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FOREWORD 

 

 

On behalf of the Higher Education Authority I welcome this mid-term review of the 

Strategic Innovation Fund and thank Dr. Gordon Davies for its thoroughness, clarity 

and for its completion within a tight timeframe. 

 

The SIF was one of the new measures introduced by the Government as a result of the 

OECD Review of Irish higher education in 2004.  It is intended to stimulate 

innovative thinking and action within higher education institutions and across the HE 

system.  It has a particular focus on: 

 

� the quality of teaching and learning; 

� improved graduate education; 

� broader access to higher education; and  

� better managed higher education institutions,  
 

all underpinned by a stronger culture of collaborative working between individual 

HEIs and across the HE system. 

 

As the sole reviewer, Dr. Gordon Davies was required to deploy his experienced 

insight into the workings of higher education internationally, his analytical capacities 

and his prior knowledge of the Irish system and of the SIF initiative in undertaking the 

Review.  The work he has undertaken presents a balanced view of the outcomes 

achieved to date from the broad range of SIF projects undertaken and also some 

pointers for future action. 

 

From the summary table (pages 7-9) highlighting SIF’s achievements, his assessment 

makes it clear that much has been achieved which adds value under each of the broad 

target areas identified above.  Equally, his report points to some areas where results 

are not as planned and others where weaknesses in process may have inhibited full 

achievement of the original goals set for the SIF.  Overall however, his evaluation 

strongly suggests that the SIF has, by and large, been a successful initiative.  He also 

makes the point that part of the innovating process is to accept that not all new ideas 

will succeed and to be prepared to terminate those that are not producing satisfactory 

results. 

 

The HEA notes that Dr. Davies’ report will be complemented by a value-for-money 

review of the SIF initiative being undertaken by the Office of the Comptroller and 

Auditor General.  The Authority looks forward to receiving the outcome of this 

exercise in due course. 

 

The completion of this review is timely given the reduced provision in 2010 for SIF 

within the overall allocation of funding for higher education.  The Authority will be 

guided by its recommendations in establishing priorities in that context.  The report 
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also provides useful guidance in regard to the future evolution of earmarked funding 

of this type. 

 

On behalf of the Authority I want to express our appreciation to Dr. Davies for the 

valuable work undertaken in the review and in preparation of his report.  I would also 

like to record our appreciation for the support given by the HEA Executive 

(particularly Caitríona Ryan and Oliver Mooney). 

 

 
____________________  

February 2010  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

My review of the Strategic Innovation Fund was undertaken at the request of the 

Higher Education Authority, which is responsible for the program. 

 

The review was based primarily on materials submitted by institutions responsible for 

the approximately 100 SIF projects.  In addition, I made site visits to four groups of 

institutions that manage multiple projects:  

 

– Irish Universities Association (IUA) 

– Institutes of Technology, Ireland (IOTI) 

– Dublin Regional Higher Education Alliance (DRHEA) 

– The Shannon Consortium 

 

I also had personal discussions with several institutions managing complex or unique 

projects.  In total, I personally discussed about 54 individual projects or project 

strands. 

 

I found that, over-all, SIF has produced very strong results: 

 

– Restructuring has modernized graduate education and research, and has 

laid the groundwork for more flexible and accessible approaches to 

higher education in general; 

– Mechanisms to ensure increased access and success are in place, with 

provisions for socially and economically disadvantaged persons, those 

with special needs, and workers who need re-training in order to keep 

their jobs or find new ones; and 

– Institutions are learning that collaboration with one another can lead to 

stronger academic programs and research, increased operating 

efficiency, and significant cost savings. 

 

But there were some problems: 

 

– Many projects in SIF 1 got started much too slowly; 

– Collaboration among institutions sometimes has been weak; 

– Some required progress reports were vague and unhelpful; and 

– Project managers have struggled to keep their projects afloat due to 

severely reduced funding. 

 

The summary box which follows this executive summary identifies some of SIF’s 

main achievements to date in meeting the key objectives of the program.  This is by 

no means an exhaustive list.  In addition, SIF is a relatively new initiative and the 

effects of the projects will become evident over time.  This is true of all investment in 

higher education. 
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Projects undertaken by sectoral (IUA and IOTI) or regional associations (DRHEA and 

the Shannon Consortium) seem to have been more successful than many of the ones 

with fewer partners. I have recommended that a number of projects be merged or 

consolidated to reduce unnecessary duplication and increase productivity. 

 

A substantial number of projects, particularly from SIF 1, have been mainstreamed: 

made part of standard institutional operations and supported by core funding. This is 

particularly true of major administrative changes such as those made to enable the 

shift of graduate education from an “apprenticeship” model to a more modern, 

flexible, and generic model.  Once the changes were made, there simply is no question 

of going back to the old way. 

 

I determined that the HEA has managed SIF well.  It has detailed and structured 

reporting mechanisms in place and funding allocations are made carefully.  In 

addition, meetings between HEA personnel and project personnel take place.  The 

amount of funding to be allocated is, of course, a problem, but the HEA has had to 

deal with severely constrained resources because of the current economic situation.  

Some institutions complained that they should have received greater shares of the 

limited funding available.  But complaints like these are normal in times of fiscal 

stress.   

 

The panel that recommended funding for SIF 2 projects also recommended the HEA 

should be allocated a modest amount of funding to support a “SIF manager,” 

recognizing that this is a large and complex program.  Its recommendation was not 

accepted for what surely seemed good reasons at the time. I think that it should be 

accepted now for the benefit of the program and of higher education in general. 

  

Finally, I recommend that if there is a SIF 3 – and based on the results to date this 

would be justified– the HEA should solicit project proposals that will implement the 

recommendations of the Strategic Review of Higher Education now nearing 

completion. 
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Highlights of SIF’s Achievements, Jan 2007 to December 2009 
 

 

 

Higher Quality Teaching and Learning 

 

� The establishment of the National Academy for the Integration of Research and Teaching 

and Learning in Higher Education (NAIRTL), encompasses 38 higher education 

institutions, and is providing a forum for sharing best practices.  

 

� The establishment of the bluebrick.ie portal is a first step toward establishing genuinely 

flexible learning so changes in institutional management and ways of teaching will enable 

more people to study more subjects, in more ways, at more institutions, and on more 

varied schedules. 

 

� The development of the student feedback system as an IUA project for the first time 

enables institutions to collect valuable information from students. It should be adopted by 

all universities and institutes, and then expanded to collect feedback from staff, and from 

external observers of higher education.  

 

� The IOTI Learning Innovation Network is for the first providing a platform for the 

continuing professional development of teaching staff throughout the Institutes of 

Technology.   

 

Improving Graduate Education 

  

� SIF has enabled the transformation of PhD programs in Ireland from a traditional 

apprentice model to a modern structured approach in which students work with 

supervisory committees within the faculty of a Graduate School.  Although the changes 

are relatively recent, the IUA student feedback system demonstrates a measurable 

improvement on the PhD student experience, particularly advising and teaching.  I 

received endorsement of the changes from some research funders.  The extent of the 

transformation in PhD education achieved in such a short time is remarkable and also 

critical for Ireland’s continued development as a “Knowledge Society.”   

