Mission Impossible?

Evaluating the Binary Divide in Irish Higher Education
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This paper will contend that the binary structure established in Irish Higher Education in the late 60’s and early 70’s with the development of the RTC/NCEA system is now at a critical point where it risks being dismantled by the drift of Institutes of Technology towards offering more degree level programmes, engagement in greater levels of research activity and other activities of a type associated with universities.

It is further suggested that this academic drift is underwritten by IT self-defined missions which are adopted without any national policy framework of control or guidance and that the aspiration to progress over time to higher level activity is a result in part of the absence of the deployment of a coherent set of instruments to measure institutional success in the non university HE sector.

Possible measurable areas of activity are suggested and the consequences of the demise of the binary nature of the system are signalled.

In practical terms the decision in the late 1960s to establish the Regional Technical Colleges represents the significant step of putting in place a binary post-secondary education system in the state.

 Before this decision was implemented higher education was to all intents and purposes a matter for Universities. Schools of Art, Teacher Training Colleges, a limited number of publicly financed business schools (Colleges of Commerce etc.) and a handful of other institutions, such as Agricultural Colleges, Schools of Domestic Economy etc. provided training in a limited range of specialist areas of work, but by no means were seen as a cohesive structure of higher educational opportunity which could serve as an alternative to university education. 

The RTC and NIHE developments of this period were widespread enough and were endowed with a sufficiently clear purpose to enable the emergence of the perception that a wholly new, non-university sector was being put in place which would have the capacity to offer higher education and training to significant learner cohorts and would be capable of doing this without reference to the universities.

Dr. Tony White’s study (1) of the development of Irish higher education covers adequately the period from this point forward to the turn of the century for it to serve no purpose for us to re-visit it here in any detail. Suffice it to say that by the date of the demise of the NCEA and the implementation of the Qualifications Act of 1999, no observer of our higher education system could be in any doubt as to the robustness of the second arm of the binary system which by then had evolved - as it served the needs of the state and the economy- into a well established national network of 14 Institutes of Technology with the Dublin Institute having the largest cohort of registered students of any HEI in the state.

It is appropriate at this point to be clear as to what we mean by a ‘binary system of higher education’.

Essentially the term is borrowed in Ireland from the UK, where it has the sense of the dual system of HE provision, with Universities forming one side and the polytechnic sector the other. This arrangement existed in the U.K. until the current dispensation was put in place in 1991 and it continues to exist or to be put in place in a variety of forms in several other countries.

In the United Kingdom, the recognition of the growing need for vocational, professional and industrially-based courses, which could not be fully met by the universities, led to the publication of the 1966 White Paper. A Plan for Polytechnics and Other Colleges (GB. Parliament. House of Commons, 1966). This aimed to concentrate non-university higher education in thirty one polytechnics in England, Wales and Northern Ireland and fourteen central institutions in Scotland, and consequently led to the development of what we can now describe as a 'binary system' of higher education provision. The White Paper in May 1991, Higher Education: a New Framework effectively abolished this structure in the United Kingdom.

In Ireland the binary divide translated itself, structurally by the provision of bachelor and higher degrees in the universities in the traditional disciplines, relatively untouched since the foundation of the state whereas the RTCs were to provide training/education to National Certificate and National Diploma levels, with the gulf between both sides of the divide being an extremely difficult one to cross both academically and administratively. While the state had put the two types of provision in place, it was widely felt in the RTC sector that the custodians of the wall between them were the academics and admissions administrators in the universities who saw the RTC and its graduates as decidedly ‘infra dig.’

Research also remained firmly within the domain of the older institutions as did the expectation that staff would be highly qualified academically and have active research profiles. (Though this was a rule often respected in the breach rather than in the observance). Clear socio-economic distinctions emerged also between the participants in the educational process at both sides of the divide, as Clancy’s reports made clear. Undoubtedly however the contrasts in governance and funding arrangements were the most stark manifestations of the chasm which divided both types of higher education from one another.

However great the chasm between the two sides of the divide, it is clear that from the outset this binary structure it contained within itself the seeds of its own demise. Some of these causes can be identified as relating to the absence of any limits being placed on RTC/IT institutional development in an academic direction which brought them closer to the universities in terms of the provision they offered or any sanctions to prevent this academic drift. It is after all in the nature of HEIs to aspire to greater achievement . Even in the more tightly controlled state systems in the US 2-year colleges are prone to aspire to four-year status and local political interests in the US have traditionally been aware of the prestige value of having a HEI in their city. Indeed, C.J.Lucas reminds in his history of American Higher Education, that for a town to host a college was a matter of regional pride and was a matter politicised to such an extent that: ‘In a few cases, legislatures awarded a college as a sort of consolation prize to a town that had lost out in the competition for a penal institution or insane asylum’ (2)

Part of the blame for the weakening of the binary divide in Ireland must also of course be attributed to the inability of political or bureaucratic will to resist local institutional aspirations or rather perhaps their failure to enable meaningful institutional improvement which did not make mission drift and academic drift inevitable. Development has been allowed to take place outside of any appropriate policy framework - I am tempted to say ‘restraining framework’ but perhaps an expression such as ‘national needs framework’ might be less contentious.

