 

perspective, there is much to welcome in the new departmental configuration.  The 

balancing concern is that the distinctive roles of further and higher education don’t become 

unrealistically blurred.  The taoiseach’s fundamental arguments around the funding and 

quality of institutions that contributed to the concept of a dedicated department remain 

valid today and the challenge for the department is to deliver on that mandate within a 

construct that comprehends the totality of post-secondary provision.  This moves to the 

second of the questions posed in the invitation to respond to this strategy development.  

There are many challenges facing the department, some of which are factors of the time we 

live in; but effecting a cultural change that can value all education and training while at the 

same time recognizing the necessary distinctions and strengths of both further and higher 

education is one of the key challenges that we identify in this return.86   

Central to this submission is the core sense that we have now a rare opportunity to effect 

significant enhancement in our higher education provision.  This chimes with the recent 

words of Minister Simon Harris TD when he stated that: 

the overall lesson of the pandemic is that our ambition must go far beyond our country going 

back to ‘normal’ but rather to see a chance to transform it.87 

                                                           
86 Funding remains the primary challenge and this is referenced below.  
87 Keynote by Simon Harris TD at IUA Future of Ireland seminar series Webinar, 23 October 2020. 
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Definitions of Further Education and Higher Education 

The new department is entitled the ‘Department of Further and Higher Education, and 

Research, Innovation, & Science’.  The choice of title presumes that all the component terms 

in the nomenclature are meaningful and commonly understood.  This is not necessarily true.  

Since the establishment of QQI in 2012 under the Qualifications and Quality Assurance Act 

2012, and the attendant decision not to retain the prior determinations of the National 

Qualifications Authority of Ireland under QQI’s auspices, there has been no legal or 

administrative definition of further and higher education, and what distinguishes them.  

From a policy perspective this is harmful.  It means, in effect, that there is no solid basis for 

discussing the nature of the relationship between further and higher education, whether 

that is in the context of discussions concerning the construction of learning pathways across 

further and higher education, the nature of collaboration between FET and HE providers, or 

the debate on the merits or otherwise of developing a more ‘integrated’ system of tertiary 

education.  The absence of definition also leads to the curious situation in which discussions 

on ‘mission drift’ are now generally confined to the different parts of the higher education 

system, and not to further education; and a recurring and undue emphasis in policy 

discussion on defining the nature of technological universities vis a vis their antecedent 

institutions, institutes of technology, often without any reference to other types of HE 

provider and any or all types of FET provider.  Further, it also underpins some of the 

confusing, and arguably damaging, communications on apprenticeship education, which is 

often characterized as an ‘alternative’ to ‘college’, ‘the CAO’ and ‘third level’, 

notwithstanding the facts that it is a mode of provision that transcends both sectors, and 

that much of it is offered in our higher education institutions.  Given that many of the above 

issues are current, there would be some merit in the D/FHERIS making a commitment to 

defining more clearly the two areas of education under its remit in its first strategy 

statement in order that key policy discussions relating to post-secondary education can be 

                                                           
https://www.gov.ie/en/speech/14a93-keynote-by-simon-harris-td-at-iua-future-of-ireland-seminar-series-
webinar/  

https://www.gov.ie/en/speech/14a93-keynote-by-simon-harris-td-at-iua-future-of-ireland-seminar-series-webinar/
https://www.gov.ie/en/speech/14a93-keynote-by-simon-harris-td-at-iua-future-of-ireland-seminar-series-webinar/
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conducted in a more rigorous and, ultimately, more fruitful manner.  In undertaking this 

task, there would also be merit in examining international practice broadly so that any 

adopted understandings and definitions will not be insular in focus, but widely understood 

by international audiences. 

Apprenticeship 

The apprenticeship mode of provision is a key part of our national education and training 

system, that operates across further and higher education, and with the active participation 

of employers in a significant and growing range of industrial/enterprise sectors.  Its central 

place in education and training, and the particular role it can play in addressing the great 

challenges of our times, is highlighted in the Programme for Government – Our Shared 

Future: 

 

 Apprenticeships need to be a much larger part of the education landscape in Ireland 

and play a role in taking us out of the COVID-19 crisis and in tackling climate action.  

We are committed to ensuring that apprenticeships are open and accessible to all 

and are seen as a viable and exciting path for school-leavers.88. 

The institutes of technology and emerging technological universities support this bold and 

exciting vision for the apprenticeship system and are eager to play their part in making 

apprenticeships open and accessible to all, and as valued and viable pathways in education 

that will attract school leavers.  Nevertheless, the sector also holds the view, based on deep 

and longstanding experience, that the realization of this vision, and the achievement of 

these objectives, will not be met under the existing governance structures, and the current 

development and delivery systems.  At this juncture, there is a need for substantial reform 

of the system, particularly in its legislative and governance dimensions, so that all the key 

stakeholders in apprenticeship will be liberated and enabled to contribute in the fullest 

possible way to the creation of a flexible model of apprenticeship that meets the social and 

economic needs of Ireland in the twenty-first century.  Unless such reform is pursued with 

                                                           
88  https://static.rasset.ie/documents/news/2020/06/programmeforgovernment-june2020-final.pdf, at 
p, 99. 

https://static.rasset.ie/documents/news/2020/06/programmeforgovernment-june2020-final.pdf
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some urgency and energy, progress on realizing the vision and objectives set out in the 

Programme for Government will be greatly hampered, and the apprenticeship mode of 

provision will make little headway in becoming a ‘larger part of the education landscape’ in 

Ireland.  There is a need, in particular, to acknowledge, support, and enhance the role of 

apprenticeship in higher education, including within the new Technological Universities.  

With this in mind, THEA would welcome a commitment from the D/FHERIS in its inaugural 

strategy statement to align more fully apprenticeship with the culture, structures, and 

strengths of higher education, so that technological higher education, in particular, can play 

a full part in the growth and development of the system.  This is necessary also to deliver on 

the obligations set out under the Technological Universities Act 2018.   

 

Consent and an inclusive and respectful working environment 

The institutes of technology have been to the fore in facilitating access to higher education 

and in ensuring that our system as a whole is more equitable and inclusive.  Consistent with 

this, we have been actively supportive of a number of recent initiatives that are consistent 

with this core philosophy.   

THEA welcomes the commitment of the Minister and the Department of Further & Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation, & Science to progressing actions under the Framework for 

Consent in HEIs; Safe, Respectful, Supportive, and Positive: Ending Sexual Harassment in 

Irish Higher Education Institutions.    

The technological higher-education sector is undertaking significant work to embed the 

framework recommendations into institutional policies, processes, and targeted initiatives 

and to support a campus culture that is safe, respectful, and supportive of staff and 

students.  The institutes of technology are eager to play a part in helping Ireland to take a 

leading role in confronting sexual violence and harassment.  THEA has been actively 

supporting institutes’ work in this regard through the current THEA Promoting Consent & 

Preventing Sexual Violence (“PROPEL”) Project, which was awarded funding by the 

Department of Education and Skills through the Higher Education Authority (HEA).  
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During the term of the department’s Statement of Strategy, THEA will welcome continued 

commitment from the minister and the department to develop work in this field.  In 

particular, support for institutions to provide dedicated human resources to this area, plus 

support for collaborative initiatives or sectoral projects such as the above would be valuable 

in enabling widespread progress.  Cultural change of this order takes a little time and our 

sense is once we embark on this road, we should see the mission through.   

 

International 

The current internationalization strategy expires this year.  Consultation had commenced on 

the revised strategy, led by INDECON.  We await sight of the report on the review they 

carried out. 

Plans were to fashion an interim strategy due to the impact of Covid-19 and this is probably 

a sensible approach - rebuilding after Covid 19 will be a significant challenge for numerous 

reasons.  There may need to be a renewed focus on partnerships rather that straightforward 

recruitment via agents and fairs, as it was the partnership arrangements that have held up 

through the crises. 

We as yet face the old chestnut of delivering an effective visa regime, which despite many 

improvements continues to fall short of a consistency that would equip institutions to 

compete equally with other key anglophone countries. 

The coordination and assistance provided by the D/FHERIS and the HEA in support of the 

international market through the past year is warmly acknowledged.   

 

Quality 

The quality of the Irish higher education system is at the heart of its valued international 

reputation.  Through the initial stages of the pandemic and with the excellent support of 

departmental colleagues, the institutes, like fellow providers, worked intensively and 

collaboratively to deliver a predominantly remote/online teaching, learning, and assessment 
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system.  An evaluation of these measures, which also provides a convenient overview of 

them, was undertaken by the national quality assurance agency, Quality and Qualifications 

Ireland, in Summer 2020, and concluded that they were largely successful in maintaining 

academic quality and the quality of the student experience in extreme and unprecedented 

circumstances.89   Under the European Standards and Guidelines, higher education 

institutions have primary responsibility for the quality of their provision and its assurance 

and this is as it should be.90  But the D/FHERIS will be conscious as it frames its strategy that 

the quality of provision is intimately linked to adequate resourcing.   

 

Research 

As indicated in the Technological Universities Act 2018, there will be a step-change in 

research and innovation (R&I) of technological universities (TU) compared to their 

predecessor institutes of technology.  The Act sets out several challenging R&I metrics which 

institutes must reach before they can become a TU and which must be achieved post-

designation.  This is reflected in the 2019 Report of the Technological Universities Research 

Network to the Department of Education and Skills (“TURN Report”), which identified 

Building Research Capacity as one of three priority investment areas.  The TURN Report is 

informed by Project Ireland 2040 and the associated National Development Plan 2018—

2027, which set out a clear role for TUs in balanced regional development.  This is mirrored 

in the current Programme for Government.  Enabling R&I capacity in the emerging TU sector 

will require “joining the dots” to make necessary changes in the policy, financial, and 

structural environment.  The interplay between core funding through the Recurrent Grant, 

time-limited funding (such as the TU Transformation Fund), and competitive funding offered 

by the national research funders requires particular attention.   

                                                           
89 https://www.qqi.ie/Downloads/The%20Impact%20of%20COVID-

19%20Modifications%20to%20Teaching,%20Learning%20and%20Assessment%20in%20Irish%20Furth
er%20Education.pdf#search=The%20impact%20of%20Covid%2019%2A  

 
90 Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area, revised 2015. 

https://www.qqi.ie/Downloads/The%20Impact%20of%20COVID-19%20Modifications%20to%20Teaching,%20Learning%20and%20Assessment%20in%20Irish%20Further%20Education.pdf#search=The%20impact%20of%20Covid%2019%2A
https://www.qqi.ie/Downloads/The%20Impact%20of%20COVID-19%20Modifications%20to%20Teaching,%20Learning%20and%20Assessment%20in%20Irish%20Further%20Education.pdf#search=The%20impact%20of%20Covid%2019%2A
https://www.qqi.ie/Downloads/The%20Impact%20of%20COVID-19%20Modifications%20to%20Teaching,%20Learning%20and%20Assessment%20in%20Irish%20Further%20Education.pdf#search=The%20impact%20of%20Covid%2019%2A
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Changes will also be required in the structural environment within emerging TUs.  Many of 

the structural challenges are long-standing issues which result from the sector’s heritage as 

regional technical colleges with a sole focus on educational delivery.  The sector needs to be 

enabled to put in place the structures that support academic staff to engage in R&I and to 

be rewarded for it, including through promotion.  This will require a partnership approach 

between the sector, government, and the social partners.  The inability to borrow external 

funding limits the sector’s ability to develop cutting-edge research infrastructure and puts 

our institutions at a competitive disadvantage vis-à-vis the research-intensive universities in 

competitive infrastructure funding calls which require match funding.91  Finally, the long-

standing situation where research staff in the sector are not permitted by government to 

join the Single Public Service Pension Scheme should be addressed as a matter of urgency in 

order to align researcher employment conditions across the full HE sector and ensure that 

emerging TUs can compete to recruit the most talented research staff from Ireland and 

abroad.  

Turning to policy changes, a balanced higher education funding system – and, within that, 

higher education research funding system – is essential for future success, sustainability, 

and resilience.  The establishment of the TUs, as the most important development in the HE 

landscape over the next number of years, provides an opportunity to foster this balance in a 

regional context, particularly in the post-Covid-19 world.  The forthcoming revised national 

R&I strategy offers an opportunity to bring balanced regional development to the heart of 

our national ambitions in R&I and to merge that ambition into the programmes offered by 

our national research funding organisations.  The colocation of so many of our research 

agencies and endeavours under the new department offers significant possibility in this 

regard.   

 

External Staff Relations 

                                                           
91 The borrowing capacity of institutions is referenced below under funding.   
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It seems reasonable to predict that the new department will seek to transfer at least some 

element of the external industrial relations function from the parent Department of 

Education and Skills and indeed to build its own capacity in this area.  THEA strongly 

supports such an approach.  In this, the challenges faced by the technological sector are 

quite distinct and having a proactive and collaborative ESR will be a key component in 

realizing the higher education policy and reform that is necessary.   

There are major considerations attaching here.   In response to a recent parliamentary 

question, Minister Simon Harris TD stated  

The development and progression of technological universities is an established policy 

objective of Government in the context of overarching national strategy on higher education 

landscape restructuring and this is underscored in the commitment in the current 

Programme for Government.92 

Realizing that most significant step will require careful management of the transition phase.  

A smaller number of larger institutions of greater autonomy and scope will require support 

and development of leadership capacity to position themselves best to fulfil their potential.  

In an area such as IR, new universities need to be empowered to take increasing control, but 

this is best phased in a transparent and managed manner.  While the distinctive missions 

and regional requirements will determine appropriately the strategies of new universities, 

the objectives of the informing legislation and indeed the shared legacy of the institutions 

concerned propose that this journey must commence within a shared framework.  In 

addition and recognizing reality, the social partners can be anticipated to desire this.  A 

singular opportunity attaching to the new departmental construct lies in the opportunity to 

initiate talks about an employment paradigm that is free from conflation with concerns 

attaching to other levels of the education system.  In time this relationship will necessarily 

devolve to individual institutions, but it must commence from where we are now and in that 

sense the role of the departmental ESR function working collaboratively with the sector will 

be important.   

                                                           
92 In response to a Dail Eireann oral question 41792/20 from Ruairí Ó Murchú TD, 15 December 2020. 
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One final comment under this heading would be that as the updating of the Higher 

Education Authority Act, 1971 proceeds in the coming year, a consideration is likely to 

emerge as to whether the Authority (or Commission, if that is the preferred term) may have 

a role in the IR space during the transition phase referenced above.   

 

Lecturing contract 

Following from the above, the coming period will see the ESR function of the new 

department engaging with the sector and the Teachers Union of Ireland in an elective 

consideration of a new lecturing contract to inform the work of the technological sector and 

most particularly the Technological University.  Consistent with the approach proposed 

above, it would be appropriate to consider this sectorally and we have currently a ground 

paper from Collins et al which offers an agreed starting point.  Realizing a new contract is 

key in equipping the Technological Universities with the agility necessary to deliver on their 

expanded mission.   

 

Funding 

A new department will have to prove its worth in a short time.  The single principal 

challenge it faces will be to propose and deliver a sustainable funding model for higher 

education.   

In an overview of tertiary funding by the Parliamentary Budget Office it concluded the 

following: 

It has been acknowledged that the current funding model for Irish HEIs is unsustainable, with 

the sector facing administrative imbalances, resource pressures, growing demand and highly 

constrained budgets.  The July 2016 report by the Expert Group on Future Funding for Higher 

Education (the Cassells Report) concluded that an additional €1 billion in annual funding 

would be needed by 2030 in order to sustain and improve the provision of Tertiary Education 
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in Ireland.  Several alternative funding models have been proposed to address this which 

may fundamentally alter how the sector is funded and/or accounted for by the State.93 

The higher education sector is a cornerstone of the Irish economy.  As we anticipate 

emerging from the current Covid-19 pandemic, the sector will have to shoulder an 

appreciable measure of responsibility for rebooting and driving the recovery.  In order to 

deliver on this and other mandates, it will require the certainty that the report referred to 

above.  The coming year will see the European Commission’s economic assessment of the 

funding options proposed in the Cassells Report; this will become a major focus for the 

department and it is proposed that as the outcome is likely to involvement the prospect of a 

substantial increase in the level of State funding, it would be advisable for the sector to 

coalesce around the articulation of the case to justify such an investment.94    

At the time of writing, THEA is working closely with colleagues in the D/FHERIS and the HEA 

toward a consolidated return that can inform the early review of the National Development 

Plan; our colleagues in the IUA will be doing likewise.  This will clearly be an immediate focus 

for the new department, and it is critical to the progression of the policy path that we are 

committed to that we continue to articulate cohesively the importance of investment in 

higher education as it is the essential prerequisite for the delivery on the ambitious goals set 

for the sector in contributing to the social and economic enhancement of the country.   

Policy development 

The initial question set out to inform this consultation concerns how well the department’s 

policies meet the needs of the of the Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation, & 

Science sector and how they could be enhanced.  In essence the policy suite of the 

department has been inherited and it can be predicted to set its mark in the coming months 

and years.   But as a framing statement, an inherited policy framework that has its roots in a 

different world of 2011 and proposes to reach out to 2030, at very least suggests the 

requirement for a fundamental rethink.   

                                                           
93 An Overview of Tertiary Education funding in Ireland; Publication 72 of 2019 
94 Investing in national ambition: 
a strategy for funding higher education, March 2016 
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That said, the direction has already been indicated.  The minister has set out his vision for 

the future encompassing four key strategic themes which, he states, 

encompass the horizontal relationships that form the rationale for the new department.95  

These themes he identifies as:  

1. an Innovation Island 

2. an Island of Talent 

3. an International Island 

4. an Island of Inclusion & Engagement 

THEA welcomes these as informing themes and presumably they will find expression in the 

policy development work of the department over the currency of this emerging plan.  We 

are also conscious of the Shared Island dimension that can attach to these themes and THEA 

will welcome the opportunity to contribute to that discussion over the period covered by 

this Statement of Strategy.  THEA is contributing currently to parallel work initiated by our 

colleagues in the Royal Irish Academy.  The Academy’s all-island Higher Education Futures 

Taskforce, established in September 2020, is actively considering options and opportunities 

to enhance the all-island higher education system to 2030 with reference to five thematic 

areas which are set out in the RIA’s submission under this call.   

The mention above points to another key theme that might usefully inform policy 

development: in no small part a consequence of the department’s own inclusive approach, 

the higher and further education sector as a whole works best when it works collegiately.  

We are too small an island and too small a population and system to be ploughing lone 

furrows.  THEA’s abiding instinct is to work with others for the betterment of all.  Our ask 

would be that we cocreate the policy framework that is necessary to building upon the 

inherited Statement of Strategy from the parent department that has at its heart the 

concept of empowering through learning.96 

                                                           
95 Keynote by Simon Harris TD at IUA Future of Ireland seminar series Webinar, 23 October 2020. 
 
96 CUMASÚ: Empowering through learning, Statement of Strategy 2019-2021, Department of Education and 
Skills. 
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Governance 

The minister has also signalled the intention to address higher education governance in the 

coming year.  It should be recognized that much has already been achieved here in recent 

years and that there is a delicate balance between transparency and accountability on the 

one hand and equipping and respecting the autonomy of an institution on the other.  

Speaking of the technological sector, it is arguable that the relevant sections within the 

Technological Universities Act of 2018 reflect the compromise that was necessary to win 

support to advance this legislation.  Universities are, by their nature, characterised by the 

multiplicity of stakeholders; therefore, a model that is partially or wholly representative in 

nature is likely to increase the size of the governing authority which in turn is likely to 

decrease its influence relative to the executive function.  Speaking with respect to the 

technological sector, it is appropriate to look again at the questions of size, of diversity, of 

balance between internal and lay (external) members and how we equip chairs, secretaries, 

and directors to discharge their fiduciary duties.   

As government steps back from the governance of higher education, it proposes an increase 

of autonomy at the institutional level but with the caveat that the institution is equipped 

better to account for its activities.  This effective delegation places an increasing onus on the 

university to demonstrate the effectiveness of its governance.  There is considerable 

evidence available from other advanced countries given that so many have grappled with 

the challenge of discovering the ideal governance model for higher education; we should 

seek to learn from this experience.  One global lesson that emerges is that before embarking 

on a change process, one would be advised to build a shared understanding of what is 

desired and equally to document the benefits and shortcomings of the existing governance 

structures.  THEA will be pleased to contribute to this debate and the fact that its 

constituency is going through such elective evolution at the moment makes this an 

opportune time for this reflection.  In the light of the funding comments made in an earlier 

section, it is predictable that additional funding will be accompanied by recommended 
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administrative reforms and improved performance monitoring, and this too will find 

expression in revisions to the governance structures.   

That linkage between governance and funding can be predicted also to encompass the 

borrowing framework.  There is facility under Section 21 of the Technological Universities 

Act 2018 whereby an tÚdarás shall, from time to time with the approval of the Minister, 

given with the consent of the Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform and the Minister 

for Finance, make rules to be complied with by a technological university in relation to any 

borrowing, guaranteeing or underwriting.  The fact that ‘shall’ rather than ‘can’ is employed 

here suggest that the essential willingness is there and that this is a matter that can be 

considered in detail once the opinion is received from the European Commission’s economic 

assessment of the Cassells Report.   

 

Conclusion 

On behalf of our chair, Council, and our member institutions, THEA wishes the D/FHERIS 

well in continuing to frame this inaugural Statement of Strategy and we will be please to 

work with you over the course of the strategy.   

 

 

 

 

Teen Parents Support Programme (TPSP) 

Margaret Morris 
National Co-ordinator 
 

Submission  

Statement of Strategy 2021 - 2023  

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science  
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Background  

The Teen Parents Support Programme (TPSP) consists of eleven separate family support 

projects which are located throughout the country in a range of statutory, community and 

voluntary organisations. These projects are funded by Tusla and the HSE and support young 

people who become parents while still in their teens. The TPSP places particular emphasis 

on supporting young parents to complete their education, if that is their choice. The link 

between educational attainment, health and well-being and enhanced life chances are well 

documented. Research shows a clear link between the educational level of a mother and 

the well-being and future educational attainment of her family. For example, Understanding 

Childhood Deprivation in Ireland published by the Department of Social Protection and the 

ESRI (2012) found that child deprivation is linked not to the age at which the mother gives 

birth but to her level of education.  

 

This submission calls on the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science to address – at interdepartmental level if necessary – two  

of the barriers which young parents experience in trying to progress to Higher and Further 

Education: aspects of the SUSI grant and aspects of the National Childcare Scheme (NCS).  