 

� The IUA “Access to National Bibliometric Data” project will provide international access 

to citations of research done in Ireland and the IUA “Open Access to Research” (fully 

completed) and “Integrated Knowledge Transfer Platform” projects will build indices of 

research projects in Ireland.  These databases have great potential both within Ireland and 

internationally. They should be marketed aggressively. 

 

� The DRHEA has made several high-demand graduate programs fully inter-institutional.  

Students can move from one institution to another to study various curricular modules.  
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Increased Collaboration among Institutions and other Partners  

 

� SIF has allowed both the universities and the Institutes of Technology to explore more 

fully what can be done collaboratively through sectoral approaches.  The range of IUA 

and IOTI projects in both SIF 1 and SIF 2 demonstrates that collaborative approaches are 

being adopted in key areas such as teaching and learning, research, access to higher 

education, and accountability. Collaboration among institutions is innovative in itself; its 

rapid increase is definitely a SIF achievement. Indeed, many of my recommendations 

about individual projects (see evaluation table) suggest further consolidation of projects 

and increased collaborations within sectors or across all of higher education. 

 

� The Shannon Consortium, consisting of UL, Limerick IT, IT Tralee and Mary 

Immaculate College, is a very successful collaboration that has become a brand name 

within its region.  Throughout its projects, it is evident that the partners can think as a 

group rather than just as individual institutions. It is also noteworthy that the Consortium 

is working with other stakeholders in the region such as the Limerick Regeneration Task 

Force and the TUSNUA group (an association of employment, guidance and other 

education providers working to help persons facing the challenge of redundancy in the 

labor market). 

 

� The Shannon Consortium has not limited its activities to SIF activities but has rather used 

the collaboration to assist in responding to emerging challenges. For instance, its 

members responded as a Consortium to the HEA’s call for proposals under the Labour 

Market Activization Scheme in summer 2009, thus ensuring that a regional approach was 

taken to meeting the upskilling needs of the unemployed.   

 

� The collaborative project between Letterkenny Institute of Technology and University of 

Ulster is an innovative collaboration and a welcome sign of progress in the further 

development of north/south relationships. 

 

� The DRHEA comprises eight institutions (UCD, IT Blanchardstown, DCU, IT Tallaght, 

TCD, the Dun Laoghaire Institute of Art, Technology & Design, NUIM, and DIT) and 

therefore represents a collaboration of significant magnitude and scale.  As in all 

collaborations, it takes time to build trust and mutual respect, but the fact that these 

institutions even came together in the first instance is a positive step.  The collaboration is 

not without its difficulties (as I have discussed in the body of the report) but nevertheless 

key achievements are already evident in the area of graduate education and the 

improvement of teaching and learning.  The collaboration has great potential and could 

transform Irish higher education. 
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Broader Access to Higher Education 

 

� The IUA “Equity of Access” projects have enabled the consolidation of several access 

procedures to universities for under-represented groups.  HEAR (Higher |Education 

Access Route) and DARE (Disability Access Route to Education) are helping persons 

enter universities through clear and flexible procedures that are a part of the CAO system. 

 

� Throughout my evaluation I found examples of worthwhile activity aimed at increasing 

equity of access taking place at within sectors, regions, and individual institutions.  Much 

of this activity should be mainstreamed into core institutional activity or taken up by the 

sectors. 

 

� Since 2006, new enrollments to the universities and institutes of technology increased 

from 35,777 to 38,828 in 2008, an increase of 9%.  In 2009 alone some 3,000 students 

took up student places specifically earmarked for individuals who had become 

unemployed (provision was made in a combination of full-time, part-time, short and long 

programs and courses were made available by institutions at short notice).  While we 

cannot attribute all of this increased provision to SIF, it nevertheless indicates that the 

system can respond to the needs of diverse groups and to emerging environmental 

challenges.  It is fair to say that SIF is supporting the development of this responsive 

higher education system.   

 

Better managed higher education institutions 

 

� Recalling the finding of the OECD review team, my evaluation sought to determine 

whether SIF projects are achieving institutional changes that result in better managed and 

governed institutions.  I think the answer is that they are. SIF has enabled higher 

education institutions to restructure academic and administrative processes, streamline 

management and governance structures, clarify roles, and delegate responsibility to 

appropriate levels. They are becoming more responsive to national needs and to the 

international higher education community.  The restructuring work is on-going in many 

institutions and will require further work.  Nevertheless, I am impressed by what has been 

achieved in a short time. SIF has provided an impetus for change in key areas such as 

undergraduate teaching, graduate education, human resources, and financial management.   

 

� SIF has focussed attention on the need to strengthen management of institutional human 

resources. Both the IUA and IOTI have implemented projects in the area of human 

resource development and leadership (in addition to a number of projects taking place at 

institutional level).  This work is important and will ensure that institutional personnel are 

able to manage new administrative systems and respond to national and global 

challenges. 
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CHAPTER 1: PROJECT ASSESSMENTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

1.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter contains my assessments of all of the projects funded under SIF to 

date. The analysis for most projects relied on the progress reports and updates 

provided by the institutions (details of the scope and methodology for the 

evaluation are set out in chapter 2). 

 

A summary of my project assessments is provided in the following evaluation 

table. Most SIF 1 projects are completed or will be in the near future. Some are 

designed to flow into SIF 2 projects that are still active. Most SIF 2 projects are 

still underway and funding for them has been sharply curtailed because of the 

fiscal situation. A small number have been abandoned or terminated. For each 

project, I provide a recommendation regarding the future of the project. I have 

limited my recommendations to one of six types. An explanation of each type 

of recommendation is provided in the table below. In addition to the analysis 

set out in the evaluation table, I have also provided some more detailed 

comments on the projects and recommendations. These are confined to issues 

of particular importance which I believe emerged in the course of the 

evaluation.  
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1.2 Table of Recommendations 

 

Number Recommendation 

1 

These are excellent projects contributing key outcomes of 

benefit to all of higher education or to one of the sectors 

(most are completed or almost completed SIF 1 projects). 

They should be mainstreamed and the outcomes should be 

disseminated sector- or system-wide. 

2 

These are excellent work-in-progress projects that will 

contribute essential results to the higher education sector 

(most are SIF 2 projects). Some are progressing well while 

others are experiencing some difficulties. Given their 

importance to the sector, they should be continued (perhaps 

sectorally or system-wide) and mainstreamed when 

complete.  

3 

These are SIF 1 projects that have been completed or are 

close to completion. They have progressed satisfactorily and 

warrant mainstreaming within the relevant institutions and 

perhaps sectorally or system-wide.   

4 

These are SIF 2 projects that are making satisfactory 

progress but should be merged with similar projects because 

of funding constraints. Where possible, merged projects 

should be continued at the sectoral level (by the IUA, IOTI, 

or both). This is a priority judgment, not a negative 

assessment. 

5 

These are SIF 2 projects with worthwhile objectives.  Based 

on the assessment of progress reports, it appears that not as 

much progress has been made as might be expected at this 

stage. In a difficult financial situation, consideration might 

be given to providing no further funding to these projects. 