This combined drift has been extremely significant. It has in actual fact been unstoppable up to this point.

Currently the percentage of IT students taking degree programmes for example, is up to 40% in some of the larger institutions and when add-on bachelor degree programmes are taken into account the 40% figure can be well exceeded. (Interestingly, when one of the Institutes of Technology in the Dublin region was officially opened, the then Minister for Education was careful to assert that the Institute would be make provision for programmes up to National Diploma level!)

In real terms this trend in the IT sector to increasingly offer degree level programmes means that, as time goes on, higher education places across both sectors are converging in the bachelor degree area with reducing availability in the sub-degree fields. The mission of both types of institution is permitting a convergence at this level.

The HETAC commissioned analysis of awards by Walsh notes this particular issue:

‘Growth in the number of awards is evident, in particular within HETAC validated institutions at degree level. This indicates a higher participation rate in degree level awards. This is a positive development. A comparison of this trend with demographic patterns may be worthwhile’. (3)
Walsh later re-iterates the issue in the following terms:

Numbers of degrees awarded (by HETAC associated institutions) increased dramatically during the period. From a base of just under 3200 awards in 1998, the number increased each year to a total of over 5500 awards in 2002. (4)
The consequences of this convergence of mission and provision between the Universities and the Institutes of Technology is such that provision across the state is progressively becoming homogenised in terms of output, with increasingly widespread provision at degree and postgraduate levels. (the NQAI framework is likely to speed this up another several notches) and a corresponding decline in commitment to shorter or lower level programmes. 

The period in question in Walsh’s report  - 1998 to 2002 - is one of growth in overall student numbers. However we can readily see from his figures that the pattern of growth in the HETAC recognised institutions is decidedly uneven. The growth in degrees awarded in HETAC system for the period is 72% while in National Diplomas it is 31% and in National Certificates it is only 22%.

Much is made of the success of the IT sector in facilitating learner progression upwards on a ladder of opportunity, over time and at the learner’s own pace. This has undoubtedly been a wonderfully learner –friendly aspect of this sector’s contribution. However it does not come without its own associated difficulties. While we will not discuss these here in any detail it is important to note that the tendency of sub-degree graduates has not been to postpone unnecessarily or unduly their progression to the next award level available. Immediate progression rates for 1998 award holders from National Certificate to higher awards (Degree or National Diploma) were 62.5% and from national Diploma to bachelor’s degree the corresponding figure was 47.9%.

In its working document entitled Factors Affecting the Flow of Students to the Institutes of Technology to 2010, the Council of Directors of the Institutes of Technology note that:
The progression process […] raises the important question of increasing in a major way the output of those who will work as technicians in the workforce. (5)

These figures for immediate progression further increase the numbers of learners within the IT system who emerge from the institutes with degree awards and to some extent, which needs further consideration, makes it important to further explore the question put by the Council in the working paper. 

As we have already seen, no specific policy exists and no mechanism is envisaged at this point to ensure that diversity of provision is maintained.

Perhaps the most stark example of this movement towards a unified system and certainly the most formally endorsed example of the tendency is the arrangement put in place for nurse education in recent years. Nurses are now registered as students of either IT’s or Universities dependant on location and on the HEI which has been given responsibility for nurse education in the particular health board area. A clear signal that the nature of the institution is of no importance in itself? The increasing numbers of degrees in a wide variety of disciplines, from Institutes of Technology being put forward for accreditation by the Secondary Teachers’ Registration Council is also interesting in this regard.

This unchecked drift and the failure to guarantee a range of programme types and modes of delivery are in the end likely to fail the prospective learner and will enhance neither individual opportunity nor arguably wider economic development.

As has been stated earlier, the RTC/IT sector has been a significant contributor to social equity in the HE field with entry rates significantly higher for the children of manual, skilled, semi skilled and unskilled workers than the universities. Clancy illustrates this for example for 1998: (6)

Socio Economic Groups
Universities 1998

%
Institutes of Technology 1998 %

Manual Skilled
9.6
17.7

Semi-Skilled
5.6
9.4

Unskilled
1.9
4.3

The RTC/ IT sector has unquestionably been responsible for a considerable part of the achievement of effectively mass higher education over recent decades and while its successes in the recruitment of students from lower socio-economic groups has not been the startling success one might have hoped for, it has certainly opened Higher Education up to cohorts which heretofore would not have been participants. 