 

SUSI grant and young parents under 23 years of age  

Currently young people under 23 years of age are assessed for the SUSI grant on their 

parents’ income. This applies even when these young people are parents themselves and 

recognised as separate heads of families by other government departments such as the 

Departments of Social Protection, Health and Housing. Many young parents under 23 years 

of age have been financially independent of their families of origin – including living 

separately from them – for several years. It is unacceptable that to be eligible to apply for 

their own SUSI grant, young parents must demonstrate that they are ‘estranged’ from their 

family of origin. This rule undermines them as an independent family unit. It excludes young 

parents whose own parents’ income make them ineligible and it reduces the grant for those 

whose parents’ income is marginal. It requires those who do not get a SUSI grant to pay full 
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registration fees, a cost that is prohibitive for someone on One-parent Family Payment 

(OFP).  

 

• The TPSP is asking the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science to bring the regulations governing the SUSI grant in line with 

other government policy in relation to young parents.  

• SUSI grant and part-time courses/Post Leaving Cert (PLC) courses.  

For young parents who have given birth while in secondary school, PLCs are very often a 

progression route to Further and Higher Education. Despite this, students in PLCs are not 

eligible for the maintenance component of the SUSI grant.  

Similarly, those on part-time courses are not eligible for any part of the grant and must pay 

full registration fees. This makes their education over a longer period considerably more 

expensive compared to those who can study full-time. Balancing their responsibilities as 

parents, managing very limited finances, and attending full-time higher education is 

extremely difficult and, in the experience of the TPSP, many young parents who attempt it 

drop out. They need more family-friendly, flexible, modular based degree courses where 

they can gather credits over time. The current choice of part-time courses needs to be 

widened, particularly at university level, and the student grant scheme should be available 

for part-time education.  

 

• The TPSP is asking the Department to work to expand the number and variety of part-

time and flexible courses in Further and Higher Education. It is also asking the Department 

to allow access to the SUSI grant for those on PLCs and for those whose family 

responsibilities do not allow them to study full-time.  

 

SUSI grant and those on Back to Education Allowance (BTEA).  

Those in receipt of BTEA are ineligible for the maintenance component of the SUSI grant. 

Lone parents on Rent Supplement who wish to return to full-time study must transfer from 

OFP to BTEA. They are then denied access to a SUSI grant, making it practically impossible 

for them to progress. For all students, the maintenance component of the grant scheme 
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covers only part of their living costs. This is even more so for lone parents with the costs of 

rearing their children, contributing to childcare, and meeting all the additional incidental 

costs of being a student. With BTEA as their sole income, these additional costs are beyond 

their reach. This ruling commenced in 2010 as part of budgetary measures during the last 

recession and there are currently 17,647 people affected by it (DEASP, October 2020). It 

does not apply to those who are in receipt of Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) or those 

who are housed by local authorities, both of which are also forms of social housing. The 

exclusion of those on Rent Supplement is inequitable. It is based on the nature of their 

housing tenure and an example of how supports from different government departments 

can interact with each other in a way that is detrimental to a recipient.  

 

• The TPSP is asking the Department to engage with the Department of Social Protection 

to rectify this inequity so that this barrier to Higher and Further Education is removed.  

 

Sponsored component of the National Childcare Scheme (NCS)  

For any young person, the Leaving Certificate is the usual and least complicated route to 

Further and Higher Education. For a young parent, however, completing secondary school 

requires access to affordable childcare. Under the Childcare Support Act 2018, the 

Department of Education and Skills (DES) ‘sponsors’ young mothers in second level 

education so that they are eligible for free childcare. However, this sponsorship applies only 

to mothers who are aged 17 years and under. In practice most students are at least 18 years 

of age when they are doing the Leaving Certificate. As the NCS stands, a 17- year-old 

student in 5th Year can get her childcare free but an 18- year-old student in 6th Year cannot. 

The latter may have to contribute up to €40 pw from her OFP depending on the number of 

hours she requires and the age of her child.  

 

As it is now one year since its commencement, the NCS is due for Ministerial Review.  

 

• The TPSP is asking the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science to raise this issue with the Department for Children, Disability, 
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Equality, Integration & Youth with a view to correcting this anomaly and thereby 

improving access by young parents to Further and Higher Education.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
Technological University Dublin 
 
Professor David FitzPatrick 
 
President 
 

 

 This submission is provided by TU Dublin in response to the invitation for stakeholder 

consultation on the Department’s Statement of Strategy 2021-2023.  

 

TU DUBLIN  

In 2019, TU Dublin became the first Technological University in Ireland. In 2019, it was also 

the largest provider of third level education in the state, with over 29,000 students enrolled 

in a wide range of disciplines. A leader in STEM disciplines, TU Dublin also supports the 

largest cohorts of students of business, media, culinary arts, and the creative and 

performing arts. The University provides opportunities across all NFQ levels and for a 

diverse student base. Students learn in a practice-based environment; our impact-focused 

research aims to benefit communities, society and the economy; and innovation and 

enterprise are at the heart of everything we do. Annually, we celebrate 8,000+ graduates, 

awarding qualifications ranging from Level 6 to Level 10.  

 

We are passionate about life-long learning and, as the largest provider of part-time 

education, we make an important contribution to the economic life of Ireland, enabling 

capacity building for the future.  
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Our distinguished researchers and innovators are pioneers in science and technology 

discovery; play active roles in informing policy and standards; and contribute to the creative 

life of Ireland. Our award-winning technology transfer and business incubation activity has 

delivered over 400 new sustainable businesses to date.  

 

With an international outlook, we welcome students and staff from around the world while 

our strong international partnerships provide opportunities for student and staff exchange 

programmes, major cross collaboration research projects, and employment opportunities. 

We are immensely proud of our network of 100,000+ TU Dublin graduates who are making 

their careers here in Ireland and in 70 countries worldwide.  

 

Deeply embedded in our region, TU Dublin has campuses in Dublin City Centre, in 

Blanchardstown and in Tallaght and, through our major infrastructural development plan, 

we are currently investing over €500 million in new, state-of-the-art, technology-enabled 

facilities to enhance our students’ learning and discovery. Joining the ranks of exceptional 

technological universities around the world, TU Dublin offers a unique experience for a new 

generation of students.  

 

This submission is informed by the University’s own Strategic Intent 2030. Developed through 

lens of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with ‘Quality Education’ at the core, the 

vision is to ‘Create a Better World Together’ through the 3 pillars of People, Planet & 

Partnership. The plans sets outs objectives to create transformational educational 

opportunities through a new education model and innovative pathways. With this by way of 

context, TU Dublin is pleased to provide input to the consultation on the Statement of 

Strategy 2021-2023 and thanks the Department for this opportunity. 

 

TU DUBLIN INPUT  

TU Dublin notes the Department’s responsibilities in respect of the further and higher 

education and research sectors; its oversight of the work of the State agencies and public 
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institutions operating in those areas; its role in ensuring that these sectors underpin and 

stimulate Ireland’s social and economic development, and that the opportunities are made 

more widely available to everyone, including the most vulnerable people in society.  

 

Two questions have been set for this consultation process and TU Dublin will attempt to 

provide its input to these in tandem:-  

1. How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be enhanced?  

2. What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate to 

meet those challenges?  

 

The current policy for Higher Education is embraced in the National Strategy for Higher 

Education to 20301 (the Hunt Report) 1. We assume that as we are now at mid-point in this 

strategy, a review of the implementation and its impact will form part of and inform the 

Department’s strategy statement. We note that many of the strands have now been put in 

place, including Technological Universities, and of course we were happy to be the first of 

these new universities in the country. However, there is still some follow-on work that is 

needed to ensure real impact from these specific structural changes, which we will pick up 

later in this paper. In addition, there has been slow progress in other areas, such as; 

reforming the funding model for higher education to meet the demands from the projected 

increases in demographics or indeed in achieving parity between all students, whether full 

or part‐time, on or off‐campus through the RGAM; a robust review of academic contracts in 

the context of appropriate workload allocation models; and the prioritisation of, and 

increased investment in, R&D. The work on these items and others need to be completed.  

 

With rapid changes in our world since 2011 when the Hunt Report was published, a new 

focus is now required. Before the devastating arrival of Covid-19, we were all coming to 

grips with the new world of work, highlighted by the World Economic Forum (WEF) through 

its 4th Industrial Revolution discussions 2 and made very real through its reports on the 

Future of Jobs 3.  
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According to WEF - “Science, technology, engineering and math skills are the backbone of 

the Fourth Industrial Revolution.  

Technology is rapidly altering the ways we interact and work, linking communities and 

workers in increasingly sophisticated ways and opening up new opportunities. Young people, 

therefore, need to develop digital fluency, and science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics (STEM) skills from an early age if they are to be equipped to thrive in the 

modern workplace – and in modern society.”  

 

 

 

 

The WEF’s most recent report 5 confirms the direction of travel for the jobs and skills 

needed, whilst dealing with the global pandemic and the 4th industrial revolution. Its key 

findings include:-  

1. The pace of technology adoption is expected to remain unabated and may accelerate in 

some areas. The adoption of cloud computing, big data and e-commerce remain high 

priorities, along with encryption, nonhumanoid robots and artificial intelligence.  

2. Automation, in tandem with the COVID-19 recession, is creating a ‘double-disruption’ 

scenario for workers, with transformation of tasks, jobs and skills by 2025 predicted.  

3. Whilst globally tens of millions of jobs may be displaced by technology adoption, a greater 

number of new roles will emerge that are more adapted to the new division of labour 

between humans, machines and algorithms.  

4. Skills gaps continue to be high as in-demand skills (such as in the table above) change in 

the next five years  
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5. The future of work has already arrived for a large majority of the online white-collar 

workforce, with work processes digitized and remote working a standard feature  

6. In the absence of proactive efforts, inequality is likely to be exacerbated by the dual 

impact of technology and the pandemic recession - jobs held by lower wage workers, women 

and younger workers are likely to be more deeply impacted in the first phase of the 

economic contraction  

7. Online learning and training is on the rise but looks different for those in employment 

(focused largely on personal development course)s than those who are unemployed (with 

greater emphasis on learning digital skills such as data analysis, computer science and 

information technology)  

8. The window of opportunity to reskill and upskill workers has become shorter in the newly 

constrained labour market and the public sector needs to provide stronger support for 

reskilling and upskilling for at-risk or displaced workers.  

What does this mean for Higher Education (HE) in Ireland and for the Department’s strategy 

to 2023 ?  

If we are to be responsible global educational organisations we must maintain our best 

efforts to deal with this ‘double-disruption’ situation - in the short-term, addressing 

upskilling and reskilling needs as required and supporting new enterprises to start & grow 

and supporting existing businesses to reenergize & reinvent themselves; and build the 

foundations now for the longer term, so that our citizens can access and engage in high 

quality and relevant educational, research & innovation opportunities that underpin their 

future lives and careers. It will mean delivering on the aims for HE set out in the Programme 

for Government 6 including the long overdue establishment of a long-term sustainable 

funding model, along with adequate investment in HE so that the Higher Education 

Institutes (HEIs) can address the opportunities and challenges posed by a changing 

economy, leading the move to a low-carbon future and disruptive technologies through 

research and innovation, and more generally ensuring that relevant educational 

opportunities remain and are made more accessible to everyone.  

 

SPECIFIC POINTS FOR CONSIDERATION FOR THE DEPARTMENT’S STRATEGY TO 2023  
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1. Immediate skills and enterprise development needs - we would like to see  

a. Continued support for targeted programmes in upskilling; reskilling and retraining  

of employees and those facing unemployment, particularly in sectors most affected  

by Covid.  

b. Support for targeted programmes in enterprise development to help rebuild the  

base of indigenous SMEs and knowledge-based companies post-Covid - assisting  

entrepreneurs develop and hone the skills required to launch and run new ventures  

and provide incubation services to support them in the early stage development,  

aligning with the existing HEI incubator programmes as appropriate. In addition  

assisting existing business-owners to rebuild and reposition their enterprises as may  

be necessary.  

 

2. Transformation for the ‘Future of Work’ - We would like to see support for the  

 
a. Continued focus on the transformation of teaching and learning and the drive for 

new innovative models of education that provide the quality, flexibility, access and 

progression routes required by today’s learners (full-time, part-time, on and off 

campus). We commend the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and 

Learning in Higher Education 7 in this endeavour as it challenges and supports 

individual HEIs to make the necessary strides in enhancing and advancing higher 

education quality and opportunities. Funding instruments that support life-long 

learning may need to be expedited to ensure projected demand is met.  

  

b. Strong investment in STEM disciplines - The importance of STEM is well recognised in 

facilitating economic development and in driving innovation, international 

competitiveness and job creation. STEM education creates critical thinkers and 

enables the next generation of innovators to develop products and processes that 

sustain our economy.  
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c. Adequate support for digital literacy across all disciplines is important, requiring 

investment in both human capital development and infrastructure. Enhanced 

capability in areas such as artificial intelligence and machine learning; big data 

analytics; cloud computing; process automation; human-machine interaction design 

will also require significant additional commitments.  

 

d. Investment in the social sciences and creative disciplines is critical, where the 

analytical, communication and creativity skills are nurtured and honed (identified by 

WEF amongst top skills for future jobs). Whilst they can contribute greatly to the 

new industrial/digital revolution, they should also stand in their own right as a major 

contributor to the creative and cultural profile of the country and the wellbeing of 

the nation.  

 

e. A clear focus on the Green agenda – identified by TU Dublin in its own strategy,  

recognising it as a key driver for society and the long-term health of the planet - the  

opportunities and benefits that such a focus can bring will be significant and the HEIs  

should be incentivised in every way to embed sustainability in their educational  

programmes and their campus activities; and ring-fence support towards their  

research & innovation endeavours to create green solutions and products.  

 

Continued support for apprenticeship is required, including multi-annual 

commitments so that HEIs can plan and deliver with confidence. The governance of  

the craft apprenticeship seems complex in its nature, with many actors involved and  

this may need review. The development of the new type of apprenticeship for work- 

based education is welcome and should be advanced further.  

 

3. Funding of HE  
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a. An adequate funding framework for the HE sector as a whole is paramount and resolution 

to the recommendations of the Cassells Report8 must be found as a matter of priority.  

b. There are now additional funding considerations necessary with the establishment of 

Technological Universities - these are highlighted under point 5.  

c. In terms of the allocation of the block grant funding, we have the following comments:-  

 

o We acknowledge the work of the Implementation Group following the Review of the 

Allocation Model for Funding Higher Education Institutions9 which was published in 

January 2018  

o The implementation of 14 of the 33 recommendations of that Review is welcomed 

particularly those supporting Capacity Building, Research and Innovation and the 

amendments to the supports for Access students  

o We would encourage the completion of the exercise to identify and implement an 

agreed Costing model for the HEIs  

o We request that the group continues its work around the traditional 60/40 split and 

it’s appropriateness for the future with the TUs in existence  

o Related to that, the top-slicing mechanisms being used and the items included in the 

top-slicing “pots” needs review  

 

 

4.Infrastructure & Capital Equipment  

 

As one of the large providers of higher education in Ireland and a knowledge-hub for the 

capital city, the scale and quality of TU Dublin’s infrastructure is vital if it is to adequately 

support the education, research and innovation mission of the university. The commitments 

set out in Project Ireland 2040 for the Grangegorman development as a ‘flagship 

infrastructural project for the higher education sector’ and for the PPPs on the 

Blanchardstown and Tallaght campuses were very encouraging. It is critical that these 



490 
 
 

 

commitments are maintained over the coming years so that the momentum for 

development can continue and the University’s plans can be delivered.  

 

In terms of infrastructure and capital equipment, there is a particular concern about the 

funding of their maintenance. Currently a ‘devolved grant’ system applies which is not 

adequate for the annual maintenance of the buildings and equipment. In addition, during 

the recession, this fund was completely stalled, with its obvious knock-on effects. There is 

another particular issue regarding STEM disciplines (taken up in the TURN report) where 

under-funding for several years has stripped the disciplines of appropriate equipment and 

lab facilities. This will need to be addressed as a matter of priority if the country is to 

maintain its competitiveness as a global knowledge-based economy.  

 

5. Technological Universities  

 

Recognition and support for different missions within the HE sector are important and this 

principle was set out in the Hunt Report, identifying Technological Universities (TUs) as a 

new type of university for Ireland. There is a particular need within the period of the 

Department’s strategy to complete the transformation of the HE landscape with the 

establishment and follow-on investment required in TUs. Recommendations of the TU 

Research Network (TURN) report 10 are critical in that regard - recognised as the essential 

building blocks for successful TUs. The relevant recommendations in respect of the 

Department include:-  

Re: Digital & Capital Infrastructure 
a. Funding to be made available for integrated digital infrastructure to underpin the 
cohesion of regionally dispersed multi-campus TUs and facilitate new modes of learning  
Re: Digital & Capital Infrastructure 

b. Prioritisation of capital investment in TUs in the allocation of capital funding resources to 
the HE sector under the NDP in circumstances where TUs remain exclusively dependent on 
Exchequer resources  
 
 
Re: Research Capacity Building 
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c. Research capacity should be enhanced through increased funding directed at developing 
researcher human capital in TUs  

  
d. In order to meet appropriate quality standards for university-scope provision, the serious 
deficits in educational and research infrastructure in TUs should be addressed in particular 
for STEM- and research-related technical equipment, laboratory facilities, research software 
and equipment and underpinning tools  
 
 
 
Re: Institutional Autonomy and Support for Reform 
e. Prioritised assistance and support from the Department in respect of the development of 
career structures to correspond with the distinctiveness of TUs  
 
f. Existing HE landscape funding arrangements to be reconfigured so that a dedicated 
funding stream is put in place to support TU development and organisational change 
management, including in the phase after a TU has been established.  

  
g. As a matter of urgency a borrowing framework to be agreed and put in place for TUs as 
provided for in Section 21 of the Technological Universities Act 2018.  

h. A grant allocation funding model for TUs to be prioritised.  
  
  

 

6. A focus on research and innovation  

a. We restate the importance of realigning the policy and funding framework for TUs, as set 

out the TURN Report and referenced in point 5 above. TUs need to raise the level of their 

research and innovation capacity to meet the targets set in legislation and to assist in 

positioning Ireland as a Global Innovation Leader. There is a large gap to be made up 

between the performance of TUs and their counterparts in the traditional university sector. 

Consideration needs to be given to TU sector policies and programmes of investment to 

boost this capacity.  

b. Human capital initiatives are of particular significance to the sector as it is only through 

attracting and retaining the appropriate talent that institutions such as TU Dublin can 

achieve the step change envisaged. Researcher human capital should again be the subject of 

targeted initiatives to secure senior-level research leaders (for example, modelled on the 
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SALI scheme) as well as new collaborative models in partnership with industry (joint 

appointments / industry-based research fellowships etc.)  

c. The development of a national Researcher Career Framework is a key action of Innovation 

2020 and is a central building block of Ireland's research and innovation system (Action 3.10 

“Develop a coherent national policy on structured progression for researchers”). Joint IUA-

THEA working groups have developed an overall policy framework. This now needs to be 

endorsed and adopted at Departmental level.  

d. The anomalies and disparities in access to a Pension Scheme for researchers is a central 

issue that needs to be resolved as a matter of urgency. This should be incorporated within 

an overall Researcher Career Framework and placed on a national footing. Again, 

Recommendation 4 of the TURN report states: "TUs should adopt and implement the 

researcher career development and employment framework developed under Action 3.10 of 

the Government-approved national research strategy, Innovation 2020."  

e. Implementation of the recommendations of the external review of IReL should be 

prioritisied to place the platform on a national footing with equal access for all RPOs. 

Particular consideration needs to be given to the development of appropriate policies and 

supports for Open Access and Open Science to meet our obligations under Plan S.  

 

f. Building on the success of the National Framework for Doctoral Education (currently being 

reviewed by the EUA), consideration to be given to longer-term postgraduate and earlier 

stage researcher supports to include training, a funding pipeline across all disciplines and 

not just STEM areas, doctoral training consortia and initiatives to support international 

mobility schemes e.g. leveraging co-funding opportunities under MSCA actions.  

7. Access to higher education  

Inclusion is a key value of TU Dublin. The University, through its founding partners has a long 

and distinguished track record in equality of access to education and it welcomes all efforts 

to enhance the opportunities for students from all backgrounds to access, participate and 

benefit from a higher education learning experience. TU Dublin supports the ‘Inclusive 
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vision for education’ that is targeted in the Programme for Government and the University 

will continue to work closely with the DEIS schools and with other systems as appropriate, 

to enhance the participation rates in higher education of those from disadvantaged 

backgrounds, or minority and marginalised groups. The additional supports required to be 

successful in promoting, normalising and embedding higher education as a genuine choice 

for disadvantaged students needs to be part of the strategy, with adequate direct supports 

including financial support to students required to enable the students to fully engage in the 

learning experience and achieve positive outcomes.  

 

8. Equality in higher education  

TU Dublin is committed to advancing equality, including gender equality, in all aspects of its 

work. It aims to address gender imbalances amongst staff and the student body in academic 

disciplinary fields and functional areas where traditional patterns of male or female 

predominance can be found. It is also cognisant of the need to address intersectional 

aspects that contribute to the compounding of inequalities such as ethnicity, diverse ability, 

gender and other identities, and social disadvantage. TU Dublin recognises the 

Department’s important role in holding HEIs to account for advancement of true equality in 

their organisations. It also recognises and recommends the continued support for assistance 

in the delivery of equality measures such as Athena Swan etc. The University notes 

particular challenges associated with some discipline areas regarding gender balance and 

suggests targeted interventions may be necessary to make the step-change required in 

these areas.  

 

9. HE on the Global Stage 

 a. The European Dimension - The Department should give active consideration to 

development of strategies and policies to achieve objectives of the European Commission's 

Communication on the European Education Area (Sept 2020). In particular, we would like to 

see the Department bring forward policies to support the development of the European 

Universities initiative. There are now 6 successful consortia with Irish partners giving us a 
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unique opportunity to realise this flagship initiative of the EEA. Supporting actions at the 

national level are vital to realising the potential of these initiatives.  

b. International Education – All HEIs have been badly hit by the impact of Covid-19 on 

international student recruitment. Support will be required to recover and grow the levels 

of international students over time. In addition, TUDublin would be anxious to see 

continued support for international collaborations, and student & staff exchanges, so as to 

truly embed internationalisation as a key component of the student experience.  

c. BREXIT will undoubtedly produce unforeseen consequences, with uncertainty still reigning 

at this moment. The Royal Irish Academy’s previous work 11 on this should be revisited to 

ensure that the sector can address any fall-out and/or opportunities that arise.  

 

10. Professional Development  

We live in a rapidly changing world. It is important that our educators are enabled to 

keeping abreast of developments; are truly contemporaneous in their work and can support 

their students in the development of their skills and competencies into the future. 

Therefore we encourage support for continuing professional development of all staff. We 

also commend support for ongoing leadership development in our HEIs. 