This is a priority judgment. 

6 

These are projects that either: 

– never commenced,  

– are at a very early stage of start-up, or 

– were terminated before completion. 

They should be considered for termination due to changed 

national circumstances. This recommendation reflects the 

progress achieved to date and is not negative judgment about 

the importance of the objectives or the contributions the 

projects could have made to higher education.  
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1.3 Evaluation Table 

 
Title Cycle Lead Partners Comments Recommendation 

ASCENT: Regional Assessment and 

Resource Centre  
1 AIT 

GMIT, ITS, 

LYIT, NUIG 

Main activity has been within AIT.  It is important to ensure that results 

are integrated by partners.  The SIF 2 follow-on project involves only AIT 

and LYIT and the reduced level of collaboration raises some concerns. 

But this is an important project. The “needs assessment” is very good. 

3 

Education in Employment  1 CIT 

GMIT, DIT, 

AIT, DKIT, IT 

SLIGO, LYIT, 

UCC, NUIG 

Good use of limited resources, including internal allocation of funds to 

reflect activity of partners, rather than preset levels. Practical outputs. 

Targets and objectives met under-budget and ahead of schedule; 

sustainability plan in place. This project is vital in today's economic 

climate. 

1 

GET AHEAD-Student Internships 1 GMIT 
GMIT, AIT, 

DKIT 

This is a good project with good intentions, but it is hampered by lack of 

internships in the current labor market (though considerable 

restructuring progress has been made). Prospects for mainstreaming are 

unclear. 

3 

Delivering Systemic Change Evaluation: 

measurement, review and adjustment 
1 IOTI All IoTs 

Funding for this project was not drawn down by the IOTI and the work 

was done as part of the general SIF 1 allocation. 
6 

Delivering Systemic Change: 

Empowering staff through the Strategic 

Planning Process 

1 IOTI All IoTs 
A very good project. Outcomes have been achieved.  This project has 

been finished and its contributions mainstreamed.  
3 

Delivering Systemic Change: Learning 

Innovation Network 
1 IOTI All IoTs 

This well-regarded project has been important in stimulating 

collaboration among IoTs. It contributed to the SIF 2 “Flexible Learning” 

project and its contributions are being mainstreamed.  The Academic 

Development Program is impressive, with candid assessments by 

participants. 

1 

Delivering Systemic Change: MIS as a 

Strategic Management Tool (Portal and 

Data Integration) 

1 IOTI All IoTs 

Systems were developed but roll-out to institutes was halted for 

budgetary reasons in consultation with HEA. Institutes can implement 

using regular operating funds. 

3 

Delivering Systemic Change: Sectoral 

Capacity Assessment  
1 IOTI All IoTs 

Frank and helpful assessment of strengths and weaknesses of Institutes 

of Technology sector. It contributes to the strategic development of the 

sector and is a basis for SIF 2 activity. 

3 

Delivering Systemic Change: Sectoral 

leadership & management 

development 

1 IOTI All IoTs 

Good participation from the institutes.  Several leadership projects could 

be merged into one comprehensive, flexible leadership training program 

for all institutions. 

3 

IOTI Graduate Research Alliance 1 IT Sligo 
IoTs & NUIG, 

NUIM 

Project complete and outcomes achieved. It is contributing to a SIF 2 

IOTI project. 
3 
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Title Cycle Lead Partners Comments Recommendation 

CONTINUE: Collaborative Network for 

Teaching & Innovation & Inclusive 

Education  

1 
IT 

Tallaght 

ITTD, ITB, IT 

Carlow, IADT 

The project is worthwhile and the activities should become part of 

regular operations and feed into a sectoral approach.  
3 

4th Level Support Network 1 IUA 
All 

Universities 

This work should be absorbed into regular operating budgets by all 

universities.  
1 

Attracting international graduate 

students 
1 IUA 

All 

Universities 

Value of project at this time not clear. Overall recommendations on SIF’s 

approach to internationalization have been made in the main body of 

the text in section 1.4.13. 

3 

Full economic cost model 1 IUA 
All 

Universities 
This was a successful preliminary exercise for the SIF 2 project. 3 

HE Leadership academy 1 IUA 
All 

Universities 

This project has a low profile but is important.  It and other leadership 

projects should be used to develop a comprehensive leadership 

program for all higher education. 

3 

Open access to research output 1 IUA 
All 

Universities 

The objectives have been achieved. Now the universities and the HEA 

should promote the project to overcome its low visibility. Remember: “If 

we build it, they won’t necessarily come.” 

1 

PhD Quality Assurance 1 IUA 
All 

Universities 
This project was never begun and no funding was drawn down. 6 

Strategic planning and decision support 1 IUA 
All 

Universities 

Key Performance Indicators are vital for universities' development; this 

project leads to the SIF 2 project Building Strategic Information whose 

progress is slow and disappointing. 

3 

Student feedback system 1 IUA 
All 

Universities 

Good data obtained from students and researchers.  This fits well with 

the KPI project and should provide important accountability measures. It 

should be extended to faculty and other teaching staff (and possibly 

administrative staff) and absorbed into every university’s regular 

operating budget. 

1 

Widening the base for high quality 

student recruitment 
1 IUA 

All 

Universities 

Successfully completed and mainstreamed. The SIF 2 “Equity of Access” 

project picks up this work. 
3 

Work-based Learning Programmes 1 LIT No partner  The project is completed and led to the LIT-led SIF 2 project. 3 

ACCESS 21: Outreach/Access Initiatives 

across BMW and Co Clare 
1 NUIG 

NUIG, AIT, 

DKIT, GMIT, 

LYIT, NUIM 

The project is producing greater access but failure to create links with 

further education and other local resources makes it very expensive and 

probably unsustainable. Stronger commitments by partners and 

alternative means of delivering instruction and services are needed to 

overcome geographic diffusion. Unnecessary expenditures on travel 

(since curtailed) were due to uneven participation by partners and lack 

of the links mentioned above. 

3 (with no further 

funding provision) 
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Title Cycle Lead Partners Comments Recommendation 

Blackboard: Learning Technologies 

from Pilot to Mainstream 
1 NUIG TCD, UCC 

A good project that seems to have been validated by widespread 

adoption of Blackboard throughout higher education internationally.  
3 

Civic Engagement, Student 

Volunteering and Active Citizenship 
1 NUIG 

NUIG, NUIM, 

UCD, DCU, UL 

A good project with impressive activity but expensive for outputs to 

date.  
3 

Feasibility Study to develop Irish 

language and Irish Medium Education 
1 NUIG 

NUIG, NUIM, 

LYIT 

There has been a strong commitment to the project from its partners 

and outcomes have been achieved. 
3 

Education & Research: Graduate 

Schools 
1 NUIM No partners Completed. Should be absorbed into regular operating budget 3 

Education & Research: Graduate 

Studies Office 
1 NUIM No partners Completed. Should be absorbed into regular operating budget 3 

Education & Research: Student 

Internships  
1 NUIM No partners Completed. Should be absorbed into regular operating budget 3 

Faculty Aligned T&L Innovation  1 NUIM No partners Completed. Should be absorbed into regular operating budget 3 

Restructuring & Modernization: IT 

based Self service Innovations 
1 NUIM DCU 

Delayed but will proceed.  Sharing of common applications is good and 

should be done more often to reduce administrative work. 
3 

Restructuring & Modernization: 

Leadership Training Programmes 
1 NUIM No partners Completed. Should be absorbed into regular operating budget 3 

Strategic Alliance between NUIM and 

IoTs 
1 NUIM IoTs 

Access efforts are important, particularly attention to Traveller 

population. Life-long learning and staff development also are important. 