Some at least of this success has been facilitated by the relatively less burdensome prospect for a poorer family of envisaging a two year course of studies at an IT rather than a 4 year programme at a University or indeed at an IT particularly when ESF funding was available for the former option.

Interestingly, the Council of Directors of in its working document goes on to express the view that:

 ‘a relevant binary output from higher education is clearly key to future manpower needs’ p.7 

This contention is based on a FAS/ESRI report stating that:

 “ Three quarters of the new jobs which are projected to 2015 would require education to Degree or sub-Degree level ….21.8% at degree level and 22.7% at Diploma level.”(7)

 While one might well be distracted by the extraordinary precision of the figures projected in the FAS study, it is interesting that the need for commitment to the binary provision is clearly articulated by the Directors in the document and is further underlined in one of the document’s ‘key issues’:

Addressing future skill needs nationally and regionally requires a strong diverse (by level) and relevant (by discipline) output from higher education both through full-time provision and through provision that enables adult professional development. Key issue No. 3 (8)
This must however be contrasted with the following figures from the same working paper: ‘The number of ab-initio Degrees on offer has increased from 66 in 1999 to 104 in 2002 and 130 in 2003. (Some of these Degrees overlap)’. (9) Leading the Directors to the conclusion that: ‘Future Degree provisions in Institutes should reflect demand, the desirable binary output of higher education and regional developmental needs’. (10)
It is interesting to note that Council of Directors’ submission to the OECD makes no mention of any binary dimension of the system except to refer retrospectively to the contribution of the Institutes of Technology to the expansion of Higher Education in the state up to the present time, leading one to question the strength of ongoing commitment to the sub-degree strand and the furtherance of social inclusion.

An interesting case of the issue of the future of binary provision and how the possibility of its demise comes about through both local aspirations, political nervousness and institutional development, is the campaign for a university in the Southeast. Interestingly in the course of this campaign, the continuation of provision at sub-degree levels (e.g. Level 6 of the National Qualifications Framework) has not been addressed by any of the interested parties outside of WIT. The desire for the city to have a university seems to be the sole focus of local political energies and was universally supported by all candidates in the recent local election campaigns. Within WIT the structures to make such continuity possible form part of the official discourse surrounding this potential development, but the long-term guarantee of significant level six or even level seven provision in the region within a re-designated institution is not written in stone at this point. 

Even a cursory scan of the mission/ vision statements or of the strategic and academic plans of Irish HEI’s shows a remarkable level of homogeneity of vision and of developmental intent on the part of all institutions irrespective of which side of the increasingly ill-defined binary divide they find themselves on. Even when we take for granted the cliched and often trite nature of the language of mission statements in themselves and the ‘motherhood and apple pie’ aspirationalism of the published versions of strategic plan documents it remains clear that there is no real attempt afoot to continue to strive for diversity of offering within the system. The ITs want to do what universities are good at and the universities want to continue to do the same work they have always done but realise that they need to recognise certain of the market forces which may compel them to look for instance, to the non-standard applicant who may not actually want a degree level qualification but may aspire to a lower level qualification or part thereof. This applicant might heretofore have been expected to attend the local IT. 

NUI Galway shows interesting figures relating to this very question:

Here the student registration statistics for 2001 show students registered on undergraduate degrees as forming 68% of the student population or 8278 in total, but non-graduate certificate and diploma students form 10% of the population or 1181in total. (11)  This is already a very significant proportion of learners taking sub-degree level programmes – a concept which would previously have been almost unheard of in Irish universities.

Both universities and ITs have been given significant reasons in recent years to examine their missions and plan and to consider the value of attempting to reposition themselves in the marketplace. For the university sector the Skilbeck report provided the major signpost in this direction. Skilbeck examined the Irish university sector within the wider international context challenging the sector to prepare itself for the challenges of globalisation and of a variety of local contextual factors influencing its future.

Among the recommendations issuing from this study were a number which challenged the heads of Irish universities to align their academic offering more strongly with commitments to lifelong learning, flexibility of modes of learning, broadening intake, local and regional community involvement – themes and concerns which had already been familiar to the leaders of Institutes of Technology. (12)
For the IT sector the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act, 1999 seems to have served as a strong signal that this sector could aspire to the highest levels of academic credibility. The sector was of course long since empowered to make academic awards up to doctoral level. This had been within the capacity of the NCEA under the relevant legislation and in retrospect this is one of the prime examples of the instruments for the dismantling of the binary system being in-build in its very foundations. 