1 https://www.education.ie/en/publications/policy-reports/national-strategy-for-higher-education-2030.pdf  
2 https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/01/the-fourth-industrial-revolution-what-it-means-and-how-to-respond/  
3 http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2018.pdf  
4 Future of Jobs Survey 2020, World Economic Forum  
5 http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2020.pdf   
6 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/  
7 https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/   
8 https://www.education.ie/en/publications/policy-reports/investing-in-national-ambition-a-strategy-for-funding-higher-education.pdf  
9 https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2018/01/HEA-RFAM-Final-Report-for-Publication.pdf   
10 https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/12/Report-of-the-TU-Research-Network-2019.pdf   
11 https://www.ria.ie/sites/default/files/roi_brexit_report-_e-version-1.pdf   
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Trinity College Dublin 

 
Trinity College Dublin’s Submission to Consultation on Strategy Statement 2021-2023  

Department of Further, Higher Education, Research Innovation and Science  

 

Introduction  

Trinity College Dublin is pleased to make this stakeholder submission to the Department in 

preparation of its Strategy Statement 2021-23. In January 2020 Trinity submitted to the 

Department its new institutional Strategic Plan 2020-2025 Community and Connection 

(https://www.tcd.ie/strategy/), launched two days before the first Covid-19 lockdown in 

March. Its nine interconnected and overarching goals articulate our ambitions in the context 

of national and international developments, and correspond closely to the four policy 

priorities articulated by Minister Harris at the IUA webinar, hosted by our Provost Patrick 

Prendergast as then Chair of the IUA Council, on 23 October 2020. We very much share the 

Department’s vision and ambition, and our submission is therefore organised around these 

four policy priorities.  

 

Executive Summary  

Achieving the four policy priorities will require investment, changes in policy, and a properly 

resourced research and innovation ecosystem. Our main points are set out below in 

summary and further expanded in the remainder of this document:  

 

1) Innovation Island – Building Ireland’s Research Capacity  

 

 Research funding: An update of research policies, funding and overhead models is 

required including consideration of a direct ‘block-grant’ model. In addition, the research 

ecosystem needs rebalancing towards more investigator-led basic research and across 

disciplines including a review of SFI strategy.  
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 Leveraging EU funding: To maximise European research funding we recommend a strong 

system of incentivisation and support for researchers. This should include the continuance 

and expansion of:  

- pipeline building grants at a national level;  

- proposal development funds for leveraging EC funding; and  

- national funding towards leveraging the ERC.  

 

 Research Infrastructure: We recommend a national strategy to invest in appropriately 

resourced research infrastructures.  

 

 Innovation Ecosystems/Districts: An up-levelling in approach is required towards large-

scale co-investment by globally leading businesses and development of innovation 

ecosystems/districts such as our Trinity East vision. We also see a need for a renewed focus 

on company formation from universities.  

 

 EU Green Deal/UN Sustainable Development Goals: In support of the EU’s Green Deal 

and Climate Action Plan, basic and applied research as well as teaching programmes in the 

field of sustainability need to be well supported at a national level. National research  

programmes should include targeted Postgraduate, Postdoctoral and national collaboration 

funding programmes in Green Deal topics.  

 

 Archiving the Irish web domain: As a legal deposit and major research library, we wish to 

emphasise the need for systematic web archiving on a legal deposit basis and urge the 

government to put the legislation in place to enable this.  

 

2) Island of Talent – Building our Knowledge Base  

 

 Funding and student:staff ratios: There is an urgent need to bring the Irish HEI system’s 

funding levels up to OECD average levels, with Irish student:staff ratios providing a metric to 
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ensure adequate resourcing for a top quality student learning experience, to progress 

graduation rates for traditionally under-represented groups, and to support advancement in 

international rankings.  

 

 Funding for PhD training: Increased support for PhD training is needed to attract top 

talent from around the world to drive innovation in the wider economy.  

 

 Digital learning and IT Infrastructure: The general movement towards blended and hybrid 

learning, accelerated by the Covid-19 crisis, has shown a clear need for sustained additional 

investment in digital learning supports for staff and students, in systems, platforms and the 

digital infrastructure. The focus on eliminating the digital divide should continue to be an 

imperative.  

 

3) International Island of Education and Research  

 

 Attracting International Talent: The visa regime and related regulatory requirements 

must be reviewed and the stay back visa scheme expanded to avoid difficulties for students 

and research fellows. The area of researcher career development and employment 

frameworks also requires focus.  

 

 Promoting Education Excellence Internationally: We need a targeted campaign to 

promote Ireland as a destination for international education and recommend increased 

differentiation between educational opportunities in Ireland when promoting offerings 

internationally.  

 

 National funding support for European Universities Initiative: We urge the Government 

to provide matched funding towards implementation of the European university alliances 

involving Irish HEIs, as many EU member states do, also in order to maximize the benefits of 

membership of Irish HEIs in wider international networks.  
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4) Island of Inclusion & Engagement  

 Micro-credentialling: To support the Department’s strong commitment to lifelong 

learning and inclusivity, the implementation of any micro-credentialling strategy will require 

substantial, targeted and project-based investment.  

 

 Access, inclusivity and diversity: To be an Island of Inclusion & Engagement, sustained 

multi-annual funding of access programmes and financial support is essential. Student 

financial support systems urgently require evaluation, and stronger national data in this 

area is required.  

 

 

 

Innovation Island – Building Ireland’s Research Capacity  

Over the last two decades, Ireland’s global research and innovation profile has improved 

remarkably. Along with other Higher Education Institutions (HEI), Trinity as Ireland’s top 

research university has been a central contributor to Ireland’s performance as a ‘Strong 

Innovator’ (per its ranking of 9th in the European Innovation Scoreboard1), an outsized 

achievement for a small open economy like Ireland. However this potential has plateaued 

with the latest figures on Irish public and private R&D investment amongst the lowest in 

Europe at 1.2% of GDP compared to the OECD average of 2.4% with top innovation 

performers like Denmark investing 2.9%.2 Irish universities continue to fall in global 

rankings, national investment in higher education and research continues to drop below 

international levels and far below Innovation 2020 targets, foreign direct investment is not 

maturing into research and innovation investment at the level we would aspire to, and there 

are ongoing challenges in attracting funding into our start-up ecosystem.  

 

Research funding and research overhead models  

Ireland needs to build on the gains of the last two decades by revising its research and 

innovation policies to bring them up-to-date with the current times, and reviewing its 

research funding and overheads model. Overhead models have not been reviewed since 
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2003 when a 30% overhead rate was recommended by Forfás and the HEA3, and funding 

continues to be urgently required for the support and growth of individual HEIs. In this 

context, consideration should be given to a direct ‘block-grant model’ of funding research to 

universities as favoured by many European governments, to be based on international 

research income and quality of research output.  

Since its inception in 2003, Science Foundation Ireland (SFI) has been instrumental in the 

gains achieved by Ireland in developing our international research reputation. SFI’s focus on 

investment in individual academic excellence has shifted and there is now a need to review 

its strategic focus to rebalance Ireland’s research ecosystem. Trinity has produced a policy 

analysis paper on this.This is particularly crucial if Ireland is to continue to be viewed as an 

‘Island of Talent’. Over the last five years Trinity has missed the opportunity to recruit up to 

twenty international research leaders as a direct result of the absence of a national 

programme of funding for investigator-led basic research. This imbalance in the national 

funding system is the single greatest issue in Irish higher education, and should be 

addressed with much stronger emphasis on targeted funding for investigator-led research 

as a matter of urgency. A further crucial area of rebalancing is in ensuring inclusiveness of 

disciplines, in particular expanding the focus from STEM to STEAM, to best contribute to the 

interdisciplinary challenges facing us globally.  

 

Targeted funding to leverage EU funding successes  

This is also critical if Ireland is to continue to maximise and increase its take from European 

research funding instruments. The majority of Ireland’s income from H2020, for example, 

came from European Research Council (ERC) and Marie Skłodowska-Curie actions (MSCA) 

individual awards of excellence. 

As we move into Horizon Europe there is a need to leverage EU funding successes through 

targeted National Research Funding. To achieve comparative success under Horizon Europe, 

it is vital that robust and generous incentivisation and support schemes are in place for 

researchers. We recommend therefore as an immediate consideration for the Department, 

that:  
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 Pipeline building grants at a National level continue to be prioritised. Innovation 2020 

stressed the importance of national funding schemes to build a pipeline to enable the next 

generation of researchers in Ireland to be competitive in leveraging international research 

funding. Schemes such as IRC Laureate Awards are fundamental to this.  

 Proposal development funds for leveraging EC funding continue to be supported. 

Support schemes such as the Enterprise Ireland (EI) H2020 Travel Grants, Coordinator 

Support Grants and ERC Support Grants are critical to Ireland’s success in the next 

framework programme. It is vital that these schemes are protected and continued within 

the context of Horizon Europe with a block-grant model again preferred.  

 National funding towards leveraging the ERC continues and expands. The SFI ERC 

Support scheme enabled Irish HEIs to provide specialised ERC support under H2020, 

attracting international ERC researchers to Ireland and retaining awarded researchers. This 

funding needs to be reinstated for Horizon Europe and extended to cover all disciplines. We 

also recommend that the IRC Basic Research Excellence and SFI ERC Development Award 

schemes towards resubmission of well ranked ERC proposals are continued as resubmitted 

proposals are more likely to be successful.  

 

Funding for research infrastructures  

There is a simultaneous need to implement a national strategy to invest in properly funded 

and appropriately resourced research infrastructures. It has been over ten years since 

Ireland’s last Programme for Research in Third-Level Institutions (PRTLI). Ireland cannot 

remain globally competitive with degrading infrastructures and without the development of 

further innovation and research spaces. Although some research happens virtually and 

online, the vast majority of research activity requires general and specialist physical 

infrastructure in order to succeed.  

Innovation ecosystems and innovation district  

Many countries are improving how they organise their innovation ecosystems. Top 

performing countries are establishing innovation districts that connect together the 

innovation assets in a manner that results in improved performance in relation to research 

outputs, research impact, new company formation and the level of research and innovation 
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within business. Internationally it is evident that many peer universities are developing such 

spaces. Over one hundred cities globally are establishing innovation districts or knowledge 

quarters5. It is against this background that Trinity is implementing plans for the Grand 

Canal Innovation District, the establishment of a new innovation campus (Trinity East), and 

the establishment of a new research institute of international stature and scale – the 

Engineering, Environment and Emerging Technologies research institute (E3RI). These build 

on Trinity’s strong performance in being ranked 1st in Europe and in the Top 50 in the World 

for producing entrepreneurs for the sixth year in a row6 and in being listed as one of 

Reuters most innovative universities. 

The vision for Trinity East is that it can meet the short, medium and long term strategic 

needs of Trinity and Ireland as we look to develop significantly enhanced research activity, 

grow a strong innovation enabled enterprise community, attract world leading talent, 

develop research relationships with the enterprise community and enable interdisciplinary 

research focused on grand challenges. In this context Ireland needs to reconsider our 

approach to industry co-funding for research. In the last decade strategic programmes 

operated by the State have grown industry co-investment in research and encouraged many 

companies to have a small foothold in research collaboration. Ireland needs to move to the 

next level and focus on large scale co-investment by globally leading businesses. The model 

of Johnson & Johnson opening a global bioprinting lab co-located with AMBER on the Trinity 

campus is one such example. This needs to be amplified at scale with many companies 

establishing corporate research and innovation teams co-located at universities.  

Ireland also needs to enhance the ambition and supports to enable company formation 

from universities. Trinity, in partnership with UCD and UCC, has just closed the second 

University Bridge Fund – a €55m venture fund targeted exclusively at higher education 

commercialisation. The first fund to date has resulted in €200m of private capital supporting 

research commercialisation and supported more than 20 new high potentials start-up 

companies. A renewed focus on the translation of research to create impact is required with 

increased pre-commercialisation support required and direct financial support for resulting 

‘spin-off’ companies as recommended in the recent OECD University-Industry Collaboration 

report8.  
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EU Green Deal and Sustainable Development Goals  

The European Green Deal9 (which is an integral part of the EC’s strategy to implement the 

UN’s 2030 agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals) aims to transform the 27-

country bloc from a high- to a just and inclusive low-carbon competitive economy. As an EU 

Member State, Ireland has a responsibility to meet the targets set out by 2050. Research 

and innovation will play a pivotal role in finding new solutions for climate challenges and in 

meeting these targets nationally. As such, basic and applied research as well as teaching 

programs in the field of sustainability need to be well funded at a national level. Increased 

teaching and research in support of the Sustainable Development Goals is a key element in 

Trinity’s Strategic Plan (2020-25). The building of the E3 (Engineering, Environment and 

Emerging Technologies) Learning Foundry with its innovative transdisciplinary programmes 

that will provide balanced solutions for a better world and of the E3 Research Institute in 

Trinity East are decisive contributions to Ireland’s green and sustainable future. In addition, 

the principles of the Green Deal will continue to form an integral part of the topics funded 

under Horizon Europe. National research programmes which would help to achieve a two 

pronged approach of meeting the Green Deal targets and bolstering the competitiveness of 

Irish researchers to secure EU funding could include Postgraduate, Postdoctoral and 

national collaborative funding programmes focused, and further development of the 

funding of basic and frontier research on Green Deal topics at all career stages in Ireland. 

Archiving the Irish web domain  

Concerning the ‘challenges that we need to address’ we wish to highlight a particular 

challenge that Trinity, as a legal deposit and major research library, has previously 

identified, namely the lack of large-scale, systematic and sustained archiving of the Irish 

web domain. The absence of legislation mandating this has already led to a black hole in the 

nation’s memory and contemporary record, exacerbated by the Covid-19 crisis and 

significant increase of online resources. Section 108 of the ‘Copyright and Other Intellectual 

Property Law Provisions Act’ (2019) committed the Government to investigate and report, 

within a year, the feasibility of establishing such a digital legal deposit scheme. The 

continuing legislative gap is of great concern for higher education and research in general. In 

2017, the [then] Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht sought views on the 
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‘extension of legal deposit to include all contemporary publication formats’, with 93% of 

respondents ‘strongly supportive and with many pointing out that ‘the history of the 21st 

century is recorded online, and [that] the loss of this online information will lead to the loss 

of ‘significant national documentation’ as well as the loss to researchers of the outputs of 

research.’10 Online content disappears every day and critically these have no print 

equivalent, most of them taking the form of dynamic websites or social media posts and 

therefore not subject to legal deposit under the new provisions of the 2019 Act. Systematic 

web archiving on a legal deposit basis needs to be a key part of Ireland’s national research 

infrastructure and we urge the government to put the legislation in place to enable this.  

Island of Talent – Building our Knowledge Base  

To build an island of talent, it is imperative that we invest in our Higher Education system, in 

providing a PhD talent pipeline, and in the area of digital learning and infrastructure.  

Student:staff ratios and funding model for Higher Education  

In order to secure the competitiveness of the Irish HEI system the imminent review of the 

funding model of higher education urgently needs to bring funding levels up to OECD 

average. We propose that a good metric for this is the student:staff ratio. The enormous 

pressures on the Higher Education sector since 2009 have been considerably exacerbated by 

the Covid-19 crisis. Irish student:staff ratios are exceptionally poor by comparison to 

international peer institutions and our OECD counterparts. Without a significant 

improvement in these ratios we will be unable to deliver on a top quality student learning 

experience, progress graduation rates for traditionally under-represented groups and 

advance in international rankings, which in turn will affect our ability to attract non-EU 

students to Ireland. In light of these factors Trinity’s Strategic Plan (2020-25) makes a key 

commitment to reduce our staff-student to 16:1 but we fear this may be unachievable 

without significant increased funding. Any realistic hope of having an Irish university 

consistently in the top 100 in the world will hinge on this issue being addressed through 

increased government funding of the sector, in which core and competitive funding are 

adequately balanced. 

Funding for PhD training  
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A growth in talent must be bolstered with a concomitant investment in support for PhD 

training to develop the talent pipeline across the spectrum. Compared to other EU 

countries, Ireland has a paucity of structured multi-annual PhD programmes. Such 

programmes create a dynamic environment for international faculty, as well as attracting 

first rate talent from all over the world and developing the next generation of research 

leaders and innovators. Government provided stipends have not been revised in many 

years. The model of PhD education has been transformed over the past decade, with an 

expectation that all students will acquire intersectoral skills that prepare them to contribute 

and to drive innovation within the wider economy. Delivering such skills requires changes in 

culture and practice that must be underpinned by financial support.  

 

Digital enabled learning, skills and IT Infrastructure  

Trinity’s Strategic Plan (2020-2025) includes the goal to “Implement a full-spectrum digital 

learning strategy by 2022”. Building on the valuable experiences gained during the Covid-19 

crisis our new Digital Learning Strategy will build new systems, technologies and digital 

infrastructure to support the hybrid or fully online learning process, student engagement 

and student experience. We will mainstream digital literacy and fluency among our staff and 

students as blended and hybrid learning become expanded features of Trinity’s curricula in 

the future. This will require sustained additional investment in digital learning supports for 

staff and students as well as in systems and the digital infrastructure. Underpinning this is 

a commitment to ensure that staff and students have access to devices – eliminating a 

digital divide to safeguard student engagement, access and inclusion.  

Generally the current digital infrastructure is fragmented, student-centred digital services 

have been de-minimis, and systems are largely made up of large legacy components 

designed around traditional on-campus teaching and research models. The pivot to an 

emergency remote teaching and working model in March 2020 has highlighted that 

substantial additional investment initiatives from government are required across all our 

digital platforms and our digital infrastructure to enable hybrid or blended forms of 

teaching and working, e-resources, open access, and secure platforms for research. In 

Trinity, planning for a phased resumption of teaching using a variety of hybrid modes of 



505 
 
 

 

delivery has been challenged through the limited availability of appropriate room 

technologies and uneven access to devices for staff and students. This will not be 

appropriate for continued use under post-pandemic conditions. Digital infrastructure 

investment will be required in areas including connectivity, platforms, devices, analytics, 

cyber security and data protection, and development of digital skills. 

International Island of Education and Research  

To achieve this priority, we must ensure international competitiveness in terms of attracting 

and retaining international student and faculty talent, winning international funding, and 

adequately resourcing our systems. Higher education plays a key role in incentivising global 

business to move research and innovation activity to Ireland, providing quality graduates, 

PhDs, and extensive opportunities for collaboration.  

Attracting international talent  

In 2012 Trinity launched its first Global Relations Strategy with an ambition of trebling the 

numbers of non-EU students. The third Global Relations Strategy in 2018 has an ambition of 

continued growth with a particular focus on postgraduate recruitment, and on creating 

broader inter-university partnerships. As Ireland’s leading university we provide the Irish 

economy with top talent from all over the world, with programmes in, for example, 

Business, Computer Science/Data Analysis, Law, Pharmaceutical Sciences and other 

innovative programmes coming on stream enabled by the Human Capital Initiative proving 

to be of high interest and uptake by high-achieving international students. As well as being 

attracted by the excellence in Trinity and other Irish universities, the opportunities for 

gaining work/career experience in the two years after graduation due to the stay back visa 

are also a decisive factor with Ireland (leaving Malta aside) now the only English-speaking 

country in the EU. To maximize the opportunities arising from this unique position it is 

imperative that the stay back visa scheme is protected and expanded. There is an urgent 

need for a review of the visa regime and the regulatory requirements for students and 

research fellows to avoid delays and difficulties that lead to loss of top-quality students. It 

is imperative that every effort is made to speed up and improve otherwise the seamless 

issuing of study visas.  
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A second area requiring strategic focus is in the area of researcher career development and 

employment. Streamlining processes between HEIs and external partners including 

Government and funders would enable Ireland to present clear career propositions to 

internationally mobile researchers. This is in line with European developments such as the 

European Charter for Researchers and as recognised in ‘Towards a 2030 vision on the Future 

of Universities in Europe11’. We would welcome the opportunity to work with the 

Department to respond with the changes and developments required.  

Promoting Education Excellence Internationally  

We must build on work that has been done in promoting Ireland’s excellence in education, 

innovation, and being a welcoming destination. Further development and refinement of 

the messaging should focus on more differentiation of educational opportunities in 

Ireland. At present all universities and HEIs are presented in similar ways and more needs to 

be done to outline the range of educational provision in Ireland spanning from programmes 

in world leading research-intensive universities to world leading vocational education and 

English language training. A more differentiated strategy should highlight institutional 

strengths in collaboration with leading international centres of research and innovation 

excellence. 

National funding support for European Universities Initiative  

The two pilot calls of the European Universities12 Initiative (2019, 2020) have seen eight 

Irish HEIs across the sector being successful, Trinity being a member of CHARM-EU13. Such 

alliances are a pilot for the development of a new Higher Education transformation agenda, 

with the European Commission’s objective to achieve synergies between the new Erasmus+ 

and Horizon programmes. Three recent communications by the European Commission 

(Achieving a European Education area by 202514, a Digital Education Action plan15 and a 

new ERA for Research and Innovation16) all reference the European Universities as central 

to the delivery of such visionary policy proposals. Overall the scale of cooperative 

transnational ambition is not matched by the EU funding available, which is why many 

member states provide co-funding and other financial and logistical supports to maximise 

the potential of the European Universities Initiative for its HEIs. We urge the Irish 
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Government to provide matching funding towards the implementation of such alliances 

involving Irish HEIs.  

All CHARM-EU member universities belong to the Coimbra Group of European Universities, 

and three, including Trinity, are also members of the League of European Research 

Universities (LERU) network. We have benefited greatly from participating in these 

prestigious networks through increased cooperation in research, mobility, teaching 

innovation and policy development, and would encourage the Department to take this into 

account in their strategy to maximise national co-funding and other forms of support for 

internationalisation.  

Island of Inclusion and Engagement  

In line with this Departmental priority, Trinity is committed to academic and social 

inclusiveness. Civic Engagement forms one of the four pillars of our core strategic mission, 

and we would greatly support efforts to build on our own actions and successes in areas 

such as access, Open Scholarship, or the Human Capital Initiative.  

Micro-credentialling  

We welcome the Minister’s and Department’s strong commitment to lifelong learning and 

inclusivity. Irish higher education has, for far too long, been wedded to a model that 

assumes students enter full-time education at 18, graduating in 3-4 years’ time. Much 

greater flexibility is required to respond to a future marked by rapid transformation, to 

respond to the changing needs of the labour market and to widen access of under-

represented socio-economic groups. Micro-credentialling will facilitate inclusion of non-

traditional students through short cycle courses and an ability to accumulate degree credits 

over an extended period of time and a recognition of previous alternative forms of learning. 