Supplementary material submitted by NUIM is good. 

3 

National Academy for the Integration 

of Research and Teaching & Learning in 

Higher Education 

1 UCC 
NUIG, TCD, 

CIT, WIT 

One of the best SIF projects: internationally acclaimed, strong 

leadership, significant effects on entire third level sector. It has 

produced excellent results and has expanded to include 38 institutions. 

Resources should be made available to continue NAIRTL’s work. 

1 

Institutional Leadership 1 UCD No partners 

This impressive project could provide a basic model for Leadership 

training across all of higher education. UCD had already changed its 

administrative organization and needed to develop leadership skills 

among a wide range of faculty and staff. 

3 

Stimulating Innovative Teaching 1 UCD No partners A good project that should be integrated with NAIRTL. 3 

Transforming Student Learning 1 UCD No partners A good project that should be integrated with NAIRTL 3 

Widening Participation  1 UCD No partner 

Completed. Should be incorporated into regular operations and 

supported from regular operating budget. UCD should share its results 

more widely, including within the DRHEA. 

3 
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Title Cycle Lead Partners Comments Recommendation 

DEIS (Individualized Digitalized 

Education Advisory System, formerly 

IDEAS) 

1 UL 

UL, LIT, IT 

Tralee, CIT, 

DKIT, NUIG 

An excellent project that is working with other SIF projects (most 

notably IOTI’s “Flexible Learning”) and external agencies. Potential for 

system-wide application in context of increased curriculum 

modularization. 

1 

Expanding Postgraduate Education 1 UL No partners 
Reform of graduate education and other results achieved. Should be 

linked with similar projects under the auspices of IUA. 
3 

Shannon Consortium: Strand 1: 

Shannon Regional Learning Gateway 
1 UL LIT, IT Tralee 

A good project that links further and higher education and now seeks to 

work with other partners. Some initial problems have been addressed. 

The Downtown Centre is a key feature. Access programs for needy and 

disadvantaged students are valuable. It is not certain that outreach 

centers can be sustained but they are delivering valuable services. 

3 

Shannon Consortium: Strand 2: 

Regional Approach to Outstanding 

Teaching, Learning and Learner 

Support 

1 UL LIT, IT Tralee 

As mentioned in comments on the previous project, outreach centers 

are a good approach but may not be sustainable. Other ways to provide 

some services should be considered as part of mainstreaming 

considerations. The services are valuable to students. 

3 

Shannon Consortium: Strand 3: 

Regional Graduate Training 

Development Network 

1 UL LIT, IT Tralee 

Good results in providing generic skills, following the  recommendation 

of the Strategy for Science, Technology and Innovation. Sustainability is 

uncertain for some activities. 

3 

Building 4th Level Capacity 1 NUIG TCD, UCC 

Like the common approach to restructuring projects below, these three 

institutions developed common approaches modified by requirements 

unique to each.  They meet goals set for the higher education sector by 

the Strategy for Science, Technology and Innovation. 

3 

Dean of Graduate Studies 1 NUIG TCD, UCC 3 

Generic Skills Training for Research 

Students 
1 NUIG TCD, UCC 3 

Development of Graduate Education: 

Building Fourth-Level Capacity 
1 TCD UCC, NUIG 3 

Development of Graduate Education: 

Generic Skills training 
1 TCD UCC, NUIG 3 

Development of Graduate Education: 

Restructuring of Graduate Studies 

Office 

1 TCD UCC, NUIG 3 

Enabling 4th Level: Building Capacity 1 UCC TCD, NUIG 3 

Enabling 4th Level: Generic Skills 

training 
1 UCC TCD, NUIG 3 

Enabling 4th Level: Restructuring of 

Graduate Studies Office 
1 UCC TCD, NUIG 3 

Restructuring of Academic units 1 NUIG TCD, UCC These projects shared a good kind of collaboration, in which they 

developed approaches to common issues collectively but modified them 

3 

Restructuring of Infrastructure 1 NUIG TCD, UCC 3 
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Title Cycle Lead Partners Comments Recommendation 

Continuing Academic and 

Administrative Restructuring:  Strategic 

Change Management Team 

1 TCD UCC, NUIG 

as necessary for each institution. This approach proved very suitable for 

these restructuring activities. Results were achieved in each project and 

the new structures replaced previous ones. 

3 

Continuing Academic and 

Administrative Restructuring: 

Assessment Stage of e-Strategy  

1 TCD UCC, NUIG 3 

Continuing Academic and 

Administrative Restructuring: Specialist 

Management & Development Support 

for new schools 

1 TCD UCC, NUIG 3 

Change Management: Data Warehouse 1 UCC TCD, NUIG 3 

Change Management: Management 

Information Systems  
1 UCC TCD, NUIG 3 

Change Management: Team & Process 

Mapping 
1 UCC TCD, NUIG 3 

Regional Access to Assistive 

Technology Connection to Higher 

Education (REACH)  

2 AIT LYIT 

A valuable project seeking to use “assistive technology” to help persons 

with disabilities or specific learning disabilities access and persist in 

higher education. It might be adopted by all institutes but may not be 

sustainable in current economic conditions.  Merger with other assistive 

technology projects should be considered. 

4 

Roadmap for Employer-Academic 

Partnership (REAP)  
2 CIT 

DIT, WIT, 

ITTD, UCC, 

ITS, AIT, NUIG 

Outcomes to date are good and may be adopted by other institutions 

over time. Project is especially relevant in current economy. 

Collaboration should be improved.  A sectoral approach should be 

adopted for this project, and it should be integrated with the current 

Labor Market Activization program. 

2 

DRHEA - Enhancement of Learning  2 DCU 

UCD, NUIM, 

TCD, ITB, 

ITTD, IADT, 

DIT 

Slow start-up not just because of funding problems. The establishment 

of the Dublin Centre of Academic Development is welcome but seems to 

have had mixed support.  

2 

DRHEA - Internationalization  2 DIT 

UCD, NUIM, 

TCD, ITTD, 

DIT, DCU 

Slow use of funds. There is evidence that some partners are starting 

similar activities outside of the DRHEA. Good interaction with external 

agencies such as Dublin Tourism. The project might focus on marketing 

rather than on scholarships. All internationalization efforts should be 

merged into one project and carefully coordinated. 

5 
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Title Cycle Lead Partners Comments Recommendation 

DRHEA - Widening Participation 2 TCD/ITB 

UCD, NUIM, 

DCU, DIT, 

IADT, ITTD, 

ITB 

The project is concerned with adult learners, persons needing 

instruction in English as a second language, persons lacking literacy 

skills, and others with special needs. Progress has been slow to date but 

this is an important effort for all of higher education. 