The establishment of HETAC and the NQAI was however a quantum leap forward for the Institutes which aspired to levels of academic control over their own affairs which had been impossible under the previous legislative dispensation.  Institutes could now award their own bachelors and postgraduate awards. Subject to the quality assurance arrangements specified in the 1999 Act and in the policy arrangements put in place by the bodies established under that Act, Institutes of Technology could aspire to having authority to make their own academic awards within a short timeframe. It has been stated publicly by HETAC that it would wish the delegation of degree awarding powers to be widespread throughout the IT sector by 2006.

Such academic democracy may well be a positive thing for institutions of higher education and for the sector in general. It may be appropriate that all HEI’s be enabled to achieve a maximum of academic autonomy within a reasonable timeframe. In this respect the implementation of the Qualifications Act is to be welcomed.

However, in the business of education the public perception of the worth of an academic qualification is obviously an extremely important factor in determining its use and value to the graduate. 

British higher educational experience has shown us that where no nominal distinction is made between institutions and consequently between their qualifications, the public, the customers if one wishes to use that term, will make their own judgements before they commit. It may well not be long before a considerable realignment takes place in British higher education. It may be that some re-alignment is necessary due to demographic issues which have arisen since 1992, but I would contend that the signals sent by faculty redundancies, programme discontinuations and a heavy reliance on overseas student cohorts in some of the universities performing poorly in the league tables are clear indicators of the reluctance of British students to enrol in some of the post 1992 universities. The viability of a number of the 1992 institutions must now be in question.

Similarly in Ireland, the degree obtained at an Institute of Technology may not necessarily be equal in the public mind to the degree awarded by an older, more established HEI which has been a university for several centuries. I believe it is true that while the difference between both degrees was underpinned by a clearly interpretable distinction between the mission and purpose of the awarding institutions and by an understanding of for instance, the applied or vocational nature of one award as opposed to the more theoretical or more ‘liberal education’ aspect of the other both qualifications could compete with each other, address different markets and make distinct contributions to the overall supply of higher education opportunities. They could, I suggest be given parity of esteem by being seen as distinct entities. By blurring the distinction between both sectors one inevitably creates a hierarchy of similar institutions and attributes different values to the respective awards based on what may well be inappropriate measurements or criteria.

For parity of esteem to actually be a reality it would be necessary for appropriate measurement instruments to be in place which were designed to measure and underwrite the different qualities and achievements of both types of institution. As it currently stands Institutes of Technology are measured not even by the instruments used to assess university performance but by a set of instruments which direct Institutes along a pathway towards doing university type work. Mission drift within the IT sector is, for this reason also, more or less inevitable. University-like mission aims are adopted in the absence of any other proxy by which to measure achievements appropriate to the sector. 

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​

For instance it might be appropriate when evaluating the performance of an Institute of Technology that the quality of individual classroom teaching performance be closely examined, and perhaps scholarship levels among staff might be more significant yardsticks for the assessment of departments teaching sub-degree cohorts than the extent of their commitment to and achievement of funding for basic research. The effectiveness of an institutional policy on combating regional socio-economic inequality might usefully be assessed in its application and the diversity of programme levels and access pathways could be considered in a detailed manner. 

At a pragmatic level a rigorous assessment of the commitment of the Institute to addressing regional social and economic needs - including the skills needs - could valuably form part of the validation process for any new programmes proposed.

Funding arrangements would also need to be considered in this context and to the extent that under-funding of the IT sector relative to the universities is provoking difficulties for the IT sector in realising its fundamental mission it needs examination. The extent to which the sector achieves measurable successes against the yardsticks suggested here might form part of an appropriate funding formula. 

Depending on various national contexts the extent to which HE systems are unified, binary or otherwise categorised varies enormously and the arrangements, which are put in place to maintain or reduce or otherwise manage such systems, are equally diverse. In the Irish context however it is reasonable to argue that the binary reality of our system was a conscious development which to date has been of valuable service to the state and its people and which still has much to offer if properly tasked, evaluated and funded.

For our system to remain a binary one, policy choices are required at this time and they will need to deal in clear terms with, among other questions, the issues touched on in this paper, such as social inclusion, regional development, institutional funding linked to measures for ensuring quality and level of provision.

Wider higher education policy issues which impinge on the issues at the core of this paper’s theme, such as research funding arrangements, university funding in general and the sluggishness to date of Ireland’s responses to globalisation trends in HE, are also matters on which debate and direction are required in order for our Higher Education system to move confidently forward.
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