As part of its Strategic Plan (2020-25) Trinity is developing into the area of micro–

credentialling in conjunction with the IUA’s micro-credentialling project under the Human 

Capital Initiative, aligning to the European Skills Agenda (July 2020) where micro-

credentialling was identified as one of 12 flagship actions. The implementation of any 

micro-credentialling strategy will require substantial, targeted and project-based 

investment from government in for example IT systems that will support this major shift in 

how we define and support the student of the future. 
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Access, inclusion and diversity  

Trinity has a strong reputation for innovation in widening access to higher education, some 

of which have been replicated and scaled both nationwide and internationally. The recently 

established role and office of Associate Vice-Provost for Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 

aims to further embed and mainstream principles of inclusion within the structure, culture 

and curricula in the university. However we continued to face challenges such as the 

allocation of funding on an annual basis based on shifting methodology to address issues 

around access, inclusion and student success. More investment in the sustainability of such 

programmes through multi-annual funding is essential.  

Student financial support systems urgently require an evaluation and more targeted, 

enhanced supports are essential. SUSI, HEAR/DARE and the Deprivation Index Scoring (DIS) 

systems for supporting, targeting and admitting students from socio-economically under-

represented groups should be better aligned and draw from similar data sets. There is a 

need for much stronger national data on education and more emphasis on its prompt 

availability to education stakeholders.  

Conclusion  

We look forward to the Department’s new Statement of Strategy 2021-23 and are 

committed to aligning within and supporting its implementation. We urge the Department 

to partner with Trinity and the other universities/HEIs to lead the way to an ever more 

inclusive, innovative and globally connected future for the island of Ireland. 
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 Consultation on Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023, Department of Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science  

 

1. Innovation  

 

• The world is ever changing and our society, environment, economy and labour market are 

transforming at a rapid pace. Despite this, the top ten skills that employers have 

consistently identified are as follows: (1) complex problem thinking, (2) critical thinking, (3) 

creativity, (4) people management, (5) coordinating with others, (6) emotional intelligence, 
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(7) judgement and decision making, (8) service orientation, (9) negotiation and (10) 

cognitive flexibility. Many of these aforementioned skills acquired are outcomes of 

postgraduate programmes highlighting the importance of postgraduate education in the 

Strategy Statement. Funding needs to become available to enable more postgraduate 

opportunities and to allow greater flexibility in the way that people can access graduate 

education.  

 

• Graduates need to have skills that meet local, national and international needs, which will 

solve global challenges and lead us to a cleaner environment, a stronger innovating 

economy and a fairer society. Continuation of funding such as the Human Capital Initiative 

to support further innovation in educational offerings will enable the delivery of such 

objectives. This type of initiative continues the strong tradition of collaboration at the 

academic industry interface.  

 

• To underpin and stimulate Ireland’s social and economic development, opportunities must 

be increased, so that access is available to all who are capable, to undertake level six to ten 

qualifications including those who are currently employed and wish to combine working 

with gaining a higher qualification, or those who are in employment, but need to upskill to 

meet new demands of the workplace.  

 

• The key challenge is providing a sustainable funding model for Higher Education which will 

provide sufficient places from levels six to ten, such that anyone who is capable can 

undertake one of these qualifications and funding to the Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) 

to employ the academics to teach and supervise these students. More agility and flexibility 

is required not only in our offerings, but in how Higher Education is funded. State 

investment in Irish Higher Education lags behind most other EU countries and if Ireland is to 

remain both a functioning society and competitive economy its government must prioritise 

investment in all levels of formal education, including higher education.  
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• It is anticipated that there will be a need for a greater amount of flexible and part-time 

online provision. Consideration is required around the structure of learning as well as the  

modes of delivery. For an increasingly mobile student body dealing with continuously 

shifting work realities innovation in structures will be key. This could be the actual 

realisation of the concept of learning objects and a shift towards offerings such as micro-

credentials.  

 

• Responding to environmental challenges, the Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023 should 

specifically address the need for HEIs to embed skills and competencies for a sustainable 

economy and society across HEI educational offerings. Greater education offering will lead 

to growing public awareness and greater environmental sustainability, further enabling 

organisations to integrate sustainability into their strategies and operational goals.  

 

• Most informed commentators agree that human society is entering a fourth industrial age, 

the age of Digital, of Artificial Intelligence, a world where human endeavour more and more 

moves towards Cyber Endeavour, and transitions from the physical to the virtual. Society 

was already on this trajectory, but COVID-19 has accelerated that journey, showing us how 

we can work differently, how we can save on commuting, reduce our carbon footprint and 

radically disrupt how society works, learns and communicates. The role played by Higher 

Education has perhaps never been so pivotal in navigating this transition for the good of 

society. If Information Technology is the engine of this change, then education is the 

steering wheel. A sectoral approach is required to support policy change and the 

development of an associated funding model which will drive long term systemic change.  

 

• Innovation in Higher Education can only be truly delivered if all staff in Higher Education 

can transform their teaching methods to take advantage of hybrid teaching models. 

Expectations should be set for all new staff entering Higher Education, that a Post Graduate 

Certificate in Teaching and Learning, with Online Learning pedagogical skills embedded, is a 

minimum requirement.  
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• The Statement of Strategy should include acknowledgement of the staff who work in the 

sector without whom innovation cannot be achieved. Staff roles will become increasingly 

blurred. The traditional academic model has been changing so co-creation, collaboration 

and flexibility will become key terms and the roles of administrative, technical and other 

staff will become more important to the delivery of effective learning. There is a necessity of 

investment of staff professional development activities, sharing of good practices and 

building time into staff workloads to engage in teaching development and CPD.  

 

2. Internationalisation  

 

• Promoting Ireland as a multicultural, inclusive community is key to the economic and 

societal development of Ireland in the future. Internationalisation within Higher Education 

Institutions is fundamental for this reform to be embedded within our communities. 

Promoting Ireland’s HEIs as international education centres has the dual aim of supporting 

international student recruitment as well as emphasising the benefits of an international 

experience for indigenous students who will become future employees and global citizens 

and contribute to the innovative economy and inclusive communities which we wish to see 

in Ireland’s future.  

 

• Higher Education and in particular research within our HEIs is situated in an increasingly 

interconnected and internationalised world. It is vital that innovative curriculum and  

research developments which internationalise pedagogy and research collaborations are 

supported and central to the Strategy.  

 

• The Statement should support the establishment to the European Education Area through 

the development of a policy framework across borders to allow for seamless transnational 

cooperation, which will enable alliances of HEIs to leverage their strengths, pooling together 

their online and physical resources, courses, expertise, data and infrastructure across 

disciplines.  
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• Better tailored supports are required for international students, with a specific focus on 

enhancing their integration with Irish students for mutual benefit.  

 

• Sa bhéim is gá a chur san oideachas tríú leibhéal ar an bpáirtíocht idirnáisiúnta, sa taighde 

agus sa teagasc, tá baol ann go ndearmhadfar oidhreacht uathúil Ollscoileanna na hÉireann, 

an oidhreacht Ghaelach a mheallann mic léinn agus páirtithe idirnáisiúnta bliain i ndiaidh 

bliana. Tá sé fíorthábhachtach, dá réir sin, go leanfar i gcónaí don nGaeilge agus don 

bhféiniúlacht Ghaelach a chur chun cinn go dearfach sna hOllscoileanna, agus don 

gcomhnasc a threisiú idir na hOllscoileanna agus an Ghaeltacht agus an Gaeloideachas, chun 

an oidhreacht luachmhar sin a bhuanú.  

 

[In the necessary emphasis on international collaboration in higher education, in teaching 

and research, there is a danger that the unique heritage of Irish universities may be 

forgotten, the heritage that attracts international students and international partnerships 

year after year. It is very important, therefore, that the positive promotion of Irish and Irish 

identity be maintained in higher education, and that the connections with the Gaeltacht and 

Gaeloideachas sectors be strengthened in order to preserve that priceless heritage.]  

 

3. Talent pipeline  

 

• The responsibility to protect and enhance the health and wellbeing of our students must 

form part of the Strategy Statement. Young people in Ireland report increasing levels of 

emotional distress and mental ill-health with academic pressures being a contributory factor 

in this rise. Innovative approaches are required in the development of policies, procedures 

and activities, with the overall aim of enhancing students’ physical, psychological, spiritual 

and social health and wellbeing, consistent with the vision of the Healthy Ireland Framework 

2019-2025.  

 

• There is a clear need for rest, recovery, physical activity, social interaction and positive 

adaptive strategies to sustain the health and wellbeing of individual students and the 
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student body as a whole. The consideration of the health and wellbeing of students should 

be at the heart of all activities. There is a significant need to support embedded healthcare 

and counselling services in HEIs so that sector-specific experience and expertise can better 

meet the needs of students. The Strategy should identify key investment targets to be 

delivered upon in order to ensure the health and wellbeing of all.  

 

• The societal issues of obesity, alcohol, drug and substance use/misuse do not stop at the 

campus gates, indeed they may increase, and they all impact on student success. These 

issues should be recognised to create and implement solutions for students, the sector and 

society.  

 

• Supports are required in this COVID-19 era, to re-evaluate how remote learning can be 

enhanced and combined with traditional on-campus experiences (such as networking with 

co-students, peer-learning etc.) to maximise the student experience. A hybrid approach for 

the future will be essential i.e. providing students with the benefits of both online and face 

to face teaching pedagogies.  

 

• Timelines relevant to the Leaving Certificate continue to be a source of concern for all 

stakeholders and any reform in this area has a significant impact on Higher Education. The 

Department must engage in active consultation around the Leaving Certificate and the 

reform of the State Examinations system should be prioritised.  

 

• Consideration should be given to the establishment of the National Forum for the 

Enhancement of Teaching & Learning (‘the National Forum’) on an equivalent footing to the 

SFI, reporting directly to the HEA, and with a regular income stream to stabilise and expand 

its work in developing national policy, distributing funding, rewarding and showcasing good 

practice, and sparking deeper engagement with and innovation in teaching and learning 

theory and practice.  
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• Gender balance within the student cohort in certain disciplines is an ongoing issue, and in 

many cases a growing, concern. Gender imbalances within the student mix may be impacted 

by primary and post-primary education strategies. Targeted efforts to identify and address 

such challenges in student recruitment would be welcomed.  

 

4. Inclusion and Access  

 

• The review of SUSI as announced by the Minister is strongly welcomed. It is important that 

this review takes into account a number of key themes: 

o Variability of cost of living, i.e. Dublin and urban HEIs vs regional HEIs located in                      

areas such as Tralee, or Letterkenny;  

o Different student types with different needs.  

 

• An evidence informed response to the challenges of participation in Higher Education is 

needed. A research/evaluation unit should be established in the Department with specialist 

knowledge in the area of Access to Further and Higher Education. This unit should be tasked 

with reviewing the outcomes from ongoing and new initiatives such as PATH 1, 2, 3 and 

utilising the knowledge to inform good practice at a national level. While a lot of data is 

being gathered at a local and regional level on the impact of these initiatives, a national 

approach would be welcomed.  

 

• Key Performance Indicators for Access need to move beyond admissions numbers to 

measuring retention and graduate outcomes.  

 

• All students, regardless of their background, who have the interest and motivation to 

access Higher Education should be enabled to do so. The National Plan for Equity of Access 

to Higher Education sets out targets and objectives aimed at increasing participation, a key 

objective in the plan is the creation of a Data Plan for Access. It is imperative that this data 

plan takes a whole of education approach. Participation rates in third level need to be 
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informed by and based on successful outcomes for target group students in pre-school, 

primary school and second level.  

 

• In order to ensure participation and success at third level, all students must be provided 

with appropriate supports (financial, technological, academic, personal) to ensure that they 

have a high-quality student experience to maximise their full potential.  

 

• Mainstreaming Equity of Access to Higher Education should be a priority in all areas of 

Higher Education. To enable this, HEIs should have inclusion embedded into all aspects of 

their work, from admissions, accommodation, catering, estates, assessment, teaching 

through the use of Universal Design for learning and Universal Design for service principles.  

 

• Implementation of the Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty should be identified 

in the Strategy to ensure equality and human rights are embedded across all functions.  

 

• Support is required for initiatives around racial equality and diversity more broadly 

including expanding opportunities in Higher Education for the Traveller community; 

addressing current mismatch between the diversity of the student body vis-a-vis staff; 

progressing the diversification of decision-making bodies at institutional level and 

development of zero tolerance policy frameworks, processes and cultures in respect of 

racism, trans and homophobia.  

 

• To continue progress in the area of gender equality, continued resourcing is essential. This 

will enable HEIs to enhance opportunities for the progression of female colleagues across 

the sector in both professional services and academic spheres, particularly at senior levels; 

to tackle continued reliance on precarious contracts in the sector more widely that 

disproportionately impact women (e.g. continued and prolonged use of specific purpose, 

fixed term and hourly paid occasional contracts across the sector); and to develop robust 

policy framework around sexual violence and sexual misconduct.  
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5. Research  

 

• To develop and grow a research landscape in a country the size of Ireland that positions 

our researchers to be competitive at a global level it is imperative that strategic decisions on 

investment are appropriately targeted to deliver a positive outcome in the medium to long-

term. If Ireland is to remain competitive, expenditure on R&D needs to increase to 3% of 

GDP.  

 

• To maintain and grow an FDI presence in Ireland encompassing key sectors such as ICT, 

biopharma, life sciences, and data analytics, the Irish sites of global companies require 

significant research and development investment to anchor the more mobile manufacturing 

activities.  

 

• Significant levels of support for research is required across all disciplines to be allocated 

competitively on the basis of excellence in the discipline. This is essential to ensure our 

higher-level education system is research focused. In addition, it is critical that Ireland’s 

research ecosystem has a broad base so that we can respond with agility to unanticipated 

disrupters – new technology, pandemics, global warning etc. It is impossible to predict with 

accuracy what expertise will be needed in the future to exploit these opportunities. 

Therefore, an underpinning research system, based on excellence, and encompassing all 

disciplines is essential.  

 

• Strategic investments in targeted areas of research where there is a clear national 

imperative including support for key industry sectors. The current SFI Research Centres, 

research institutes such as Tyndall National Institute and other targeted research initiatives 

are designed to deliver on this objective by actively growing expertise and capability in areas 

of relevance to key sectors. This includes the delivery of a pipeline of graduates, PhDs and 

postdoctoral researchers to support the R&D needs of our key industry sectors, and the 

establishment of a dynamic and facilitative environment for academic-industry 

collaboration.  
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• In summary, comprehensive investment in investigator-led research across all disciplines 

provides an essential solid foundation on which the strong targeted strategic pillars or 

Centres can be constructed that are sufficiently agile to exploit new opportunities. Both are 

essential elements, and supporting one without the other will not deliver a globally 

competitive research ecosystem for our country.  

 

• Opportunities for investigator-led research across all disciplines on the basis of excellence, 

supported by robust peer review – these programmes provide the basis for outstanding 

research as evidenced by the European Research Council (ERC) programmes – Ireland needs 

a programme to grow the future ERC winners.  

 

• Large scale interdisciplinary and inter-institutional research initiatives focused on key 

strategic areas including those of economic and industrial importance, but also initiatives 

that have a broader, public good focus. The latter space has been underdeveloped in Ireland 

but, with increasing globalisation and resulting societal pressures, a balanced and equitable 

research portfolio is essential if Ireland is to thrive.  

 

• Adequate investment in infrastructure is critical – capital investment in buildings, 

infrastructure, equipment, and highly skilled research support staff to support this 

infrastructure will be essential if maximum benefit is to be derived from R&D investment. 

Ireland must have the ambition to attract leading globally mobile researchers to work in our 

research system and, for this ambition to be realised, an environment that is conducive and 

attractive to researchers performing at the highest standard is vital.  

 

• Start-up packages for new research teams – this is the norm on an international basis and 

is a crucial investment if world-leading researchers are to be attracted to Ireland.  

 

• Programmes to support early career researchers, including PhD students and postdoctoral 

researchers, across all disciplines.  
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• Mobility awards to maintain international links – especially in the post-Brexit 

environment.  

 

• Supports for researchers in bringing research results with commercial or societal potential 

to fruition – this is a challenging phase in the research process and needs active nurturing.  

 

• Key underpinning infrastructure that is essential to any world-class research system – 

Adequate resourcing is needed for IReL, the delivery of the Open Research agenda, and 

Research Integrity initiatives - both the software/hardware and the human capital to 

support the researcher community.  

 

• Ensure the ongoing development of Ireland’s research ecosystem, and to ensure that the 

trajectory taken is the optimal path forward, the establishment of a stakeholder forum that  

brings together researchers, HEIs, funders, industry and policymakers to monitor and advise 

is urgently required. Since the demise of ICSTI/ACSTI, the absence of such a forum to tease 

out issues in a safe environment has had an impact.  

 

• Maintain and improve standards of research and innovation in our higher education 

institutions, develop individual and collaborative talent and ensure there is tangible and 

positive impact upon society, environment and the economy.  

 

Clinical Research  

• Ireland hosts a disproportionate number of Health Tech and Pharma companies, together 

with our University Research Institutes and Centres and our large public hospital system we 

have a rich and fertile ecosystem for innovation and entrepreneurship. Research funding 

flows into this ecosystem on a competitive basis through SFI and HRB. SFI provides 

programmatic funding at a scale which is unavailable elsewhere. HRB is the main source of 

funding for health research but the budget is at a much lower level. Both are excellent 

bodies and carry out their work to the highest international standards.  
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• There is a gap between the two and greater support for clinical research would allow us to 

leverage our ecosystem to greater economic advantage. Ireland has an opportunity to invest 

in innovation and entrepreneurship in health technology and pharmacy, to provide the 

advanced skills required for R&D and to partner with industries and drive Irish jobs up the 

value chain.  

 

• Nationally, Universities and Health Services are committed to developing an academic 

health system which, with adequate resourcing would empower our talented clinicians to 

actively engage in research and innovation. Aside from the potential economic benefits 

from increased innovation and greater numbers of spin-out companies, a research active 

health service produces better patient outcomes, provides an enhanced environment for 

education and training of health care workers and makes it easier to recruit and retain 

talented clinicians from around the world.  

 

• In concert with investment in the translational end of the research spectrum, an 

investment focus on ‘Innovation’ platforms would provide a significant return for the entire 

portfolio of the department – Education, Research, Innovation and Science. Industry, both 

mature multinational companies and young Irish companies, needs the ‘products’ and 

services of higher education institutions – skilled graduates, new technology and startups. 

The provision of these is best met through taking a holistic approach, where technology and 

skilled people are simultaneously co-developed between academia and industry. 

Appropriate government investment would combine academic and enterprise activity 

‘under one roof’, removing i) the traditional ‘time’ separation of academia and industry (first 

college, then industry), and ii) the geographical separation of academic and enterprise 

activity.  

 

• Our health service and our clinicians are constantly under pressure to provide patient 

care. Initiatives are needed to protect time for them to engage in research. In addition to 
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protecting a small amount of time, the appointment of research nurses and technical staff 

would enable and empower great research productivity.  

 

• In terms of health research, implementation of the unique patient identifier and electronic 

health record would both enable a step change in clinical research.  

 

• For Ireland to compete internationally, it is increasingly becoming apparent (from the 

most successful international regions) that i) both technology and skilled people should be 

co-developed between academia and industry, and ii) sector-focussed regions perform best 

in this context. Department investment would permit co-location of complementary activity 

within a given industrial sector (e.g. in Cork – the Health & Life Science sector). This would in 

turn facilitate co-curation and co-delivery of a sector-skilled workforce, technology and 

start-ups to feed regional demand. Ultimately, this investment would facilitate future non-

exchequer investment around the Innovation platform that would otherwise not happen, 

with ever increasing economic return to the region and nation, as evidenced by 

international analogues.  

 

• Hospitals and primary health care settings provide much of the clinical education for our 

health care students. However, in terms of capital investment hospitals and health care 

settings are largely overlooked for capital investment. Physical and digital infrastructure 

investment is badly needed in our hospital and other health care settings.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
University College Cork 
 
Marykate O’Regan 
 

Q. How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be enhanced? 
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Many aspects of the Irish Research Policy  (Innovation 2020) are to be welcomed, 

particularly “the development of a renowned pool of talent in Ireland’s public 

research system and in industry, which maximises exchange of talent and knowledge 

between the two;” and “a 40% increase in the share of PhD researchers transferring 

from SFI research teams to industry;”.  The question is, how do HEI’s encourage this 

transfer to industry and what supports are available to enable research staff within 

Irish Universities to make this career pivot?  The SFI Industry Fellowship and other 

such programmes are of course a good start however these awards are under 

subscribed as many researchers in academia expect to achieve an academic career. A 

recent 2020 Nature Survey confirms what HR Research practitioners on the ground 

already know “ Even in the face of a pandemic that is forcing universities around the 

world to cut positions or put a freeze on hiring, about two-thirds of respondents — 

and 80% of those who currently work in North America or Europe — still see 

academia as their preferred career destination.” The current system is producing 

more researchers with PhD’s than can satisfy their expectations of achieving an 

academic position. 

A policy enhancement could be (in the first instance) the introduction of a task force 

or policy group to review this particular issue and identify supports/frameworks that 

could be introduced by HEI’s to encourage research staff to make this (oftentimes) 

difficult career pivot. 

 

Q. What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate to 

meet those challenges? 

As stated in various policy documents, Universities are critical to the provision of a 

highly educated and relevant workforce which answers the demands of industry and 

academia and contributes to the improved scientific and technical skills of our 

current and future workforce.  However, perversely, the underlying culture of 

academia can devalue the contribution to be made by those who wish to leave 

academic employment. Universities are under resourced to address this very difficult 

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-03191-7
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-02029-6
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-02029-6
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challenge.  Programmes such as the UCC Odyssey Programme address these and the 

many other challenges faced by those who wish to leave academia to pursue careers 

elsewhere.  It would be welcome to see programmes such as this introduced country 

wide and endorsed by the Department for Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science.  I attach the background, rationale and the syllabus of the 

Odyssey programme. 

 
 
 
University College Dublin  

Research and Innovation 

Professor Orla Feely 

Response of UCD Research and Innovation to Consultation on the Department 

of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation & Science Statement of Strategy 

2021 – 2023  

 

A strong and balanced national research and innovation ecosystem is essential to deliver 

jobs, prosperity and quality of life, and to generate the breakthroughs and the 

understanding needed to respond to challenges ahead, including climate change, 

digitalisation and future pandemic preparedness.  

 

Ireland has achieved much in the last 20 years in research and innovation. It is now a pivotal 

time to strengthen our commitment by investing in the next phase of growth. The creation 

of the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation & Science is a 

very important signal of national ambition in this area. We greatly welcome this 

consultation on the Department’s Statement of Strategy 2021 – 2023, and recommend the 

following points for inclusion in the Statement:  

 

Recognise the Interdependency of Higher Education and Research & Development  

https://www.ucc.ie/en/hr/research/theodysseyprogrammeucc/
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An excellent national higher education system both supports and is supported by an 

excellent research and innovation system. The creation of the new Department allows 

strategic consideration of the synergies and interdependencies between the two, so that 

decisions are made that will benefit the whole and drive excellence.  