2 

DRHEA Graduate Education  2 UCD 

DCU, NUIM, 

TCD, ITB, 

ITTD, IADT, 

DIT 

Inter-institutional cooperation in several high-demand programs gives 

students mobility. Despite much less money, the institutions continue to 

demonstrate commitment to this work, which is an innovative 

development of PhD education in Ireland (and is not common in other 

nations like, for instance, the USA).    

2 

Strategic Management and Change.  2 DIT WIT, CIT 

Unit Costing is central to this project and is essential for all of higher 

education. Emphasis on resource allocation and accountability for staff 

is also good. The outcomes of this project should be reviewed, modified 

in consultation with the Institutes and the HEA as necessary, and 

adopted by all Institutes. Satisfactory progress on Portfolio Management 

and operational restructuring activities, but mergers should be sought 

for these elements where possible. Collaboration among the partners 

has been strong. 

By elements: 

Financial Initiatives: 

2, Portfolio 

Management: 4, 

Operations 

underpinning the 

Academic Enterprise: 

4 

Creating the Entrepreneurial Graduate 

(Accelerating Campus 

Entrepreneurship, ACE) 

2 DKIT 
ITB, CIT, ITS, 

NUIG 

An impressive project that appears to be well-regarded in the private 

sector.  Stronger collaboration among partners should be required. 

Stimulating entrepreneurship is critical, and several SIF projects address 

this. All of higher education should be engaged in this work. 

2 

Student Leadership scheme: 

Curriculum Reform 
2 GMIT NUIG 

Good engagement with students.  Addresses the transition between 

second and third level, which often is difficult. 
4 

Student Leadership scheme: Student 

Led Learning 
2 GMIT AIT 

A generic skill set for undergraduates, developed by students for 

students, marks this project. 
4 

Addressing the Needs of the 

Knowledge Economy - Research  
2 IOTI All IoTs 

A good project with strong collaboration with external research and 

enterprise agencies. But the PhD cohort in the IOTs is quite small (about 

300). The IUA should take the lead on the general topic “Research and 

the Knowledge Economy,” in consultation with IOTI, the HEA, and 

others.  The National Strategy should speak to this topic. 

2  

Supported Flexible Learning 2 IOTI All IoTs 

This is an excellent project. One major objective (bluebrick.ie) was 

implemented early in response to current employment situation. 

Provisions for part-time learning are not as good as those for full-time. 

(This is largely because of the higher education funding model and 

tuition policies.  The National Strategy should address this issue.) 

Flexible Learning should be adopted by all higher education institutions. 

2 
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Title Cycle Lead Partners Comments Recommendation 

Eastern Regional Alliance: 

Consolidating Services for increased 

capacity 

2 
IT 

Carlow 

ITB, ITTD, 

DKIT 

The progress report is vague and filled with jargon. There is evidence of 

some good activity but also of some difficulties that may warrant this 

becoming a sectoral project. 

5 

Eastern Regional Alliance: 

Repositioning Learner Assessment  
2 

IT 

Carlow 

DKIT, ITB, 

ITTD 

This is an innovative project that should be supported by core funding 

on completion. It could be merged with IOTI “Flexible Learning.” 
4 

Eastern Regional Alliance Access 

project: ‘Transitions’.  
2 ITB 

DKIT, ITTD, IT 

Carlow 

Worthwhile activities but should become part of a sectoral approach for 

access and merged with similar projects. 
4 

Access to National Bibliometric Data 2 IUA 
All 

Universities 

This project has been on hold while awaiting release of specialized 

citation software. It has excellent potential, however. When complete, it 

should to be promoted by universities and the HEA, not merely made 

available. A National Citation index is important to growth of research in 

Ireland. 

2 

Building Strategic Information 

(restructuring) 
2 IUA 

All 

Universities 

This project has not progressed, and funding has been suspended due to 

lack of activity. Nonetheless, it is important to the development of the 

university sector. See section 1.4.3 for a discussion of this.  This project 

should be monitored closely. 

2 

Equity of Access  2 IUA 

All 

Universities, 

DIT &IOTI 

This is a strong project. HEAR and DARE are good products but should 

not become the only institutional responses to access issues. It is good 

that DIT is now participating and that use of these tools by all IoTs is 

under discussion.  All institutions should sign on. Has momentum. 

2 

Full Economic Costing (restructuring) 2 IUA 
All 

Universities 

This is a very important project for all of higher education. Progress has 

been slow and the first data are expected in 2011.  The delays are 

understandable given internal resistance and the complexity of the 

work. Progress should be monitored closely. 

2 

Sectoral Human Resource Capacity 

Building.  
2 IUA 

All 

Universities 

Another project that is important for the university sector's 

development. It has successfully co-ordinated HR policy in the sector but 

is slow-moving.  It should be monitored. 

2 

Towards an Integrated Knowledge 

Transfer Platform  
2 IUA 

All 

Universities 

Scoping exercise engaged in extensive consultation with stakeholders 

within and outside higher education.  It is a thorough and meticulous 

study and the final product will be a valuable resource for forming 

university partnerships with industry. A working prototype that will be 

used to seek funding for implementation is now being developed. 

2 

Work-Based Learning approach to 

progression for craft persons on the 

National Framework of Qualifications   

2 LIT ITT, ITC 

A good project working on the further education and higher education 

interface. It should be absorbed into regular operating budgets and 

adopted across higher education. 

4 
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Title Cycle Lead Partners Comments Recommendation 

North West Gateway Strategic Alliance, 2 LYIT 
University of 

Ulster 

 This project breaks new ground and is important, particularly in the 

context of developing closer links between North & South institutions. 

Institutions should be asked to demonstrate more clearly their 

collaboration, because the extent of engagement by the University of 

Ulster is unclear.  

2 

NUI Galway - GMIT Strategic 

Partnership (Knowledge Region) 

project.  

2 NUIG GMIT 
The extent of collaboration between the two institutions is unclear. The 

progress report is also unclear and unconvincing. 
5 

Online Mental Health & well-being 

portal 
2 NUIG DKIT, UCC 

The value of the portal developed in this project should be assessed 

further. It should be made generally available if it is determined to help 

students. 

4 

Data Information Systems for Strategic 

Decision Making  
2 NUIM No partners 

Good progress made. Consideration might be given to merging  with IUA 

Full Economic Costing and Key Performance Indicators projects. 
4 

Certificate in Contemporary Living  2 TCD UCC 

SIF may not be the best vehicle for this project, but it seems to be 

progressing well. How it will be absorbed into regular operating budgets 

is not clear and institutions need to be asked to plan for this.  

2 

Deaf Studies 2 TCD ITB 
Project should be mainstreamed within ITB and TCD, and shared with 

other institutions.  
2 

Developing Infrastructure - Enabling 

4th level Ireland  
2 UCC NUIG 

Good initial activity that builds on SIF 1 project. Some parallels to IUA 

work. 
4 

Institutional Reform 2 UCC UCD 

This project was cancelled by the HEA because it was funding positions 

in UCC that the HEA determined should be supported with core 

institutional funds. 