 

Increase Public Investment in R&D  

Current levels of public investment in research and development are not representative of a 

country that strives to be an innovation leader, and this is highlighted as a national 

weakness in our recent European Innovation Scorecard 1. A vital component of any national 

research and innovation system is adequate public investment in R&D. This will require all 

parts of the system to work together with the Department to build the case for support.  

 

Stimulate Increased Private Investment in R&D  

Ireland has one of the lowest rates of private investment in R&D in Europe, as captured in 

the 2020 European Innovation Scorecard. Increasing university-industry R&D collaboration 

will strengthen the innovation performance and productivity of enterprises in Ireland, 

expand the national R&D skills base and support Ireland to develop and commercially 

exploit new knowledge from around the world as well as our own intellectual property. A 

strategic approach is needed to increase business R&D investment, targeting both multi-

nationals and indigenous enterprises from all sectors and at all scales.  

 

Support a Balanced National R&D System  

There are many dimensions to a successful national system of research and innovation, and 

if appropriate balance is not maintained along each of these dimensions, gaps will appear 

and weaken the system overall. We must maintain balance between:  

• Fundamental discovery research that generates new ideas, develops talent in emerging 

areas and future-proofs the national system and applied research and innovation where 

discoveries are translated into economic and societal benefits.  
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Individual-led research that allows outstanding researchers to be confident that they can 

grow and develop their research careers in Ireland and collaborative research within 

centres that bring scale and visibility in broad areas of identified excellence and strategic 

significance.  

• AHSS and STEM disciplines, recognising also the constructive interplay between these 

categories.  

• Supports at different stages of the researcher journey, including PhD students, early-

career researchers and established researchers.  

 

Enhance Ireland’s Research Infrastructure  

The quality of our research infrastructure is a prerequisite for maintaining international 

competitiveness, for leveraging the capability of the existing national research base and for 

attracting world-leading faculty to our system. This includes buildings, equipment, staffing 

and the infrastructure required to support certain system requirements such as research 

data management and open access. A future PRTLI cycle, as committed to in Project 2040, is 

paramount to providing a sustainable and strategic programme for the development of 

existing and new research infrastructure programmes.  

 

Maximise National Success in Horizon Europe and other International Research 

Collaborations  

The challenges we face in Ireland and globally require an ever more integrated global 

response. International research collaboration through EU programmes such as Horizon 

2020 has provided an essential platform for Ireland’s research community to develop 

significant and high impact international research. Competition for EU and other 

international research programmes is likely to grow in the coming years, and national 

strategies to increase or sustain the income from these programmes will require specific 

national mechanisms, with synergies and complementarities between national and 

international funding instruments and targeted supports in areas of opportunity.  
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Maintain and Grow Bilateral Research and Innovation Relationships with the UK, including 

Northern Ireland  

For many decades Irish and UK HEIs have had a rich history of collaboration in education, 

research and innovation which has been underpinned by successive EU Research and 

Innovation Framework programmes, Erasmus and Structural Funds. It is now imperative 

that new bilateral funding mechanisms are established so that existing links can be 

maintained and strengthened between our two islands and on an all-island basis. These 

could be focused on supporting collaboration in areas of common interest such as, for 

example, agri-food; renewable energy/ climate action; health, cybersecurity/ AI; smart and 

creative cities; cultural heritage, manufacturing, social innovation and migration.  

Develop a National Advisory Structure in Research and Innovation  

To support all of the above it is imperative that a new national advisory structure for research 

and innovation be put in place, including representatives from higher education, enterprise, 

social organisations and government and its agencies. Such structures have served us very 

well at previous critical junctures in our national development in research and innovation, but 

have now been missing for some time. The role of the HEC in overseeing and supporting 

excellent research in autonomous, empowered higher education institutions is also very 

important, and must be reflected in the upcoming legislation. 

 
 1 https://ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/policy/innovation/scoreboards_en   
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Aitken, Tristen. 

Director of Human Resources, S.I.R.C. & Legal Affairs, UCD 

 

Brief response to questions posed for DFHERIS statement of strategy. 

  

1. How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the of the Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be 

enhanced?  

  

2. What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate 

to meet those challenges? 

 

In general, the university sector could easily be personified as the poor cousins across the 

whole of the department’s remit with respect to their disproportionate fiscal status, influence 

on decision making and their own individual institutional autonomy. The strategic needs and 

outlook of the universities fall behind the voice of the teachers’ representation. Lack of 

proportionate influence is witnessed across matters of development of policy and 

practices.   Examples of such are lack of consultation in FTWA legislation development and 

wage agreement negotiations. Significant detrimental impact on our people and outputs 

results ensue from our lack of a seat at the table when it matters.  A continuous level of 

frustration exists as we continue to operate in an environment where we are hindered by 

misunderstanding of the university strategically and operational needs and a lack of any real 

sense of genuine engagement. 

Some matters for highlight follow: 

Employment Rights for those employed via research funding. 

 The department and other educational funding agencies should have stronger 

collaborative relationships which extends to a holistic approach to those who do the 
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work funded under specific research projects. A focused approach on anticipating, 

aligning on, and resolving people issues could be enabled if there was better co-

ordination.   Presently employment rights for different types of workers are not given 

due consideration.  A greater amount of inter-organisational could offer better 

practices (solutions) and avoid less ER time at individual case level within individual 

universities. 

 A particular example of this is the matter of maternity leave for Researchers and how 

this was recently handled in UCD - pausing research when on paid leave and having 

funding in place on their return to complete the research (even if their contracts have 

ended). 

 

Hourly Paid Reform. 

 Sectoral recognition of the numbers of individuals employed on this basis and 

counting those who serve the organisation in this way as part of our numbers would 

be desirable. 

 Within UCD, this has built momentum as a Postgraduate voiced concern, but it is 

broader than just postgraduate hourly paid employees.  

 Importance of differentiation between students (tutors and demonstrators) and other 

roles 

 Other roles are primarily working in the teaching space – note the comment above re 

developing teaching only roles below.  The other big issue is with formalisation of 

hourly roles there are obligations around terms and conditions of employment – 

pension; pay etc. 

 

Teaching Related Roles – Pathway. 

 Sectoral formalisation of teaching only roles/ pathway 

  

Diversity of roles including hybrid roles that require approvals. 
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 Typically, the roles in the university sector are categorised at high level of academic 

and non- academic, core funded or not etc. 

There is a lack of understanding on the greater detail of what mix of roles are required 

to lead and deliver in a university. 

 Hybrid type roles are needed for our organisation and such roles do not easily map to 

or merge with the traditional civil service style structures.  

 Our current scales do not provide the flexibility for evolving roles. To progress 

appropriately we need a more informed and efficient engagement with the 

Department for approval of new posts.  Though we are public service, we are not the 

civil service and the solution is not to have people non-scale. 

  

Information flow issues: late communications, delay in responding to queries seeking 

clarification. 

Overall, it would be ideal if the relevant staff from the Department would meet with us 

regularly so that we could work together in a better way which would be mutually beneficial. 

We experience the following issues: 

 Frequent longer than useful response times on queries. 

 Very late notice on authorisation on pay increases. 

 PSSA type arrangements with insufficient detail and difficult to get responses/clarity 

or to know where to go to get it. 

 

Process clarity (voluntary redundancies) and university autonomy 

 The process for initiating a voluntary redundancies case could be greatly improved. 

Facilitation of VR at present is not as clear cut and simplified as is should be.  The 

universities should not have to seek approval in each instance of VR. 

  

Review of the Employee Control Framework 
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 The universities should have the authority to manage their headcount needs 

understanding that they are responsible to ensure they budget accordingly. The 

DPER/DES should not dictate the headcount ceilings as the targets set are arbitrary 

and not based on need. 

 

 

 

University College Dublin 

Dolores O’Riordan 

Vice President for Global Engagement University College Dublin’s (UCD) 

Submission from the Office of Global Engagement  

In the context of UCD’s Global Engagement Strategy, which is in turn aligned to UCD’s Rising 

to the Future Strategy 2020-2024, this submission identifies the challenges and actions 

required at a national level to support the delivery of our ambitious strategy. In terms of the 

priorities set out by Minister Harris in autumn 2020, this submission relates to the priority 

‘An International Island’.  

Context  

UCD is Ireland’s Global University. The student body in our Dublin campuses is 29 % 

international (~ 8,400 students in 2020) and 30% of UCD’s staff are international. Our global 

footprint includes 5 Global Centres in New York, Beijing, Dubai, New Delhi, and Kuala 

Lumpur. Over 30% of our alumni are overseas, living in 169 countries with 42 active 

chapters. We have 882 active international partnerships undertaking joint scholarly activity 

in 62 countries and UCD is unique worldwide, in having 3 Joint International Colleges in 

China with over 2,091 students registered in 2020. Our student mobility has increased by 

19% over the past 4 years and we are active participants in Erasmus+ programmes securing 

€13.3m in 2020. UCD is highly engaged in a number of international networks including 

Universitas 21, WUN, CAESAR and UNICA. In 2021, UCD has again topped the list as the 



531 
 
 

 

number one ranked university in Ireland, according to the latest US News and World 

Report's Best Global University Rankings.  

In relation to language competence, UCD’s English Language Academy offers a year-round 

English language school delivering short and long-term English language courses for 

international students. Consistent with the national Languages Connect Strategy, UCD is 

committed to providing opportunities for students to enhance their foreign language 

competence and associated cultural competence.  

UCD recently successfully delivered the ambition of its 2016-2020 Global Engagement 

Strategy and consistent with the University’s 2020 strategy ‘Rising to the Future’ has now 

embarked on the delivery of the global engagement strategy for 2021- 2024. The strategy 

focuses on two main objectives:  

 

1. Enable a Global Experience for All  

2. Enhance Global Impact  

 

The realisation of the deliverables associated with these objectives will be very dependent 

on deepening and expanding our international partnerships and network activity and 

providing mobility opportunities to the entire UCD community. 

To rise to the challenge of delivering UCD’s global engagement strategy, actions identified 

that need to be addressed at a national level are listed below.  

Recommendations  

1) Develop a national global engagement strategy supporting the ambition for Ireland to be 

a recognised leader in i. international education, ii. research addressing key global societal 

challenges where Ireland already has key strengths (e.g., Sustainable nutritious food for all), 

and iii. teaching of English as a foreign language, each delivered by citizens with honed 

intercultural competences.  

 

2) Enhance the promotion of Ireland as a scholarly hub and a place of employment 

opportunities to attract international students, faculty, and researchers. Significant 
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investment is required to establish ‘Brand Ireland’ overseas and demonstrate the unique 

selling points of studying and researching in Ireland. This should be done in conjunction with 

Higher Education Institutes, recognising that the level of global engagement varies 

significantly across the sector. Priority should be given to institutes most engaged in Global 

activities and best positioned to realise the opportunities of Ireland’s promotion.  

 

3) Establish a funding mechanism to support collaborative research between Irish 

Universities and Non-EU Universities in areas of national strategic importance. Many 

countries provide national funding to support international research partnerships. Ireland is 

less attractive as a partner as we do not have a mechanism (with some very limited 

exceptions) to draw on matching funds to establish strategic partnerships of mutual benefit.  

 

4) Further enhance financial supports for mobility for the HEI community. Mobility is 

important in achieving Global citizenship but for many the cost of mobility is prohibitive. 

Establish more robust national data on inward and outward mobility to underpin our 

ambition.  

 

5) Ensure a government interdepartmental/multi-agency approach to policy development. 

A multi-stakeholder approach is essential and should include The Department of Further 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation & Science, Department of Justice and Equality, 

Department of Foreign Affairs, Department of Business Enterprise and Innovation.  

Engagement with IDA, IBEC, Chambers of commerce etc is also required.  

 

6) Build on the recent advances to enable more efficient visa systems for students, 

researchers, visiting teachers and faculty. Current visa issuing practices and regulations can 

impact negatively on ability to attract international scholars.  

 

7) Promote Ireland as a destination for English Language teaching and re-examine the 

regulations governing the recognition of English Language Teaching Organisations and the 

accreditation of English Language Education in Ireland.  
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8) Consistent with Ireland’s ‘Languages Connect Policy’ further promote the benefit of 

language acquisition and resource the teaching of languages to facilitate high quality small 

group teaching.  

 

 

 

Údarás na Gaeltachta 

Susan Ní Churnáin 
Oifigeach Pleanála agus Forbairt Eacnamaíochta 
 

Moltaí ó Údarás na Gaeltachta i leith athbhreithniú Réimse Straitéise na Roinne 

Breisoideachais agus Ardoideachais, Taighde, Nuálaíochta agus Eolaíochta 2021-2023 

Fáiltíonn Údarás na Gaeltachta (An tÚdarás) roimh an deis seo ár dtuairimí agus moltaí a 

roinnt le baill na Roinne mar chuid den phróiseas comhairliúchán poiblí atá tosaithe i dtaca 

leis an athbhreithniú atá ar bun acu i ngeall ar Ráiteas Straitéise 2021-2023.  Tréaslaíonn muid 

leis An Roinn Breisoideachais agus Ardoideachais, Taighde, Nuálaíochta agus Eolaíochta as an 

tionscnamh athbhreithnithe seo a riaradh agus táimid ag súil go mbeidh deis againn páirt 

ghníomhach a ghlacadh i bhfeidhmiú na moltaí a thiocfaidh in inmhe mar thoradh ar an 

gcomhairliúchán poiblí seo.  

1.0 Údarás na Gaeltachta - Cúlra agus Comhthéacs Straitéiseach 

 

Eagraíocht forbartha stáit is ea Údarás na Gaeltachta ar a bhfuil freagracht reachtúil i dtaca le 

forbairt chomhlánach na Gaeltachta.  Tagraíonn an Ghaeltacht do na ceantair sin, a 

bhformhór lonnaithe ar chósta thiar na hÉireann, ina maireann an Ghaeilge fós mar ghnáth-

urlabhra an phobail áitiúil.   

Is don Roinn Ealaíon, Oidhreachta Gnóthaí Réigiúnacha, Tuaithe agus Gaeltachta atá an 

tÚdarás freagrach.   Mar chuid de chur chuige na heagraíochta, déantar infheistíocht i réimse 
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leathan do bheartais fhorbartha ar a n-áirítear:  forbairt a dhéanamh ar an mbunsraith 

fhostaíochta agus fhiontraíochta; idirghabháil a mhaoiniú agus a reáchtáil i dtaca le tograí 

agus tionscadail forbartha pobail agus áitiúil; agus tionscnaimh mhaoinithe agus forbartha a 

bhaineann leis an bpróiseas pleanála teanga sa Ghaeltacht a bhfuil mar aidhm acu an Ghaeilge 

a chaomhnú, a chosaint agus a fhorbairt mar theanga phobail.   

 

Tá straitéis forbartha na heagraíochta ar fáil ag www.udaras.ie agus tá na cúraimí reachtúla 

faoina bhfuil An tÚdarás ag feidhmiú sonraithe sna forálacha a eascraíonn ó Acht na Gaeltacht 

(2012). 

2.0 Infheistíocht i Scileanna agus Oideachas sa Ghaeltacht 

Tá forbairt, maoiniú agus bainistiú tionscnaimh straitéiseacha oiliúna agus traenála bun-

riachtanach sa chur chuige forbartha sin atá á chleachtadh ag an Údarás ó na 1970’aidí i leith.  

Feictear dúinn go bhfuil an infheistíocht a dhéantar i réimse forbartha na scileanna agus na 

gcáilíochtaí mar bhun-phrionsabal i gcur chuige forbartha atá comhtháite agus cuimsitheach 

ina bhfuil forbairt an duine agus na bpobal mar chroí-lár d’fheidhmiú na straitéise. 

Tá infheistíocht shuntasach déanta le blianta fada i réimse leathan cláir oibre atá dírithe ar 

sprioc ghrúpaí áirithe foghlama a bhfuil riachtanais ar leith acu sa gheilleagair áitiúil.  Tá 

éabhlóid agus forbairt tagtha ar na tionscnaimh oiliúna seo mar fhreagra ar na mór-athraithe 

atá tagtha i bhfeidhm ar na struchtúir shocheacnamaíochta, ar na deiseanna nua fostaíochta 

agus i bhfianaise na bpolasaithe stát atá tagtha chun cinn le linn na tréimhse sin.   

I measc na sprioc ghrúpaí a raibh freastal leanúnach déanta orthu tá mic léinn bunscoile agus 

iarbhunscoile; ábhair phrintísigh; fiontraithe nua ag iarraidh gnóthaí a bhunú; rannpháirtithe 

páirteach i scéimeanna foghlama fad saoil agus cúrsaí dírithe ar an oideachas aosaigh; 

comhlachtaí móra agus Fiontair Bheaga agus Meánmhéide (FBM); agus mic léinn fochéimithe 

agus iarchéimithe. 

Rinneadh infheistíocht freisin i dtionscnaimh eile forbartha, Skillsnet san áireamh, atá ag 

soláthar seirbhísí oiliúna agus traenála sna ceantair éagsúla Ghaeltachta.  Infheistíodh freisin 

http://www.udaras.ie/


535 
 
 

 

i mbainistiú agus i gcomhordú réimse leathan do thograí forbartha agus oiliúna i réimse an 

gheilleagair shóisialaigh, an SST (Scéim Shóisialta Tuaithe), Jobsbridge, scéimeanna 

Fostaíochta Pobail san áireamh.  Tá na hidirghabháil seo dírithe ar uasghrádú agus ar fhorbairt 

scileanna nua, ar bheartais a dhíríonn orthu siúd atá ar an imeall agus scoite amach ó 

mhargadh na fostaíochta, agus orthu siúd atá gan post nó i mbaol a bheith dífhostaithe sa 

Ghaeltacht. 

 

Is i dtaca le riaradh agus maoiniú na hidirghabhála seo a bhí an infheistíocht dírithe sna réimsí 

oiliúna agus traenála sin.  Chomh maith leis sin, tugadh faoi fhorbairtí institiúideacha ar 

bhunús páirtnéireachta a raibh d’aidhm acu tionscnaimh shainiúla a cheapadh agus a 

fheidhmiú a dhéanfadh freastal ar shaibhreas na n-acmhainní áitiúla Ghaeltachta a raibh 

poitéinseal forbartha ag baint leo.  Is trí chomhpháirtíocht le leithéid Institiúid Teicneolaíochta 

Phort Láirge, le hInstitiúid Teicneolaíochta na Gaillimhe-Maigh Eo, le hOllscoil Chathair Bhaile 

Átha Cliath, agus le hOllscoil na hÉireann, Gaillimh, mar shampla, gur éirigh linn réimse 

leathan cúrsaí agus tionscnaimh a mhaoiniú agus a reáchtáil ar mhaithe le cuspóirí forbartha 

straitéiseacha na Gaeltachta. 

2.1 Cleachtais Comhoibrithe agus Bunús na Comhpháirtíochta 

I rith an ama, agus i measc na réimsí éagsúla gníomhaíochta luaite roimhe seo, bhí ár gcur 

chuige agus cleachtas bunaithe ar chomhoibriú agus obair comhpháirtíochta leis na heagrais 

stáit agus poiblí sin a raibh sainchúram orthu i ngeall ar sholáthar agus maoiniú beartais 

oiliúna agus oideachais.  San áireamh anseo anois tá Solas, na Boird Oiliúna agus Oideachais 

(BOO), Bord Iascaigh Mhara (BIM), agus Fáilte Ireland.  Freisin, leagadh béim ar chúrsaí agus 

idirghabháil eile a bhí dírithe ar ghnóthaí príobháideacha, ar na struchtúir forbartha pobail 

agus fiontair áitiúil agus ar na heagrais forbartha áitiúla. 

3.0 Moltaí sonracha i ngeall ar Réimse Straitéise 2021-2023: 

Ag tógáil ar mhúnla na straitéise 2019-2021 agus ar na spriocanna a bhí leagtha amach ann ó 

thaobh fhís na Roinne maidir le feidhmiú na straitéise agus na haidhmeanna mar a bhí leagtha 
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síos a bhaint amach, tacaíonn an tÚdarás leis na mianta sin ag féachaint chun cinn agus ag 

tagairt do na 5 sprioc atá sonraithe sa straitéis atá ag teacht chun críche, siad sin: 

1. Córas oideachais agus oiliúna a fhreagraíonn na heasnaimh agus na huaillmhian do 

gach foghlaimeoir  

2. Dul chun cinn suntasach a dhéanamh le freastal ar chohórt na ndaoine atá faoi 

míbhuntáiste nuair a thagann sé go dtí an t-oideachas trí tacú leo ar a n-aistear 

foghlama 

3. Tacú agus fearastú a dhéanamh ar lucht soláthair le déanamh cinnte de go bhfuil na 

scileanna cuí acu chun freastal ar na riachtanais agus eispéireas maith a thabhairt don 

bhfoghlaimeoir.  

4. Dul chun cinn a dhéanamh maidir leis an gcaidreamh a láidriú idir an t-oideachas agus 

an pobal, an tsochaí agus an eacnamaíocht. 

5. Ról ceannaireachta a ghlacadh chun seachadadh a dhéanamh ar treoir straitéiseach 

agus córais thacaíochta i gcomhair le príomhpháirtithe leasmhara. 

 

Tá sé mar mhian ag an Údarás go leanfaí leis na spriocanna seo ag dul isteach sa chéad 

thréimhse eile feidhmaíochta agus cur leo más féidir. Os rud é nach bhfuil aon phlé pháipéar 

foilsithe maidir leis na spriocanna atá in intinn na Roinne don tréimhse romhainn, glacfaimid 

leis go bhfuil sibh oscailte glacadh le moltaí agus spriocanna breise ó na páirtithe leasmhara.  

 

4.0 Tacaíocht Fhisiciúil ó Údarás na Gaeltachta: 

Maidir le cad gur féidir leis an Údarás a thairiscint don Roinn mar thacaíocht agus na cúrsaí 

oiliúna agus oideachais seo á bhfeidhmiú agus á maoiniú trasna na tíre tá roinnt rudaí gur 

féidir linn tacú libh chun iad a chur i bhfeidhm.  I gcás na Gaeltachta de agus sa chás is go 

bhfuil mianta ag An Roinn le hionaid a úsáid le cuspóirí cianfhoghlama a sholáthar tá gréasán 

GTeic de chuid an Údaráis ar fáil ina bhfuil spásanna oiliúna, ceangal leathanbhanda d’ardluais 

mar aon le háiseanna físchomhdhála, rud a fhágann gur féidir cúrsaí a sholáthar ar bhonn 

cianfhoghlama agus gur féidir freastal ar líon níos mó rannpháirtithe i gcásanna áirithe freisin. 
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Tá gréasán de 31 GTeic á fhorbairt fud fad na Gaeltachta agus tá riar acu sin atá réidh le húsáid 

ag an am seo (féach www.udaras.ie). 