6 

Widening Participation - Bridges to 

Learning 
2 UCC CIT 

This is a good project, with strong collaboration between UCC & CIT. The 

reduction in SIF funding has limited the range of services offered. It is 

another project that might benefit from a system-wide approach, linking 

with the Shannon Consortium access activities and Athlone IT assistive 

technology work. 

4 

Widening Participation - Connections 2 UCC CIT 
Another good project, with strong collaboration and good staff. It will 

increase participants' prospects of success in third level education. 
4 

Shannon Consortium: Innovation in 

Teaching and Learning Support: 

National Centre for Excellence in 

Mathematics and Science  

2 UL LIT, ITT, MIC 

Excellent collaborative project working well to develop a national 

approach.  It addresses a national need. The partnership with MIC is 

particularly strong. This National Centre should be mainstreamed and 

supported financially. 

2 
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Title Cycle Lead Partners Comments Recommendation 

Shannon Consortium: Innovation in 

Teaching and Learning Support: 

Teaching and Learning Incubation 

Centre 

2 UL LIT, ITT, MIC 

This project is unusual in that it provides competitive funding for 

innovative projects. It is not clear that it can be sustained, but a “mini-

SIF” with emphasis on teaching and learning within the consortium is 

attractive and innovative.  

2 

Shannon Consortium: Widening 

Participation: Regional Learning 

Centers  

2 UL LIT, ITT, MIC 
Good interface with further education. The regional centers may not be 

sustainable and alternatives should be considered. 
4 

Shannon Consortium: Widening 

Participation: Social Disadvantage 
2 UL LIT, ITT, MIC 

 The activities in this project aim to help providers of services, not to 

provide services directly to socially disadvantaged populations.  Positive 

outcomes, strong evidence of collaboration and good linkages 

established with local and national agencies. 

4 

Shannon Consortium: Library Network 

Support Services  
2 LIT UL, ITT, MIC 

This is potentially a valuable project but the statement of progress and 

follow-up meeting did not adequately demonstrate the its value or 

results. If continued, it probably should be merged with other library 

projects. 

5 

Shannon Consortium Procurement 

Network Project.  
2 UL LIT, ITT, MIC 

This is an excellent project that became self-funding before all the SIF 

money was spent. Similar networks should be created throughout all of 

higher education.   

1 (this 

recommendation is 

applicable since this 

project has achieved 

its objectives and 

been mainstreamed) 

Knowledge Transfer in the Curriculum: 

Governance & Management Structures 
2 WIT CIT, UCC 

Good project that seeks to meet the needs of workers under threat of 

unemployment as well as more typical full-time students seeking 

generic skills useful to employers.  It should work more directly with CIT 

project “Roadmap for Employer-Academic Partnerships,” given the 

relationship established to date. This work might be moved to a system-

wide level. 

4 

Knowledge Transfer in the Curriculum: 

Implementing structure and curriculum 
2 WIT CIT, UCC 

The integration of generic skills modules across all schools is welcome. 

Activity seems focused in WIT but should be connected to similar 

activity in other institutes. 

4 

Knowledge Transfer in the Curriculum: 

Doctoral program development 
2 WIT CIT, UCC 

The project is based on WIT & CIT’s vision of themselves as much more 

engaged in doctoral studies and research. This vision may not be 

consistent with the needs of a small nation (but is consistent with their 

own strategic plans). Further activity should be undertaken if the 

National Strategy addresses this issue. 

5 
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1.4 Expanded Comments on the Projects and Recommendations 

 

This section is intended to provide supplementary comments to the evaluation 

table.  I have not commented on every project or repeated all the comments and 

recommendations included in the table.  Rather, I have highlighted particular 

issues of importance or areas of concern, and have elaborated on issues that are 

too complex to be included in the table. 

 

1.4.1 Benefits of a Sectoral Approach 

 

A key achievement of SIF to date has been the success of most projects that were 

funded on a sectoral basis through the IUA and IOTI.  I regard this as a key 

finding because it demonstrates the ability of both the universities and the 

Institutes of Technology to work together as sectors and to address challenges in 

a truly collaborative fashion.   

 

The IOTI has been particularly successful in its projects.  Perhaps this reflects 

the initial approach by the IOTI for SIF 1 projects. It distributed management so 

the projects were not managed centrally out of IOTI’s Dublin offices.  

 

SIF 1 and 2 have enabled the IUA and IOTI to demonstrate their ability to 

manage sector-wide projects.  The effectiveness of this approach to the whole of 

higher education has been demonstrated by projects in which institutes of 

technology and universities have worked well together. I think that sectoral 

approaches could be taken in other areas of activity.  Accordingly, many of my 

recommendations in the evaluation table suggest merging or consolidating 

several worthwhile projects into sector-wide projects. For example, I found a 

number of excellent projects taking place in the area of entrepreneurship 

(including the Shannon Consortium and a DKIT led project).  Entrepreneurship 

in higher education has become increasingly important in the current economic 

climate. I think that there may be a need for a system-led approach that would 

have effects across the country.   

 

1.4.2 The Progress Reports 

 

The project reports are like most reports: some interesting, others tedious.  Some 

were highly specific about progress, outcomes, and obstacles; others were quite 

vague.  The report format, presumably stipulated by the HEA, resulted in a fair 

level of repetitiveness.  Some supplementary material was more helpful than the 

reports themselves (for example, NUIM’s “Strategic Alliances with the IOTs,” 

TCD’s “Building 4
th
 level capacity,” and IUA’s “Integrated Knowledge Transfer 

Platform.”) 
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1.4.3 IUA led projects 

 

Notwithstanding the success of most IUA-led projects, there are some areas of 

concern.  Three projects in particular appear to have encountered resistance 

within the universities:  

 

– The Key Performance Indicators (KPI) project seems to be moving ahead 

very slowly.  I do not accept the IUA’s explanation (waiting for the 

outcome of the National Strategy process) for the slow progress of the 

KPI project. IUA should take a leadership role in proposing key 

performance indicators for the universities.   

– The Full Economic Costing (FEC) project is also moving slowly, mostly 

because of its complexity but also because of resistance within faculty 

and staff.  Its completion now is projected for 2011.   

– The “Sectoral Human Resource Capacity Building,” project which is 

developing a performance-based compensation plan is also moving 

slowly.  This kind of plan represents a significant change in higher 

education and often meets resistance.   

 

All three of these projects are important.  The KPI and FEC projects, in 

particular, are needed for new systems of accountability. The need for key 

indicators is obvious if performance-based funding is going to become part of 

the HEA funding formulae. Knowing the specific costs of various activities 

within institutional operations is necessary for comparative analyses of 

efficiency and effectiveness. To promote further development and change in 

Irish higher education, these projects should be assigned high priority. 