 

5.0 Ról Lucht Tionscail agus na nGnóthaí i bhforbairt na réimsí nua: 

 

Moladh mar chuid d’fheidhmiú na straitéise Straitéis Náisiúnta i bhForbairt Scileanna – 2025 

[Ireland’s National Skills Strategy – 2025] (foilseacháin de chuid na Roinne Oideachais agus 

Scileanna), gur cheart go mbeadh ábhar na printíseachta nua atá le forbairt dírithe ar na sain-

riachtanais atá aitheanta ag lucht forbartha tionsclaíoch agus gnó – “[…] to expansion of 

industry and apprentice participation and new industry-led apprenticeships” (lth., 58)   

 

Tá An tÚdarás ag déanamh an chomhordú seo le fostóirí agus lucht fiontraithe sa Ghaeltacht 

chun scagadh a dhéanamh ar na sain-riachtanais agus an t-eolas seo a fhorbairt mar acmhainn 

sa bpleanáil atá le déanamh ag leibhéal náisiúnta i gcomhar leis na forais stáit chuí. 

 

6.0 Anailís ar Riachtanais Forbartha Scileanna agus Oideachais sa Ghaeltacht: 

Tá sain-riachtanais oiliúna agus oideachais a bhaineann go dlúth le forbairt na bpobal 

Gaeltachta gur gá aird ar leith a thabhairt orthu sna hidirghabháil a eascróidh as feidhmiú na 

straitéise nua scileanna atá faoi chaibidil.  Tá forbairt na scileanna seo sa Ghaeltacht 

tábhachtach mar ghníomh ar leith oideachais agus forbartha daonna.   

Aithnítear freisin, go bhfuil forbairt agus maoiniú na dtionscnamh seo fíor-thábhachtach do 

chur chuige forbartha níos iomláine a chuimsíonn na deiseanna agus na dúshláin fhorbartha 

a bhaineann leis an nGaeltacht mar cheantar sainiúil forbartha.  Is bunchloch é an clár 

forbartha scileanna ar a dtógfar cláir infheistíochta i gcomhar le gnóthaí príobháideacha agus 

fiontair phobail amach anseo.  Moltar anseo gur gá na riachtanais oiliúna, traenála agus 

oideachais seo a bheith lárnach in aon chur chuige nua réigiúnach agus náisiúnta a leagfaidh 

amach na tosaíochtaí maoinithe agus na cuspóirí forbartha straitéiseacha don chéad 

thréimhse phleanála eile atá luaite leis an athbhreithniú agus an cur chuige straitéiseach nua 

atá beartaithe i ngeall ar fhorbairt na printíseachta. 
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Moltar cur chuige comhpháirtíochta idir na Boird Oiliúna agus Oideachais chuí (BOO), SOLAS, 

na hInstitiúidí Tríú Leibhéal, An tÚdarás um Ard-Oideachas agus Údarás na Gaeltachta i gcur 

le chéile agus feidhmiú chláir oiliúna sa Ghaeltacht, ar a n-áirítear: 

- iniúchadh agus cíoradh cruinn a dhéanamh ar na riachtanais fhorbartha, scileanna 

agus traenála i measc na gcomhlachtaí agus na ngnóthaí sin atá áirithe mar chliaint de 

chuid an Údaráis.   Tabharfaidh sé seo léargas leanúnach ar na riachtanais scileanna 

sna gnóthaí seo agus cabhróidh sé le pósadh a dhéanamh idir dhaoine áitiúla atá ar 

thóir na fostaíochta agus na deiseanna fostaíochta a thiocfaidh chun cinn i measc 

ghnóthaí áitiúla.  Tá béim ar leith le cur ar rogha na printíseachta mar chuid den gcur 

chuige seo chun scileanna a fhorbairt a thagann leis na deiseanna fostaíochta áitiúla. 

 

- go mbeadh aontú idir na BOO agus An tÚdarás i ngeall ar straitéis a chumadh a 

dhéanfaidh freastal ar earnáil na n-iarbhunscoileanna sa Ghaeltacht ar bhealach a 

chabhróidh le cumasú agus treisiú na n-iarrachtaí sin i dtaca le cur chun cinn na 

printíseachta  ar bhealach a dhéanfaidh freastal ar na riachtanais forbartha 

fiontraíochta aitiúla agus réigiúnacha 

 

- go n-aontóidh na BOO agus An tÚdarás ar phlean forbartha foghlama fadsaoil do na 

ceantair éagsúla Ghaeltachta a chuirfidh infheistíocht, maoin agus comhairle ar fáil i 

dtaca le forbairt a dhéanamh ar an acmhainn shóisialta, ar an gcaipiteal daonna agus 

ar shaibhriú na scileanna riachtanacha comhaimseartha agus a thacóidh le daoine 

bóthar na fostaíochta nó uasghrádú scileanna a thógáil orthu féin 

 

- go ndéanfaí scrúdú ar na deiseanna chun acmhainn ‘ar líne’ a fhorbairt a thabharfaidh 

deis d’fhiontair agus do ghnóthaí áitiúla na deiseanna fostaíochta a thiocfaidh chun 

cinn a fhógairt go háitiúil.  Chomh maith leis seo, go mbeidh deis ag daoine áitiúla clárú 

leis an tseirbhís chéanna agus a gcuid sonraí ó thaobh taithí oibre agus cáilíochtaí a 

chur ar fáil.  Beidh na sonraí seo, ach an cur chuige a bheith aontaithe, ar fáil d’eagrais 

agus d’institiúidí oideachais agus forbartha a bheidh ag soláthar cúrsaí agus 
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tionscnaimh oiliúna.  Beidh fáil orthu freisin ag na gnóthaí sin atá ag iarraidh daoine a 

earcú. 

 

-  go mbreathnófaí ar na deiseanna atá ann laistigh de struchtúr maoinithe agus 

scéimeanna tacaíochta Údarás um Ard-Oideachas chun a chinntiú go bhfuil soláthar 

oideachais trí Ghaeilge curtha ar fáil sa Ghaeltacht a fhreagraíonn do riachtanais agus 

d’éileamh aitheanta sa Ghaeltacht agus sa bhealach sin go bhféadfaí lántairbhe a bhaint 

as an infheistíocht atá déanta thar tréimhse in áiseanna agus infrastruchtúr atá 

forbartha le tacaíocht institiúidí stáit éagsúla, Údarás na Gaeltachta ina measc, sa 

Ghaeltacht. 

7.0 Léiriú ar chuid de na Riachtanais Oiliúna ar bhunús earnála 

Luaitear sa Straitéis Forbairt Scileanna go bhforbrófar printíseachtaí nua in earnáil 

Teicneolaíocht an Eolais, in earnáil na Déantúsaíochta agus in earnáil na hInnealtóireachta.  

Táthar ag moladh anseo go mbreathnófaí freisin ar na deiseanna forbartha atá sain-aitheanta 

mar acmhainn forbartha sa Ghaeltacht. 

Tá riachtanais áirithe oiliúna in earnálacha ar leith sa Ghaeltacht go bhfuil gá linn de scileanna 

ábhartha a fhorbairt dóibh chun a chinntiú go dtiocfaidh fás agus forbairt ar an bhfostaíocht 

sna hearnálacha gnó sin.   

Luaitear ach go háirithe anseo na deiseanna atá ann chun forbairt a dhéanamh ar: 

 

7.1 Earnáil na meán/na meán digiteach agus earnáil na teicneolaíochta faisnéise agus 

cumarsáide (ICT): 

Tá tábhacht ar leith ag baint leis an earnáil seo d’fhorbairt na Gaeltachta agus tá comhlachtaí 

léiriúcháin, seirbhís iarléiriúcháin, fotheidealú, stiúideo léiriúcháin agus áiseanna forbartha 

scileanna ag feidhmiú ar fud na Gaeltachta.  

I measc na scileanna a meastar gur gá tuilleadh forbartha a dhéanamh orthu sna hearnálacha 

seo, tá: 
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 Scileanna d’earnáil na gcluichí 

 Scileanna i bhforbairt bogearraí 

 Scileanna ríomhchlárúcháin  

 Scileanna i ngrafaicí   

 Scileanna anamúlachta 

 Scileanna i bhforbairt/léiriú/stiúrú cláir 

 Scileanna taighde & forbartha & tacaíochtaí ábhartha 

 Scileanna gnó/fiontraíochta i gcomhar le réimsí cruthaitheacha 

 Scileanna i litearthacht na meán 

 Scileanna i litearthacht digiteach 

 Scileanna i margaíocht digiteach 

 Scileanna i bhfoilsiú ar-líne 

 

7.2 Earnálacha bunaithe ar acmhainní nádúrtha - Earnáil na Mara - Dobharshaothrú 

(Feamainn san áireamh) agus earnáil an Bhia; Earnáil an Fhuinnimh In-Athnuaite: 

Tá cuid mhór den Ghaeltacht ag síneadh le cósta agus fágann sé sin go bhfuil acmhainní mara 

an-tábhachtach mar fhoinse fostaíochta agus ioncaim. Tá an t-uisceshaothrú agus próiseáil 

éisc á gcur chun cinn ag an Údarás mar earnálacha straitéiseacha forbartha áitiúla. Tá 

deiseanna forbartha agus fostaíochta ag baint le réimse leathan gníomhaíochta, idir phróiseáil 

bhiamara, fhás éisc eiteacha, fhás sliogéisc, phróiseáil feamainne agus taighde ar speicis nua. 

Moltar tionscnaimh oideachais agus oiliúna a fhorbairt do gach leibhéal cáilíochtaí, 

feidhmiúcháin agus bainistíochta ionas gur féidir forbairt a dhéanamh ar an earnáil i gcoitinne. 

Le comhlánú na ndeiseanna forbartha agus fostaíochta san earnáil bhia agus earnáil na mara 

tá gá ar leith le forbairt a dhéanamh ar Thaighde agus Forbairt trí thaighdeoirí a chumasú ag 

leibhéal máistreachta agus PhD.   

Ó thaobh na hearnála dobharshaothraithe tá easpa scileanna agus cáilíochtaí ach go háirithe 

ag leibhéil 6 agus 7 den Chreat Náisiúnta Cáilíochtaí agus is gá idirghabháil a thionscnamh 

anseo. 
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Tá gá le forbairt a dhéanamh ar réimse leathan scileanna do dhaoine atá ag saothrú sna 

hearnálacha seo. Tá gá ar leith le forbairt a dhéanamh ar scileanna gnó do dhaoine a bhfuil sé 

i gceist acu dul ar aghaidh chuig leibhéal bainistíochta sna hearnálacha seo nó dul i mbun 

fiontair nua.  Is minic a bhíonn scileanna maithe teicniúla ar fáil ach easpa scileanna 

bainistíochta agus gnó.  Táthar ag moladh iniúchadh a dhéanamh ar na deiseanna chun 

printíseachtaí ar leith a fhorbairt don earnáil seo. 

 

 

7.3 Soláthar Oiliúna agus Infreastruchtúr: 

Moltar go mbeadh aontú idir na BOOs, na hInstitiúidí Tríú Leibhéal agus An tÚdarás maidir le 

háiseanna agus infreastruchtúr oiliúna agus oideachais a chur ar fáil i ngach ceantar 

Gaeltachta.  Tá sé tábhachtach go mbeadh áiseanna ar fáil i ngach ceantar a chabhróidh le 

reáchtáil na dtionscnamh seo go háitiúil. 

Is gá go mbeadh struchtúr na n-institiúidí dírithe ar dhaoine atá lonnaithe sna ceantair iargúlta 

atá scoite amach agus gur deacair don phobal áitiúil freastal ar an soláthar oiliúna tríd an 

gnáthchóras.  Tá gá le níos mó cúrsaí atá curtha ar fáil ar bhunús cianfhoghlama, go háirithe i 

dtaca le tionscnaimh foghlama fadsaoil.  Moltar, ach go háirithe go mbeidh: 

 cúrsaí ar fáil trí Ghaeilge do phobal na Gaeltachta 

 rochtain níos fearr ar chianfhoghlaim (rud atá thar a bheith dúshlánach nuair nach 

bhfuil fáil go minic ar sheirbhís cheart leathanbhanda) 

 áiseanna taighde agus foghlama curtha ar fáil tríd na struchtúir áitiúla  

 go ndíreofar ar na dúshláin a bhaineann le heaspa leathanbhanda i gcuid mhór do 

na ceantair seo 

 

Moltar freisin, go mbeadh aontú idir na BOO, na hInstitiúidí Tríú Leibhéal agus An tÚdarás 

maidir le cur chuige coitianta chun cinnte a dhéanamh de go bhfuil leordhóthain soláthar de 

chúrsaí agus beartais eile oiliúna curtha ar fáil trí Ghaeilge agus go mbeadh na riachtanais 
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agus na deiseanna forbartha seo aitheanta mar chuid dílis d’fhorbairt phleananna forbartha 

áitiúla agus mar thacaíocht d’fheidhmiú forálacha Acht na Gaeltachta (2012). 

Mar chuid den iarracht seo, is fiú na Fóraim atá molta chun droichead a thógáil idir na 

geallsealbhóirí éagsúla sna hearnálacha seo, na ranna Stáit cuí, na háisíneachtaí forbartha, 

ionadaithe tionsclaíocha agus ó na háisíneachtaí oideachais a thógáil san áireamh chun na 

riachtanais a bheidh ag an earnáil ó thaobh na fostaíochta de a aithint agus chun na treochtaí 

idirnáisiúnta a aithint in am.  Cabhróidh sé seo leis an réamhphleanáil agus le cinntiú go 

bhfuiltear réidh le dul i ngleic leis na dúshláin agus na deiseanna a aimsiú agus a chomhlánú. 

Cabhróidh sé seo freisin le cinntiú go bhfuil na hinstitiúidí oideachais ag freastal ar riachtanais 

an mhargaidh fostaíochta. 

7.4 Gréasáin Scileanna agus Fóraim Nua Réigiúnacha: 

I bhfianaise a bhfuil molta sa cháipéis seo, moltar go ndéanfaí tuilleadh cuimsiú agus beachtú 

ar na téarmaí tagartha faoin a bhfuil na fóraim nua réigiúnacha sin a bheidh ag déanamh 

freastal ar cheantair Ghaeltachta ag feidhmiú.   Chinnteodh sin go mbeadh béim ar leith ar na 

riachtanais fhorbartha scileanna agus oideachais Gaeltachta a bhaineann leis na pobail, leis 

an infreastruchtúr oideachais áitiúil ag gach leibhéal agus leis na gnóthaí áitiúla ar a bhfuil an 

bhunsraith fhiontraíochta áitiúil tógtha. 

Tá ról fíorthábhachtach anseo do na Fóraim a chabhróidh ar bhunús céimiúil, córasach le 

feidhm, chomh iomlán agus is féidir, a thabhairt do straitéis forbartha Údarás na Gaeltachta 

agus d’fheidhmiú forálacha Acht na Gaeltachta (2012) chomh fada agus a bhaineann le 

forbairt agus pleanáil pobail agus teanga de.  

Moltar go n-úsáidfear na fóraim seo le go mbeidh struchtúr éifeachtach ann le cabhrú leis na 

geallsealbhóirí ar fad sa réigiún tacú lena chéile i dtreo is go mbeidh fáil ar na scileanna atá ag 

teastáil ó fhostóirí agus atá riachtanach do shochaí nua-aimseartha.  

Moltar freisin, go ndéanfar ceangal docht, daingean idir an Fóram Réigiúnach Scileanna agus 

na fóraim réigiúnacha atá bunaithe i dtaca leis an bPlean-Gníomh don Fhostaíocht (Action 

Plan for Jobs) ionas gur féidir na riachtanais a aithint agus gníomhú dá réir. 
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Mar fhocal scoir, ba mhaith linn ár dtiomantas agus spéis i leith uasghrádú scileanna agus cur 

chun cinn deiseanna breise oideachais sa Ghaeltacht agus ár gcomhoibriú i dtaca le forbairt 

agus feidhmiú na straitéise laistigh dár gcumhachtaí agus réimse feidhme a dhearbhú agus ba 

mhaith linn an deis a fháil san am cuí ár gcuid tuairimí agus cur chuige a phlé libh amach anseo. 
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 Submission to Department of Further & Higher Education, Research, Innovation & Science 

Public Consultation on Statement of Strategy 2021 - 2023  

 

Introduction  

The Union of Students in Ireland (Aontas na Mac Léinn in Éirinn) is the national 

representative body for third-level Students’ Unions in Ireland. Founded in 1959, USI now 

represents more than 374,000 students in over thirty colleges across the island of Ireland. 

The goal of USI is to work for the rights of students and a fair and equal third-level education 

system in Ireland.  

 

USI is a full member of the European Students’ Union (ESU) which represents students from 

46 National Students’ Unions in 39 countries.  

 

USI Response to Strategy Consultation  

The creation of the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation & 

Science has so far proven to be an important development for the sector. The Department 

and the Minister have continuously spoken about the clear need for partnership, which USI 
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welcomes but this needs to be followed by clear and concrete actions. USI welcomes the 

opportunity to feed into the development of this strategy.  

 

The Department has asked specific questions in relation to policy development and focus 

however, as the Department has only formed quite recently, its' full scope and focus is yet 

to become clear. The initial emphasis articulated by the Minister on engagement with 

students, partnership and addressing the funding crisis within third level has been 

welcomed.  

 

Transformational Vision for Accessing Further and Higher Education  

The current National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030, which was published in 2011, 

outlines the vision for Higher Education. However, the landscape for Higher Education has 

changed dramatically since this report was first published. COVID-19 has progressed 

changes that would have otherwise taken a decade to achieve however, there is a need to 

review these developments, in partnership with students, to identify any negative impacts 

but also to concrete positive developments. Additionally, many of these developments will 

require additional structural and policy changes such as student representation for online 

courses. USI believes it is essential to conduct a review of this Strategy to ensure the goals 

for Higher Education are in line with the current landscape and that the measures are in 

place to support the sector meet those goals.  

 

USI believes there is a need to fully consider the impact of the Department’s funding policies 

for Higher Education Institutions. It is USI’s belief that the current funding strategy has 

resulted in HEIs operating like businesses rather than accessible and supportive places of 

learning. This has been shown through the rapidly increasing fees faced by international and 

postgraduate students and the student contribution charge, which is the highest in the 

European Union. The current funding model for Universities and the Technological Sector is 

steeped in inequality, particularly for Technological Universities. This coupled with a move 

towards competitive funding calls and top-slice funding arrangements has resulted in an 

extremely complex funding model. USI strongly believes there is a need for policy reform in 



545 
 
 

 

relation to funding policies to ensure students are not being used to plug a gap caused by a 

loss and/or change to Government funding policies.  

 

Need for Collaboration Across the Sector in Policy Development  

Many Government policies are not always complimentary of one another e.g. The National 

Access Plan is inhibited by inadequate policy within SUSI – no funding for part-time or online 

students etc. USI believes there is a need to look at the holistic aims of the Department and 

how this can be best supported by a range of complimentary policies. It is also important to 

be led by the experts in the area e.g. giving the National Forum for the Enhancement of 

Teaching & Learning the space to lead on the development of HE sector priorities/strategies 

around Teaching & Learning in collaboration with students, sector bodies etc.  

 

USI fears that lack of joint up-thinking leads to duplication of effort, or in some cases, areas 

being missed entirely. Student input into policy development is not always facilitated until 

formal consultation – if we’re to meet the Minister’s ambitions of being ‘the Department for 

Students’ then this culture needs to change. The process for policy development must 

include voices from all key stakeholders, including student and staff representatives.  

 

The recent challenges faced by student nurses & midwives, and other students working in 

healthcare settings serve to highlight the lack of collaboration taking place across 

Departments. If the Department is serious about supporting the successful participation of 

all sections of society in Further & Higher Education, then significant work must be 

undertaken alongside relevant Departments such as the Department of Housing, 

Department of Social Protection and Department of Health to support all students 

throughout their educational journey. Examples of issues that could be addressed 

interdepartmentally include the financial barriers that unpaid placements pose for students 

on relevant courses, and the lack of funding available to support students wishing to purse a 

Medical career through the Graduate Entry route  

Recommendations: 
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• Review of the National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030  

• Funding policy reform  

• Collaboration Across the Sector in Policy Development  

There are many challenges facing further and higher education in this new decade however 

many have been reinforced by the COVID-19 pandemic. USI believes particular focus is 

required to address these, some of which are challenges that have faced the sector for quite 

some time.  

 

Students at the heart of the Department  

The ongoing development of a Strategic Dialogue Process and National Student Partnership 

Agreement needs to be prioritised and viewed as a means of centring the role of students in 

development of all DFEHERIS policy.  

 

USI believes that the development of a National Student Partnership Agreement is essential 

to ensure student leaders across Third-Level Education are supported to represent students 

across their institution. This agreement will ensure that students have access to a 

democratic, autonomous and accountable representative body.  

 

USI believes this Agreement can form the basis of further essential development work to 

improve student engagement across sections of the sector e.g., Apprenticeship Voice, FET 

Student Engagement, HE Student Engagement & Partnership.  

 

The development of a Framework for Supporting Students’ Unions/Student Representation 

based on the Scottish Model1 is the beginning of a journey towards legal recognition for 

students’ union bodies. The development of independent and democratic student-led 

organisations will aid the enhancement of the tertiary sector by acting as ‘critical friends’ to 

their institutions and enabling colleges to develop robust quality and governance structures. 

USI believes this could also facilitate the establishment of more structured student 

representation in FET and Apprenticeships.  
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USI is engaged in conversations with FET Colleges Ireland around development of 

representation structures within the FET Sector. There is a clear want and need for 

structures which would enhance student voice in democratic representation and quality 

assurance processes. Government support for this would be welcomed.  

 

Recommendations:  

• Prioritising the development of the strategic dialogue and national student partnership 

agreement.  

• Support the further development of democratic representation within the Further 

Education & Training Sector  

• Development of a Framework for Supporting Students’ Unions/Student Representation 

with the longer-term goal of legal recognition for Students’ Union bodies.  

 

Definition and view of Access  

Many of the Department’s policies look to support widening participation in further and 

higher education however, this cannot be fully realised if the current methods of promoting 

and supporting broader access remain unchanged as they continue to address issues in 

isolation rather than tackling the systemic barriers facing students.. The need for 

collaboration during policy development has been outlined above which is one step in 

achieving this goal however, it is also important to acknowledge the impact of policy 

decisions on individual's ability to access education e.g., private market development of 

student accommodation.  

COVID-19 highlighted the importance of access routes and as a way of supporting entry to 

Higher Education for socially disadvantaged groups. Access policy must also aim to support 

these same students throughout their studies and as they transition out of Higher Education 

into employment and further study.  