 

Three IUA projects that open important communication links between industry 

and higher education, and within higher education internationally, have made 

very good progress.  The “Access to National Bibliometric Data” project will 

provide international access to citations of research done in Ireland. “Open 

Access to Research” has built an index of research projects. And the “Integrated 

Knowledge Transfer Platform” will be a comprehensive data base of research 

projects, specializations, and interests that could help to build partnerships with 

industry in Ireland and worldwide.  These projects should be completed and 

coordinated, with any duplications removed. Then they should be mainstreamed 

and used by all institutions.  Equally important, they should be actively marketed 

by the HEA and the institutions.  It is not profitable to create valuable tools and 

then to wait passively for them to be used. 

 

1.4.4 IOTI led projects 

 

The large IOTI project, “Delivering Systemic Change,” includes a candid and 

concise assessment of what needs to be done to strengthen the sector.  The 

“Learning Innovation Network” began work that now has been picked up in the 

SIF 2 project “Supported Flexible Learning.” This work, put simply, adjusts both 
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management and delivery of instruction to permit more people to study more 

subjects, in more ways, at more institutions, and on more varied schedules.  I 

understand that it is using technology developed by a Shannon Consortium SIF 1 

project “The Individualized Digital Education Administration System (IDEAS)”.  

Such collaboration will permit the institutes to expand access across Ireland less 

expensively.  This cross-fertilization of SIF projects and outcomes is a very 

positive development. 

 

1.4.5 Opportunities for Shared Services 

 

One unexpected but logical outcome of SIF is that it raises the possible benefits 

of consolidating institutional managements into a single entity.  I have already 

mentioned that the IUA and IOTI have demonstrated the ability of the 

universities and institutes of technology to work as sectors.  Cost savings and 

management efficiencies can be achieved by adopting common systems that can 

be used by all or all within a region.  The Shannon consortium joint purchasing 

system has shown that a single system can be shared successfully by several 

institutions.  The same probably is true of Information Technology and 

Management Information Systems, Human Resources, maintenance and 

operations, and other administrative functions.  In the course of my meetings 

with institutional personnel I was encouraged to find that there is considerable 

work being done to identify services that might be shared.  This work is at an 

early stage and should be encouraged.   

 

The success of the Shannon Consortium procurement project demonstrated not 

only the obvious cost savings benefits but also the additional benefits for 

institutions: 

 

– The complex tendering procedures can be centralized. 

– The administrative burden for each institution can be significantly 

reduced (a particular benefit for smaller institutions). 

– Purchasing power can be increased by larger volume purchases. 

 

The project has also shown that opportunities for local arrangement can be 

maintained even in a shared procurement system.  

 

1.4.6 Dublin Regional Higher Education Alliance (DRHEA) 

 

The DRHEA is the flagship of Cycle 2.  It is the recipient of the largest amount 

of SIF funds, and participating institutions account for approximately 50% of 

Ireland’s university enrollments.  The consortium comprises eight third-level 

institutions in Dublin - DIT, UCD, TCD, NUIM, DCU, IT Tallaght, IT 

Blanchardstown, and the Dun Laoghaire Institute of Art and Design.  Its 

objective is to exploit geographic proximity to improve teaching and increase the 

volume of research across all participating institutions, making Dublin an 

internationally recognized center of higher education excellence. 
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For example, the institutions collectively are bringing together significant 

numbers of faculty and students in high-demand disciplines in order to improve 

the student experience.  Students will be able to move from one institution to 

another for various modules of their programs. 

 

Expectations are high, even at this early stage of SIF 2.  There are some 

successes, such as a Memorandum of Understanding among all participants 

allowing for common treatment of research students across all institutions. This 

collaboration has no precedent in Ireland and is described as  transformative by 

the Deans of Graduate Studies involved.   

 

Most progress has been made on the graduate education strand.  The 

enhancement of learning (EOL) and widening participation strands have 

recorded slower progress but I was impressed by the quality of what has been 

achieved to date and the commitment of the partners.  The work that has been 

done on the internationalization strand in relation to marketing has been 

impressive but it appears clear that the broader objectives of this strand will no 

longer be possible given the funding constraints. (I have stated further concerns 

regarding the internationalization objectives in section 1.4.13)  The 

internationalization strand also has brought to the forefront DRHEA’s 

difficulties with collaboration. Members interacted unilaterally with the HEA, 

and formed partnerships with other members, without informing all member 

institutions. This, of course, is detrimental to the functions of the group as a 

whole.   

 

This kind of problem is not uncommon in start-up ventures, and I think that the 

DRHEA can address it.  Unlike the participants of the Shannon Consortium, the 

DRHEA members have little experience with collaboration as a group, although 

some have worked with others on particular issues. In my site visit to the 

DRHEA, held at NUIM, I sensed that the trust and mutual respect that are 

necessary in any partnership were developing.  I urge the members of the 

association to make this a priority among themselves.   

 

I also recommend that the HEA take a more active role in monitoring the 

DRHEA until a comfortable level of collaboration is achieved.  The HEA should 

consider dealing only with the DRHEA on SIF projects, rather than with 

individual institutions.   The potential of the DRHEA, if successful, is very 

significant for the development of Irish higher education at both a national and 

international level. (I was told, for instance, that market research shows that 

“Dublin” is favorably recognized more often than “Ireland” internationally.) The 

DRHEA is essential to the good of the whole.  It should be actively supported 

and monitored at this early stage of collaboration.   

 

 

 



 25

1.4.7 Access to Higher Education Projects 

 

The SIF projects producing results that are most visible to the general public are, 

not surprisingly, those focused on increasing access to higher education.  A SIF 

1 project on “Education in Employment,” led by CIT, seems to have used its 

resources quite well.  Its objectives were met ahead of schedule, a sustainability 

plan is in place, and the project leads directly to the SIF 2 project “Roadmap for 

Employer-Academic Partnership,” again led by CIT.  These projects are 

particularly relevant in today’s economy, as many persons look to further 

education as a way to remain part of the workforce or re-gain employment. 

 

Three strands of another access project, the “Shannon Regional Learning 

Gateway,” led by UL, seem quite valuable in extending access for needy and 

disadvantaged students.  The Downtown Centre in Limerick is in place and 

regional centers have been established in Ennis and Killarney as part of a SIF 2 

project.  Without substantial support from partners outside higher education, I 

question whether these centers can be sustained.  It might be prudent for the 

members of the Consortium to look for ways in which most regional services 

could be provided on-campus or on-line.   

 

The needs assessment that is part of the SIF 1 “Regional Assessment and 

Resource Centre” project led by AIT is very good, but the project report does not 

show sufficient evidence of active participation by other partners.  There is also 

evidence of similar work taking place at other institutions across the country.  

The IOTI should determine whether this work should be incorporated into a 

sectoral project or simply sustained by AIT and its partners to the extent 

possible. 

 

I make the same recommendation about the SIF 2 AIT project to improve access 

by using what is called “assistive technology” to help students move successfully 

from second to third level. The work could be useful but the project involves 

only two institutions. Again, the IOTI should determine whether this work 

should be incorporated into a sectoral project or simply sustained by AIT and its 

partner to the extent possible. 

 

The IUA SIF 2 project, “Equity of Access,” has developed two instruments 

(HEAR: the Higher Education Access Route, and DARE: the Disability Access 

Route to Education) to help disabled or otherwise disadvantaged persons achieve 

the scores needed for entry into third level education. While it is important to 

recognize that these two instruments should not become the only ways for 

persons with special needs to gain access, they are valuable tools for use across 

all higher education. 