The Department must also do more to remove barriers to education for many groups, 

particularly migrants, asylum seekers, undocumented people and those in Direct Provision 

who are required to pay non-EU fees. At present, HEIs provide support through Sanctuary 

scholarships, however scholarships provide access to Higher Education for only a small 
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number of students with varying entry requirements. USI believes there is a greater role for 

the Department to play in supporting access initiatives into higher education for migrants, 

asylum seekers, those who are undocumented and those within the Direct Provision system. 

The Department must also work with the Department of Justice to ensure students 

attending further and higher education do not receive deportation orders during their 

studies. Supports must be prioritised for students studying in Ireland and for them to gain 

employment once they graduate.  

USI applauds the different college-based access routes however these programmes must 

form part of an aligned national strategy to increase participation in Higher Education 

amongst socially disadvantaged groups, underpinned by effective financial, and practical 

supports. USI welcomes the recent announcement of the SUSI Review by the Minister, and 

looks forward to participating in this process. It is also of vital importance that other 

financial supports, such as Back to Education Allowance are considered as part of this 

review. Furthermore, the issues of parity of esteem must be addressed such as access to 

SUSI for students undertaking degrees in other types of institution e.g. FET colleges. Greater 

collaboration across the FET and HE sector would also be welcomed in order to develop 

clearer transition routes between both sectors.  

 

Recommendations:  

• Long-term supports for students entering through supported access routes.  

• Overhaul of financial supports available to students in third-level education including SUSI 

and Back to Education Allowance.  

• Allow migrants, asylum seekers, those who are undocumented and those within the Direct 

Provision system to qualify for the Free Fees Initiative and be eligible for EU fee rates and 

increase access supports and routes.  

• Work with the Department of Justice to prevent the deportation of students studying in 

Ireland.  
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Supporting Irish Language within Education  

Access to Education through Irish at third level is significantly lower than at primary or 

second level. Further investment is needed to provide more courses through Irish at third 

level, in order to meet the Official Languages Bill’s target of 20% proficiency of Irish amongst 

civil service recruits.  

The Department should provide support to HEIs to ensure they are compliant with the 

Official Languages Act 2003 in the provision of services through Irish to students e.g., writing 

support centres, counselling services, administration offices. This support will have to be 

coupled with reporting to ensure compliance.  

In relation to the Gaeltacht Grant for student teachers, DFHERIS should take responsibility 

for the costs associated with student teachers attending mandatory courses in the Gaeltacht 

as part of their degree. No other cohort of students are required to pay a fee to attend a 

mandatory placement nor does the Government have to provide a specific grant for them to 

do so. The responsibility for this payment should not lie with students or the reliance on a 

Government grant and DFHERIS should liaise with CONCOS and the Teaching Council to 

discuss how the placement can be funded permanently.  

Finally, students undertaking courses taught in English should have the right to undergo 

assessment through Irish as is the case in Wales 2.  

 

Recommendations:  

• Increase investment in Irish-medium courses at third level.  

• Support HEIs in providing services through Irish, in compliance with the Official Languages 

Act.  

• Move away from the Gaeltacht grant model to full Government funding of mandatory 

Gaeltacht placement for student teachers.  

• Support HEIs in allowing students to complete assessment through Irish on English 

language courses, in line with current practice in Wales.  

 

Postgraduate Rights and Precarious Work  
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The challenges facing many within the sector including postgraduate students, researchers 

and postdoctoral students need to be acknowledged and addressed. However, it is 

important that these are addressed in partnership with student and staff representative 

bodies alongside sectoral bodies. It is vital that the issues are not viewed or resolved in silos 

as each can have a knock-on impact on the other.  

One immediate step that can be taken is the development of a forum, with all key 

representatives present to identity the issues and pathways to solutions such as stipend 

increases and clarity on funding allocations.  

Recommendations:  

• Develop a consultative forum with sector agencies, representative bodies, students’ and 

trade unions and other key stakeholders to address issues impacting postgraduate students 

and early career researchers such as stipends and precarious work.  

 

Whole of system approach to well-being  

USI believes student wellbeing lies at the core of the college and learning experience. A 

student’s wellbeing can vary throughout the course of the academic term for various 

reasons, including financial hardship, feeling lonely and isolated, difficulty in making 

friendships, personal circumstances, underlying mental health or physical health difficulties, 

challenging course work and any other academic or welfare related struggles. It is therefore 

essential to make wellbeing initiatives and support services a top priority. A holistic 

approach to addressing student wellbeing is needed to fully understand the complexity of 

the matter, allowing us to understand social, emotional, academic, mental, sexual, physical, 

financial wellbeing.  

USI believes the current approach to wellbeing could further be enhanced if a whole of 

system approach is embedded and built upon through a cross-disciplinary structure. We 

strongly support and advocate for the Scottish Lancet Model3 to be implemented which 

encourages an integrated system of student mental health. This model addresses the layers 

to student mental health and strives to meet the student where they are at in their mental 

health journey. A cross-disciplinary approach allows for communication between campus 

wellbeing resources, on campus mental health and disability supports and further off 
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campus mental health services, which significantly enhances the effectiveness of support 

given to a student at a given time. It is worth noting that a wide range of professional 

services exist to support student mental health, such as counsellors, psychiatrists, mental 

health nurses, psychologists, disability support services, student health centres and on 

campus GP’s. It has also been identified that peer support, academic advisors, clubs, 

societies, extra-curricular initiatives support student mental health, through a pro-active 

preventative manner. USI welcomes the focus placed on supporting student mental health 

by the Minister and we believe there is scope to further enhance the area of well-being 

through expanding preventative measures, in addition to funding professional support 

services.  

Covid-19 has brought many additional challenges to student wellbeing and the third level 

education sector. It is important to ensure the student supports offered on campus are 

made available, accessible, well-resourced and adaptable in an online environment for 

students to use. USI believes student wellbeing best practices should become the minimum 

standard across all HEI’s to ensure all students have access to high quality support services 

that can offer guidance when difficulties arise.  

 

Recommendations:  

• Funding allocated to HEI’s to greater integration and cooperation between services, 

internally and externally.  

• Funding for mental health services to reduce waiting lists.  

• Sustainable annual core funding mental health, sexual health and physical healthcare 

services and facilities.  

• Funding supports for peer learning programmes, clubs, societies and extra-curricular 

initiatives  

• Implementation of the National Student Mental Health and Suicide Prevention 

Framework.  

• HEA and HEI’s should make student mental health a strategic priority.  
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Environment  

Higher Education Institutions play an important role in addressing climate change, 

supporting research and active citizenship. The Department should place an emphasis on 

strategic and actionable climate action within HEIs to positively contribute to reaching 

carbon neutrality by 2050.  

A focus on embedding active citizenship, environmental activism and the broader range of 

the sustainable development goals within the curriculum will ensure students and third level 

education communities can play a major role in meeting our climate action targets. Student 

representatives and key stakeholders such as the National Forum for the Enhancement of 

Teaching & Learning should be central to sectoral discussions on this area of work. Student 

representation should be facilitated in the Steering Group for the next Education for 

Sustainable Development strategy.  

 

Recommendations:  

• Support the tertiary sector to embed active citizenship, environmental activism and the 

Sustainable Development Goals in a meaningful way.  

• Ensure student representation is facilitated in the Steering Group for the next Education 

for Sustainable Development strategy.  

 

Conclusion  

USI looks forward to engaging with the Department of Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation and Science in the development of its’ inaugural strategy over the 

coming months. Given the relatively short time frame given for this initial consultation, USI 

would welcome the opportunity to engage in further discussion with the Minister, and 

Department officials on the points raised above.  

USI would also draw DFEHERIS’ attention towards the ‘Student Priorities for the New 

Government’ document4 which USI produced when the Department was initially formed 

and was presented to the Minister at our first meeting in July 2020. This document sets out 

several other key priorities from the student perspective which it would be important for 

the Department to be aware of.  
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1 Sparqs, ‘Framework for the Development of Strong and Effective College Students’ Associations in Scotland’, 2015. Available at < 
https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/7a7649_d3dbf66a8b114b9cb0ad8dfaa7ec2da4.pdf>, last viewed 18 December 2020.   
2 “Assessment in Welsh/Another Language, Swansea University/Prifysgol Abertawe. Available at < https://myuni.swansea.ac.uk/academic-
life/academic-regulations/assessment-and-progress/assessment-in-welsh-another-
language/?fbclid=IwAR0DNfvy8j89BeTS615kdW4TquPTm8BajeYSs2iiPTdVXyDrhg6o1ZvHNqM>, Last Accessed 18 December 2020.   
3 https://usi.ie/mentalhealthreport/   
4 Union of Students in Ireland, ‘Student Priorities for the New Government’, 2020. Available at < https://usi.ie/wp-
content/uploads/2020/07/Student-Priorities-for-the-Next-Government-Final.pdf>, last accessed 18 December 2020.   

 

 

 

 

 

University of Limerick 

 

University of Limerick 

 

Request for Submissions 

 

The Department of Further, Higher Education, Research, Innovation & Science 

(DFHERIS) has requested submissions from stakeholders as part of the preparation of its 

Strategy Statement 2021-2023. University of Limerick is pleased to make the following 

submission, which addresses the below two key questions raised. 

 

1. How well do the department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could 

they be enhanced? 

2. What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus 

adequate to meet those challenges? 

 

While the structure of our submission follows the four areas of policy priorities outlined by 

Minister Harris in Autumn, 2020, the points for consideration raised are interrelated. 
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1. An Innovation Island 

1.1 For universities to thrive, it is important that their funding is stable and meets the needs 

for high quality and cutting-edge education and research that are essential to advance the 

Irish knowledge society, and aid economic and social transformation. The proposed review 

of the HE funding model needs to reflect this in terms of: 

- Levels of support per student 

- Increased investment in both recurrent and capital resourcing of research and teaching 

- Flexibility to respond to societal needs and changes such as demography and talent 

requirement 

- Agility and risk taking to shape the forms and formats of third-level learning across the 

lifespan 

- Balance between short-term interventions and a longer-term planning needs. 

 

1.2 Safeguarding appropriate levels of universities’ autonomy and balancing the need for 

accountability, their scope for calculated risk taking, experimentation and diversifying of 

income generation needs to be broadened. This is essential for fostering entrepreneurship 

and intrapreneurship within universities to realise their transformative potential in light of 

the level and speed of societal challenges. 

 

1.3 In order to enhance universities’ role in the innovation ecology, their societal 

transformation capacity and the development of researcher capabilities, the 

DFEHRIS strategy should seek to: - Stimulate a better balance between translational and 

applied research on the one hand, and discovery research endeavours on the other hand 

- Support a better balance between research in STEM subjects and research in the arts, 

humanities and social sciences 

- Establish a cross-disciplinary advisory scientific/research expert group to advise 

Government and inform research policy 

- Stimulate cross-disciplinary research (inter-/trans-/multi-disciplinary), including through 

widening the scope for respective structural and governance reforms of HEIs 
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- Grow emphasis on frontier research, across all disciplines,that makes an impact on society, 

the economy and the wider community 

- Incentivise cross-sectoral research endeavours to underpin the quintuple helix of 

innovation approach and ensure that innovation is focused on transformation efforts 

towards a sustainable future. This needs to include community engaged research to address 

wicked/complex problems in impactful and sustainable ways. 

 

1.4 The development of research capability and capacity is vital for advancing the Irish 

knowledge society. Therefore, the DFEHRIS Strategy needs to: 

- Stimulate the growth of level 10/PhD graduates across the disciplinary spectrum while 

enabling scope for prioritising in areas of particular need of capacity building - Support 

participation in level 10 by ensuring appropriate levels of and equitable stipends for PhD 

students across the disciplinary spectrum and funding agencies 

- Ensure the timely implementation of the Researcher Career 

- Development and Employment Framework across the sector. 

 

2. An Island of Talent 

2.1 To effectively address societal challenges and changes, and to drive a sustainable, fairer 

and prosperous future of Ireland it is crucial that the 

DFHERIS Strategy stimulates and supports high-quality, cutting-edge education and research 

across the diversity of established disciplines including the arts, humanities and social 

sciences, and with a scope to accommodate emerging subjects and disciplines that are vital 

to create a sustainable future. A supportive and enabling research ecosystem is 

fundamental to positioning the country as a location of choice for talented researchers, 

academics and professional research staff to locate to Ireland. 

 

2.2 It is important that the Strategy recognises the need for change of forms and formats of 

learning to support learning across the lifespan and generations, and to engender respective 

education models and provides scope and incentives for universities to prototype and test 

new approaches and initiatives. 
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2.3 To develop the talent of the future, it is necessary for the DFEHRIS Strategy to focus on 

the present in terms of supporting universities to: 

- Drive challenge-based, active and experiential learning, support creative thinking, meta-

cognition, critical reflection and judgement as well as collaboration and effective 

communication that explore and exploit both the potential of established and emerging 

digital technologies and the rich potential offered by sensory exploration and physical 

making/engagement - Stimulate the development of self-determined learners including 

cross-disciplinary, collaborative, immersive learning and entrepreneurial initiatives 

- Enable the shift from a student-focused approach towards initiatives in which students 

become the co-creators of their learning experience - Grow flexible learning through 

interactive online and blended modes of facilitating learning in terms of support for the 

respective digital infrastructure and formats including micro-credentials 

- Transform their physical learning environments to support the above by providing much 

greater flexibility of configuration and a high quality digital/media rich infrastructure 

- Expand and intensify the professional development of academic, research and academic 

support staff particularly in the areas of challenge based learning and cross-disciplinary 

collaboration, inclusive curriculum design, digital pedagogies and digital literacies 

- Stimulate and support cross-institutional, cross-sectoral and international initiatives to 

share and complement disciplinary and transdisciplinary expertise that: 

▪ ensures cutting-edge knowledge and skills provision 

▪ maximises access to specialist high-value research and learning facilities 

▪ creates critical mass and capabilities for the development of high-quality digital learning 

objects, learning/research simulations and interactive learning/research devices 

- Balance the addressing of short-term economic skills needs with a longer-term focus on 

key knowledge and competencies to sustain graduate employability. 

 

2.4 The DFEHRIS Strategy needs to give consideration how support for participation in 

lifelong learning and re- and upskilling across the lifespan can be engendered and sustained 

in an equitable manner. This needs to include measures for safeguarding the physical and 

mental well-being of a diversifying body of students as well as of HE staff.  
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2.5 For the provision of a high quality and future-facing education and research 

environment, the capacity and capability of staff are an essential asset. 

Universities should be empowered to act with autonomy to:  

- Determine and manage their staffing needs within agreed budgetary parameters 

- Address emerging talent needs and changes in a responsive and agile manner. 

 

3. An International Island 

3.1 The changing global landscape marked by the impact of COVID19, Brexit and broader 

political and socio-economic developments provides opportunities and impetus for Ireland 

to focus and strengthen the international attractiveness, reach and competitiveness of its 

higher education and research. Therefore, DFEHRIS’ strategy should enable Ireland to play a 

leading part in the internationalisation of higher education in Europe and beyond and 

include measures to: 

- Strengthen the drive and promotional effort for quality Irish higher education abroad in 

close collaboration with the respective HEIs - Further improve the visa and regulatory 

regime for students, academics and researchers including speed of decision making and 

agility 

- Enhance the competitive advantage that Ireland’s third level education offers through 

work opportunities after graduation by easing and increasing the work visa (Stamp 1G) 

permission for high quality international graduates - Grow the numbers and reach of 

student and staff outward mobility including through the support for the diversification of 

formats/duration within and beyond the Erasmus initiative 

- Stimulate and promote mutually beneficial international research collaborations including 

sharing of high-value research facilities and equipment 

- Enhance Irish participation in Horizon Europe 

- Support and sustain the European Universities Initiative 

- Incentivise internationalisation at home/on campus initiatives. 

 

4. An Island of Inclusion and Engagement 
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4.1 The Department’s Strategy should seek to provide a commitment to community 

engaged learning and teaching, which builds on co-design with communities for mutual 

learning and benefit. It forms an essential part of universities’ civil and civic mission and is 

fundamental to: 

- Bringing together community engagement with access initiatives to support inclusion and 

diversity in higher education 

- Identifying and tackling issues that impede access to higher education - Supporting 

innovation in higher education 

- Aiding the transformation of Ireland into a fairer and more prosperous knowledge society. 

4.2 The proposed overhaul of the SUSI scheme is welcomed and requires prioritisation. It 

should include a recognition of varying levels of cost of living in different locations as well as 

the income thresholds for entrants. 

 

4.3 Given the impact of the advances of science and technology on all aspects of life and the 

scale and intensity of prospective changes to the ways we communicate and socialise, learn 

and work, life-long learning for all requires support as key ingredient for the future 

economic competitiveness of Ireland and for social inclusion and coherence. Therefore, 

provisions should be considered to support equality of access by: 

- Enhancing pathways for access from further education into higher education 

- Broadening the HEAR scheme to support access for students from socioeconomically 

disadvantaged backgrounds to postgraduate education 

- Enhancing the DARE scheme to support access of students with different abilities to 

postgraduate education up to level 10. 

 

4.4 To strengthen inclusion in higher education, broaden knowledge and experiential 

horizons and provide role models, it is essential that the composition of staff engaged in 

learning and teaching, research and knowledge exchange and in HEIs on the whole is 

reflective of the diversity of Irish society. Policies and measures that promote equality, 

diversity and inclusion across all categories of the Equality Act are vital for this to be 

achieved. 
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The Wheel 

Mairead O'Connor 

Skills Development Senior Manager 

 

 
 SUBMISSION TO THE DEPARTMENT OF FURTHER AND HIGHER EDUCATION, RESEARCH, 

INNOVATION AND SCIENCE IN RELATION TO THE PREPARATION OF THE DEPARTMENT’S 

STATEMENT OF STRATEGY  

 

1. Introduction  

The Wheel welcomed the establishment of the Department of Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science in 2020 and we are delighted to have this 

opportunity to help shape the new Department’s Statement of Strategy 2021 - 2023.  

 

As Ireland’s national association of charities, community and voluntary organisations and 

social enterprises, the Wheel works to represent and support the network of thousands of 

organisations that make up our community and voluntary sector, the unseen force powering 

our communities, driving positive social change, while providing essential supports and 

services in communities.  
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As well as providing vital services to communities, community and voluntary organisations 1 

advocate for people who otherwise may not have a voice and facilitate public participation 

of some of the most marginalised in our society.  

 

The Role of the Department Vis a Vis the Community and Voluntary Sector  

The relationship between the Department and the community and voluntary sector is multi-

faceted. From community education to adult literacy strategy, mitigating educational 

disadvantage to European funding for skills-building, from workforce development to 

engaged research the non-profit sector in Ireland is a key stakeholder for the new 

department.  

As the key representative voice for the sector as a whole, The Wheel’s submission today will 

focus on the workforce development and engaged research aspects of Department policy.  

 

The community and voluntary sector is an important part of this landscape. With 180,000 2 

employees, a turnover of €14.5bn (50% of which is generated externally to any exchequer 

or EU funding), and 600,000 people providing skilled labour for free as volunteers – this 

sector plays not only a well-recognised role in Ireland’s society, communities and 

health/social care provision, but it also is an important economic actor. It is also a sector 

that has a unique reach into the lives and communities that public policy interventions and 

research programmes often find challenging to engage with. Engaged Research and 

research partnerships with higher education institutions are key drivers of the advocacy 

work and innovation amongst Ireland’s charities, social enterprises and other civil society 

organisations.  

 

As a result of these attributes and profiles, the community and voluntary sector has a very 

important role to play in Ireland’s national recovery – both economically, societally and at 

the level of public health awareness, the three main pillars of the new living-with-covid 

government action plan. 

 

2. The Wheel’s Response  
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Policies relating to Further and Higher Education  

National Skills Strategy 2025  

 

The Programme for Government and establishment of a new Department of Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science reflect the priorities of the National 

Skills Strategy, which address both medium/long term needs of the economy and society, as 

well as newly adopted specific priorities of the National Skills Council, as a result of Covid 19.  

 

A hugely important pillar of Ireland’s recovery rests on the need to upskill and reskill our 

workforce. The Wheel is committed to ensuring that non-profit workers, both paid and 

unpaid, and the organisations they work in, have the skills they need to deliver their varied 

and important missions across Irish society.  

 

The National Skills Strategy 2025 places a significant emphasis on the need for up-skilling of 

those who are in employment – regardless of organisational type (i.e. business versus non-

profit), and a requirement for employers to participate in the skills development agenda 

though active collaboration with education and training providers. This model of active 

collaboration with employers is one which The Wheel, as the largest representative body for 

non-profit employers, is also committed to, through our role as the National Training fund 

programme implementer for the non-profit sector and our membership of the National 

Training Fund Advisory Group.  

 

We recognise and commend the vision and ambition of the National Skills Strategy, with its 

overall aim of creating a more dynamic, responsive and high quality education and training 

ecosystem for learners to achieve their potential.  

 

It is clear that part of the solution to the Covid19 pandemic lies in a strategic and rapid 

response to upskilling the workforce - those both in employment and people who have lost 

their jobs. The community and voluntary sector is an important part of the solution, but, like 
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all sectors, requires tailored interventions due to its important role and its unique 

characteristics. 

 

Future FET: Transforming Learning (2020 – 2024)  

 

2020 also saw the launch of the latest Further Education and Training strategy, under the 

auspices of SOLAS. We welcome the new Future FET Strategy, and its recognition of the 

critical role played by Community Education under Strategic Priority 6: Fostering Inclusion 

and the commitment in the Strategy to developing a community education framework with 

a range of relevant stakeholders.  

In the area of skills and workforce development, Priority 5: Building Skills of the FET Strategy 

is a welcome reassertion of the role of FET in the support of the national skills agenda. We 

welcome the focus on “co-construction models” between ETBs and employers, in order to 

maximise the relevance and impact of programmes. We also are pleased to see reference to 

micro-credentials and a recognition of the need for flexible and responsive programme 

design. The “just-in-time” and sector-led approaches are going to be key in meeting the 

increasingly complex needs of the Irish non-profit workforce in the years to come. We look 

forward to working with our colleagues in SOLAS and the ETBs to further this engagement.  

 

We also welcome the emerging work on the new Action Plan for Apprenticeship & the 10 

Year Strategy on Adult Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy. It is crucial that the new 

ALND Strategy enshrines literacy learning guarantee, along with supports and investment to 

tackle this major social challenge. We welcome the commitment in the Programme for 

Government around the Action Plan for Apprenticeship which mentions “specific targets for 

the uptake of apprenticeships by women, people with disabilities and disadvantaged 

groups.” 

 

Policies relating to Further and Higher Education: Challenges  
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Reach equality of access to workforce development through increased funding for 

upskilling and training in the non-profit sector  

 

Ireland’s charities employ a large part of Ireland’s labour force with over 189,000 employees 

in the sector. Charities, community and voluntary organisations, and social enterprises face 

the same training and development challenges as those faced by commercial business, yet 

there is no dedicated national skills development strategy in place. We are seeking a 

commitment to develop and implement a comprehensive skills-development strategy for 

charities, community and voluntary organisations, and social enterprises funded through 

the National Training Fund.  

Recent research carried out by Indecon, International Research Economists, has discovered 

the following regarding the current skills and training requirements of Irish non-profit 

workers:  

 

1. Critical skills gaps exist in the non-profit sector workforce in Ireland  

2. Levels of training in the Irish non-profit sector workforce are very low, compared to other 

sectors of the Irish workforce and also non-profit workers in other countries.  

3. There is a need for increased investment in skills enhancement in the non-profit sector 

here.  

4. Investment in upskilling in the sector is likely to have a net positive cost-benefit.  

 

Therefore, it is imperative that the level of resources invested in the skills-building of 

employees working in non-profits be significantly increased so that all of the labour market 

in the country has access to appropriate levels of skills building resources. This investment 

must be targeted at “culturally attuned” and streamlined models of delivery. Funding for 

sector-sensitive training and development must be put on as secure a footing as 

mainstream academic and business training.  
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Non-profit sector employers should have membership of The Expert Group on Future Skills 

Needs and the National Skills Council, so that research, analysis and horizon scanning can be 

carried out in relation to emerging skills requirements at thematic and sectoral levels for 

non-profits entities specifically. In this regard, we would recommend that The Wheel be 

included in the membership of these groups.  

 

Tackling Unemployment  

The sector can often be a pathway to employment through initiatives such as the 

community employment programmes 3. The unemployment rate for 15-24 year olds (youth 

unemployment rate) increased from 13.5% to 20.0% over the year to Q3 2020. Non-profits 

can respond dynamically to challenges such as these by working collaboratively and 

adopting best practice from other jurisdictions like initiatives such as Community Job 

Scotland https://scvo.org.uk/jobs/community-jobs-scotland. 

Ireland aims to significantly grow work-based learning over the coming years using the 

apprenticeship and traineeship modes of learning and skills development, with a new Action 

Plan for Apprenticeship currently being drawn up. The Programme for Government 

promises a focus in this Plan on currently under-represented cohorts, including women and 

people with disabilities- the non-profit sector is uniquely placed to be a key driver of such a 

focus.  

Formalised apprenticeships and traineeships are rare in the non-profit sector, with the For 

Purpose Not-for-Profit Graduate Programme4 being the closest thing to a formalised 

traineeship programme currently offered.  

4 http://www.2into3.com/recruitment/2into3-not-for-profit-graduate-programme.224.html  

5 https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/e779c3-social-enterprise-policy/  

However, there is much scope for collaboration, development and expansion in this space. 

In line with recommendations from the ‘EU Skills Development and Employment: 

Apprenticeships, Internships and Volunteering’ report we should aim to stimulate further 

the engagement of non-profits in the development and implementation of apprenticeships 

and traineeship programmes (e.g. financial incentives and support in organising work-based 

learning) and make them aware of the benefits of expanding the apprenticeship/traineeship 

https://scvo.org.uk/jobs/community-jobs-scotland
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system in the sector in terms of recruitment and the alignment of education to the needs of 

labour market.  

The Wheel recommends undertaking a feasibility study of establishing a formalised support 

mechanism to a dedicated not-for profit graduate programme to attract high calibre 

graduate talent to enterprises in this sector.  

 

Reaching those Farthest Behind First  

The sector is particularly well equipped to offer opportunities to those farther away from 

the education & the labour force – be it young people, migrants, long-term unemployed, 

women returners etc. Many social enterprises are designed with this particular mission – to 

offer employment and training opportunities to those who would find it challenging to go 

directly into employment, including former prisoners, people experiencing homelessness or 

people with disabilities. With the National Social Enterprise Policy5 now in place, under the 

auspices of the Department of Rural and Community Development, the position of social 

enterprise as a key model for both social and economic development is cemented. The jobs 

growth from social innovation and enterprise within the next few years has the potential to 

be on a par with some of our best performing, and most vaunted sectors if approached with 

the same priority.  

The nonprofit sector has a higher proportion of female employees than other sectors, at 

69%, well ahead of their general labour-force representation of 46%. There are obvious 

opportunities to develop returnships (as referenced in the Programme for Government) in 

partnership with the sector.  

There is an opportunity to co-design specially targeted programmes with community 

education providers, sector employers and social enterprises for these harder to reach 

cohorts.  

 

Harness the potential for digital transformation  

Recognised as an essential arm of the national skills strategy, preparing the workforce for 

the future of work and the digital transformation is an area that needs further focus in the 

non-profit sector workforce in particular. A step-change has occurred as a result of the shift 
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in work practices during Covid-19. However specific, targeted investment and support from 

policy-makers, funders and training and support agencies is required to cement the gains 

and create lasting change.  

 

Policies relating to Research and Innovation  

The Wheel is committed to ensuring that engaged and collaborative research and 

innovation remains central to shaping policy in Ireland and also at a departmental level, to 

support and foster partnerships between civil society organisations and researchers in 

higher education. We see this as a key conduit to develop ideas and innovations through 

reciprocity, transparency and dialogue, not only to promote sustainable social and economic 

development across communities, but to gain insights and build the evidence base needed 

to tackle the major challenges faced by our society and the world over.  

Innovation 2020 (I2020)  

The Department’s current five-year strategy on research and development, science and 

technology: Innovation 2020 (I2020) set out the roadmap to achieve the goal of making 

Ireland a Global Innovation Leader, driving a strong sustainable economy and a better 

society.  

It sets out to achieve these goals through the following Key Actions:  

 

1. Investment  

2. Education for Innovation  

3. Innovation for Social & Economic Progress  

4. Supporting Innovation in Enterprise  

 

Under these key action headings, interdisciplinary collaboration, inter-institutional 

collaboration and inter-sectoral collaboration are identified as vital to achieving world-

leading research. However, the community and voluntary sector is largely absent in the 

inter-sectoral, interdisciplinary and inter-institutional collaborative, cooperative and 

knowledge sharing initiatives set out in the current strategy.  
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Engaged Research  

Recent years have seen a marked increase in the emphasis placed on engagement between 

HEIs and wider society in research and innovation by institutions, funders and policy-

makers. This development has gained further policy traction, as a range of European, 

national and institutional policies and funding criteria now promote engaged research to 

improve the societal impact of research.  

Engaged research describes a wide range of rigorous research approaches and 

methodologies that share a common interest in collaborative engagement with the 

community and aim to improve, understand or investigate an issue of public interest or 

concern, including societal challenges. Engaged research is advanced with community 

partners rather than for them. 

As per European guidance public engagement (PE) 6 leads to multiple benefits: responsible-

research-and-innovation  

• It contributes to building a more scientifically literate society able to actively participate in 

and support democratic processes, and science and technology developments  

• It injects differing perspectives and creativity in research design and results  

• It contributes to fostering more societally relevant and desirable research and innovation 

outcomes to help us tackle societal challenges.  

 

Public Engagement implies:  

• the establishment of iterative and inclusive, participatory, multi-actor dialogues between 

researchers, policy makers, industry and civil society organisations, NGOs, and citizens  

• the fostering of mutual understanding and the co-creation of research and innovation 

outcomes and policy agendas effective in tackling societal challenges  

• More widely accepted and relevant research outcomes.  

 

Policies relating to Research and Innovation: Challenges  

The European Economic Social Committee found that only 27% of collaborative EU research 

projects involve CSOs: “Including CSOs in research can offer many benefits, including higher 
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acceptance of research outcomes and better quality of research findings. At present, CSO 

participations remain limited.2”  

The Engaged Research report [2017] commissioned by the Irish Research Council listed a 

number of challenges to addressing the promotion of engaged research (Report pp.50-58).  

These challenges include the identified need to:  

• ‘Meet the diverse expectations and needs of all beneficiaries’ p.50  

• ‘build national and institutional infrastructure and resources to facilitate engaged 

research’ p.52  

• ‘implement policy to facilitate engaged research’ p. 54-55  

• ‘Streamline funding to facilitate engaged research’ p55-56  

• ‘provide leadership for societal transformation’ p. 57  

 

Report findings were agreed and supported by The Wheel, which played a significant role in 

bringing civil society partners into the consultations, as demonstrated by The Wheel’s 

message of support at the beginning of the report.  

There is a current imbalance in the investment into supporting research institutions to 

undertake engaged research and investment in civil society organisations to ensure their 

readiness to engage. The gap between evidence for policy change and delivery of that 

change is highly contingent on context. Damschroder et al., (2009) note three key 

implementation barriers:  

• the external environment (where structures do not enable or facilitate the policy change)  

• resistance to change (where changes are proposed before stakeholders are ready, or 

before the organisational culture/ environment is aligned with the proposed changes)  

• vested interests seeking to block the change  

In the Irish context there is broad consensus about the need for a National Strategy 

approach. But the challenge is implementation.  

There is always a gap between establishing the evidence for what is required and changing 

practice on the ground and a fundamental gap in the policy interventions to date has been 

the lack of intervention and support on the civil society side.  
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Stakeholders relating to research in the Higher Education setting [HEA, IRC, IUA, HRB, SFI 

and even the EPA within the environmental research context] appear to be broadly aligned 

around the creation of a national hub of support from within the Campus Engage initiative. 

The Wheel supports this idea and wants to ensure that the arrangements meet the diverse 

expectations and needs of all beneficiaries by ensuring civil society can be supported to 

engage in the policy development process around such a national hub as well as in the 

implementation of any agreed policy interventions.  

Science and technology play an increasingly important role in addressing the economic, 

social and environmental problems faced by the world today and that role needs the 

support and active engagement of the public in programmes like PPI Ignite and the planned 

new National PPI Network, the SFI Discovery programme, the H2020 Science with and for 

Society (SWFS) programme etc. Currently however, there are only two organisations broadly 

supporting civil society organisations to be actively involved in science and research; The 

Wheel & Health Research Charities Ireland (HRCI). Civil Society organisations need support 

to:  

• Understand the processes and language of research  

• Understand how they can add value to the research process  

• Facilitate the involvement in research of the communities they support  

• Guide all parties in ensuring that engaged research is meaningful and respectful  

 

If changing practice on the ground is a requirement in this space, then being able to actively 

support and coordinate from the grass roots upwards will be necessary. And the input of 

civil society organisations in a structured way from the start is a proven method of 

identifying and securing grass roots input and buy in.  

 

PROPOSED SOLUTION  

The Wheel understands that a key element in the solution is the creation of a national 

Engaged Research hub. For this to be a success and in order to deliver a cultural shift 

towards engaged research, we need to address the policy environment and potential 

resistance to change (barriers 1 and 2). There are two key constituencies of stakeholders 
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involved in this work: a) the academic researchers and would-be engaged researchers; plus, 

b) their civic society collaborators and would-be partners.  

In the spirit of building upon what’s already in place, Campus Engage undoubtedly can 

address the former group. A structure/process to address the latter is however still needed 

and to address the latter stake-holding group, the existing civil society leads in this space, 

The Wheel & HRCI, are very well placed, and have tangible solutions to offer.  

Based on our respective experience profile, reach and track record, we note the following 

pillars which any process to involve civil society stakeholders needs to include:  

Information & Awareness: includes researching and disseminating relevant information in 

the ways that can be ‘digested’ to civil society. 

Training & Special Events: includes developing educational materials and resources, running 

information and training events to build the capacity of organisations to engage in the 

various research programmes.  

Helpdesk Support: includes providing one to one advice and support to civil society 

organisations on their journey into being part of partnerships delivering on research 

objectives.  

Network Building: includes involves networking and signposting with various contact points 

and agencies and building networks to connect Irish civil society to programmes.  

The overall approach is that institutions, funders and policy-makers should not just provide 

services ‘for’ civil society organisations but ‘with’ them to foster mutual understanding and 

deliver outcomes effective in tackling societal challenges. And to do that well, civil society 

needs to be involved from the start.  

 

WHY IT WILL SUCCEED  

Experience suggests that unless civil society organisations are prepared to engage, and their 

capacity to participate is developed, then any policy whose implementation depends on civil 

society to be part of will not gather pace.  

There are solutions successfully applied in other areas (like Access Europe 7 and Public 

Patient Involvement (PPI) supports 8) that are already at hand that provide replicable 

models for successful intervention in this space.  
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The Wheel is the representative voice of civil society in Ireland and has a 20-year track 

record of inputting into policy considerations and implementation plans for policies which 

require broader sector-wide activation. With over 1,800 membership organisations The 

Wheel has a database of some 40,000+ contacts across 20,000+ organisations and offers an 

ability to engage broad groups across civil society. HRCI has built a capacity and specialist 

expertise in the area of PPI Research amongst Irish Health Charities. 

About the Wheel  

The Wheel is Ireland’s national association of charities, community and voluntary 

organisations and social enterprises. We are the representative body for this vibrant and 

diverse sector, offering leadership, advice, training, influence and advocacy.  

Together with our members, we shape and promote conditions in which people and their 

communities thrive. We do this by:  

― representing the needs of these organisations;  

― supporting these organisations to do their work; and  

― promoting the importance of the voluntarism and community values that power these 

organisations.  

We passionately believe that community and voluntary action improves and enriches 

communities and society. Our simple but ambitious mission is to make Ireland a fair and just 

place for all by strengthening the capacity and capability of community and voluntary 

organisations, charities and social enterprises to play their part.  

 
 
 1 The term ‘community and voluntary sector’ is used interchangeably with the term ‘non-profit sector’ in this  
document. Both terms are intended to cover organisations that are any of the following: registered charities,  
social enterprises, independently government non-profits, civil society groups, voluntary run organisations  
which deliver public services and many more.  
2 Registered Irish Charities: Social and Economic Impact Report 2018, Indecon   
3 http://www.welfare.ie/en/Pages/Community-Employment-Programme-.aspx   
4 http://www.2into3.com/recruitment/2into3-not-for-profit-graduate-programme.224.html  
5 https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/e779c3-social-enterprise-policy/   
6 https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section/public-engagement-responsible-research-and-innovation   
7 www.wheel.ie/news/2020/11/wheel-launches-eu-funding-social-economy-support-programme  
8 https://hrci.ie/a-new-ppi-toolkit/   
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Women in Technology and Science Ireland 

Andrea C Johnson 

Chairperson 

 
 

Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 
Science. Public Consultation on Statement of Strategy 2021-2023 
 

Women In Technology & Science Ireland (WITS): 

Celebrating its 30th anniversary this year,  WITS is a national, independent voluntary 

organisation representing women studying and working in science, technology, engineering 

and mathematics (STEM) in Ireland. WITS is a member of the National Womens Council of 

Ireland (NWCI) and the Wheel. 

WITS Vision: A society where women have equal opportunities, experiences & recognition in 
STEM. 
 
WITS Values: Fair play, Evidence-informed, Generosity, Progress-driven 
 
WITS Mission: A voluntary, independent organisation advocating, acting and connecting for 
women to benefit society as full and vital participants in STEM 
 

WITS Goal: “To advance the retention of women throughout their STEM careers by 

researching, developing and sharing insights & best practice.” 

 

What are the challenges that we need to address and is our current focus adequate to meet 

those challenges? 

WITS sees the challenge as elevating the conversation at a national level on the attraction and 

retention of women into STEM careers and driving a cohesive approach to research and 

development opportunities.  

Equality matters, and not just at the ethical level. PWC have estimated that Ireland’s GDP 

could be €60 billion higher if we had the same percentage of women in work as Sweden. 

That’s a lot of schools and hospitals. 

STEM jobs tend to be better paid than more female-dominated sectors, and without closing 

the gender gap in STEM it’s unlikely that the gender pay gap will be closed. In Ireland, the 

average gross hourly earnings for a woman are 13.9% lower than a man’s. And that’s before 

taking into account that women are more likely to work part-time than men. So why aren’t 

women taking up these interesting, skilled and well-paid jobs? Only a quarter of Ireland’s 

https://www.pwc.co.uk/economic-services/WIWI/women-in-work-index-2018.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Gender_pay_gap_statistics
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STEM workers are women. Before we congratulate ourselves too much on our modern, 

gender-equal society, it’s worth remembering that Ireland has the lowest percentage of 

female graduates in engineering, manufacturing and construction in the EU. 

The government’s National Strategy for Women and Girls 2017-2020 included actions to 

reduce the gender pay gap but contained no targets to help focus efforts. Apart from the 

challenges facing all workers with caring responsibilities, women in STEM still don’t have the 

same opportunities in education or the workplace as men. 

In the workplace, the “leaky pipeline” in STEM affects digital skills (amongst other things) of 

the workforce. In research conducted in 2012 in Scotland, women working in STEM jobs were 

found to be 50% more likely to drop out of STEM jobs than men. The Department of Education 

and Skills and SOLAS are working on attracting women into STEM careers but we should also 

have a targeted and focused approach on  retaining women in STEM careers.  

WITS wants to see the establishment of an action group, funded by the Department to 

better understand and target the leaky pipeline in STEM. WITS are happy to play a key role 

in this group. 

 

WITS has recently published an ambitious 5 year Strategic Vision. Its aim is: 

“To advance the retention of women throughout their STEM careers by researching, 

developing and sharing insights & best practice.” 

Having reviewed the data points about women’s participation and retention in STEM, two 

factors came into sharp focus. Firstly,  the attraction and retention of women across STEM 

industries has not greatly improved, and in some sectors like ICT, it has actually diminished., 

The other obvious gap is the lack of data from an Irish perspective about why women leave 

STEM careers. There are pockets of data, and these include reports from 30% Club and Work 

Juggle, in addition to CSO data. However most of the data referenced in these conversations 

rely heavily on UK or US studies. In order to elevate the conversation with data-led proposals 

and policy, we urgently require a more comprehensive and cohesive corpus of data.  

We are requesting a meeting with Minster Harris to discuss our plans for 2021 and beyond to 

address this issue. We are currently creating a number of proposals for further research in 

this area. These include: 

o Research around female early-career leadership & Entrepreneurship in STEM. Our 
planis to identify key milestones and interventions in an industry/academic 
partnership and roll these back into third-level educators to set-up female graduates 
with tools and a framework to navigate these conversations.  

o Research around why women leave STEM careers. What are the factors which drive 
women out of STEM careers? 

o Research into gender differences in the workplace and what factors, both intrinsic and 
extrinsic, need to be present in order for women to thrive in STEM careers.  

http://www.engineersjournal.ie/2016/07/12/ireland-eus-fewest-female-graduates-engineering-manufacturing-construction/
http://www.engineersjournal.ie/2016/07/12/ireland-eus-fewest-female-graduates-engineering-manufacturing-construction/
https://www.witsireland.com/stem-resources/women-in-stem-in-ireland-by-numbers/
https://30percentclub.org/assets/uploads/Women_in_Management_Survey_2019_Final_Year.pdf
https://workjuggle.com/why-women-leave/
https://workjuggle.com/why-women-leave/
https://data.cso.ie/
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/women-in-the-workplace
https://www.tudublin.ie/explore/news/european-report-on-womens-entrepreneurship.html
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In addition to our research agenda, we are designing a campaign to raise awareness and offer 

examples of current best practice within Ireland of supporting Women Returners. Our 

campaign will highlight three distinct categories:  

o Return: Women returning to their workplace after extended absence. E.g Materrnity, 
sickness leave  

o Re-Enter: Women returning into STEM careers have an absence of 2 years+ 
o Re-Invent: Attracting women into STEM careers from other industries, leveraging 

transferable skills.   

We are working with a number of industry partners, and in particular Software Skillsnet, to 

spotlight some excellent examples of where women returners are being supported, and we 

are designing a toolkit which organisations can use. We believe there is a unique opportunity 

to attract women into well-paid STEM careers, especially those who are unemployed as a 

consequence of the pandemic. This is one of the topics we would like to discuss further with 

Minister Harris.  

As a voluntary organisation whose remit spans the breadth of STEM industries and academic 

institutions, we feel we are in a unique position to bring industry and academia together in 

innovative partnerships to address head-on the issues around retaining women in well-paid, 

fulfilling STEM careers. 

WITS wants to see the establishment of an action group, funded by the Department to 

identify key research themes and partnership/funding opportnuites which will activley 

target the leaky pipeline in STEM. WITS are happy to play a key role in this group. 

How well do the Department’s policies meet the needs of the Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science sector and how could they be enhanced? 

WITS welcomes funding for the 45 Senior Academic Leadership Initiative professorships to 

address the fact that only 1% of full professorships are held by women. We also welcome the 

funding for third-level initiatives on Ending Sexual violence and Harassment in third level 

Education (ESHTE).  

 

The majority of spending on active labour market policies, like the Rural Social Scheme, 

JobsPlus, Springboard, and apprenticeships, goes to men. And “majority” here means 

anything between 67% and 99%! While Solas have been increasing the number of female 

apprentices over the past few years, only 2% of 2018’s crop of apprentices were women. 

While women are still under-represented in the workforce, it seems retrograde to focus 

spending on these interventions on men.  

In academia, post-doctoral researchers have little job security as they are often on rolling 

short-term contracts. For women, this can mean limited opportunities for maternity leave 

cover just at the life-stage where having children is a consideration. While the Irish Research 

Council post-doctoral fellowships and European Research Council starting grants allow for 

https://hea.ie/funding-calls/senior-academic-leadership-initiative/
https://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/ESHTE_Report-Ireland_FINAL.pdf
https://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/ESHTE_Report-Ireland_FINAL.pdf
http://www.solas.ie/SolasPdfLibrary/PathwaysApprenticeshipReviewNov18.pdf
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maternity and paternity leave, this is not true of all post-doctoral contracts. Even when leave 

is available, there is often a stigma associated with taking it. Doctoral students are also 

susceptible to this pressure as they too are not guaranteed leave or deferral of grants for 

family leave. 

The tipping point for women choosing whether to stay in STEM research often occurs at post-

doctoral level where the proportions of women in academic positions starts to level off, 

reducing the number of female role models. Women who have taken maternity leave tend to 

have fewer publications than their male peers. Both issues contribute to make post-doctoral 

level a stage when women are particularly likely to exit their academic careers. 

WITS calls on the Department to ensure publicly funded 3rd level institutions include 

maternity, paternity, adoption and other family leave as eligible leave for post-doctoral 

contracts, and to ensure that doctoral students also have access to leave during their 

research. 

We look forward to further engaging with the Department and would particularly welcome 

the opportunity to discuss with Minister Harris some of the ways we could work together to 

advancea national conversation about women in STEM careers.  

 

Dr Andrea C Johnson 

Chairperson WITS 

 