 

A SIF 1 access project led by NUIG with several partners, “Access 21,” has tried 

to meet pressing needs in an economically disadvantaged region. Institutions 

throughout BMW and County Clare have to take more active roles in providing 
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needed services, and both further education and other providers should be 

invited to join in their efforts.  Otherwise, the work will be too costly. 

  

There is a lot of SIF activity taking place within and among institutions in efforts 

to achieve greater equity of access.  I support this work and think that SIF has 

acted as an important catalyst for innovation in this area.  But I also think that 

this work has reached a point at which the many projects around the country 

should be brought together. Similar projects should be merged and key activities 

should be driven at a system level where possible.  Many of my 

recommendations about access projects reflect this judgment. It seems to be time 

to take a more comprehensive national approach to projects advancing equity of 

access.   

 

It was also encouraging to see that many of the access projects are quite flexible.  

For instance, they identify the newly unemployed as an important target group in 

their access strategies.  This is an important development as the environment has 

changed significantly since the launch of SIF and the implementation of SIF 

projects should reflect this.  Institutional access strategies need to be closely 

aligned with national labor market activization policies. 

 

1.4.8 Restructuring and Change Projects 

 

From the outset, some stakeholders raised questions regarding the outcomes that 

are being achieved from this kind of project. Are they things that should be done 

within standard operating budgets simply as matters of good management?  Do 

they tend toward hiring more senior administrators, needlessly consuming 

resources that could be used to provide services? Can institutions demonstrate 

that internal change is essential to providing more and better services?  

 

Another way to put the question might be: Was the OECD right in judging that 

governance and management needed to be reformed, and was a program like SIF 

needed to get the job done?   

 

The answers to such questions are, of course, matters of professional judgment. 

But I found conversations with persons responsible for a representative group of 

“institutional restructuring” projects to be very helpful.  And my conclusion is 

that the OECD was right and that a program like SIF is needed to support this 

work. 

 

The SIF 1 projects on institutional restructuring are not particularly visible to the 

general public and members of government.  But a number of them are valuable, 

and it is important that the HEA and the institutions state clearly how they have 

contributed to change in higher education. 

 

For example, the SIF 1 institutional restructuring projects conducted 

collaboratively between NUIG, UCC, and TCD have led to the development of 
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new inter-disciplinary programs at undergraduate and postgraduate levels, 

provided shared modules on generic skills
1
 for PhD students, and eliminated 

duplicate module provision in cognate disciplines. They have improved student 

retention and standards of teaching, linked resource allocation and funding 

directly to academic activity, and used support staff more efficiently. The 

collaborative approach to implementing these changes allowed institutions to 

learn from each other’s experience, and provided a support network as difficult 

changes were made. In brief, this project allows the institutions to educate 

greater numbers of students, improve the quality of their education, and do so at 

less cost to the state.  Without this project, it is unlikely that the institutions 

would have responded as well as they have to the challenge of increased student 

enrollment combined with a reduced core grant.  This particular project was also 

very important in demonstrating the value of collaboration in restructuring 

projects.  Other institutions opted for a “go it alone” approach. While the 

outcomes may still be beneficial, the collaborative approach has led to the 

development of coherent structures both within and across institutions.  It also 

has helped to build trust and mutual respect among participating institutions. 

 

 

1.4.9 Building Graduate Capacity 

 

SIF has been a vehicle for changes in graduate education.  Ireland probably 

lagged many nations (particularly within the OECD) in converting its PhD 

programs from an apprentice model to a more generic one. The old model of a 

single PhD candidate working with a faculty supervisor has been replaced by 

supervisory committees within the faculty of a Graduate School or College.  

Although hard data have yet to be collected and analyzed, this change reportedly 

has improved completion rates, shortened time to completion, reduced the 

number of drop-outs and helped develop skills that make PhDs more attractive to 

industry and business.  HEA staff responsible for the research program PRTLI 

told me that the quality of progress reports from faculty and PhD candidates has 

improved noticeably in the past three years. 

 

All of this comes at a price, and that is the cost of major re-structuring of 

graduate education.  A good example is the high-cost DRHEA project which is 

rendering a number of programs in science, economics, engineering, political 

science and public policy, fully cross-institutional. Students can take different 

modules of the programs at different institutions within the DRHEA. 

 

Again, unnecessary duplication of graduate education reform efforts is a cause 

for concern. The HEA, or the IUA and the IOTI working together, should 

develop a plan to consolidate the graduate education projects (about 25 in 

number over the two SIF cycles) for greater efficiency.  

                                                 
1
 As recommended by the Strategy for Science, Technology and Innovation. These include research ethics, 

statistics and data analysis, research methods in the life sciences, teaching and learning, commercialization and 

technology transfer, and information literacy. 
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1.4.10 SIF 1 Project - National Academy for the Integration of Research and 

Teaching and Learning in Higher Education 

 

One of the best projects funded as part of SIF 1 is the “National Academy for the 

Integration of Research and Teaching and Learning in Higher Education” 

(NAIRTL), led by UCC with NUIG, TCD, CIT, and WIT as partners.  It now is 

affiliated with 38 higher education institutions in Ireland and has become a 

center for sharing and disseminating best practices in higher education. NAIRTL 

has been recognized internationally and highlighted by the Carnegie Institute for 

the Advancement of Teaching in the U.S. Consideration should be given to 

incorporating other projects in its work: the “Teaching and Learning Incubation 

Centre” (SIF 2) managed by UL, UCD projects on “Stimulating Innovative 

Teaching” and “Transforming Student Learning” (SIF 1) and the IOTI Learning 

Innovation Network (LIN) (SIF 1). Resources should be made available to 

continue NAIRTL.  

 

1.4.11 SIF 2 Project – Managing Strategic Change 

 

One aspect of this project involves three large institutes of technology (WIT, 

DIT and CIT) working on a unit cost model that they have said will, on its 

completion, be presented “for use across the sector”.  This is an important 

project for the IOTs.  Both the IOTI and the HEA should be more actively 

engaged in this project, which cannot be presented as a “given” to either the 

sector or the HEA.  The project report says that the unit costing model (for 

internal resource allocation) has been established by the three institutions. 

  

1.4.12 Leadership Projects 

 

Several projects dealing with “Leadership” have been undertaken, most notably 

by IUA, IOTI, and UCD.  This is an important topic for a set of institutions that 

have recently modernized their administrative structures and procedures.  But the 

projects can be merged and a limited number of models developed.  I was 

impressed by the approach taken by UCD and by the content of its program (SIF 

1 project, “Institutional Leadership”).  The IUA managed a good leadership 

project in SIF 1 but discontinued its SIF 2 project for financial reasons.  It should 

consider adopting the UCD program.  The IOTI should do the same. 

 

1.4.13 Internationalization  

 

Strong interest has been expressed in internationalization, particularly by the 

IUA, UL, and the DRHEA.  Attracting students from China appears to be a high 

priority and those from India are not far behind.  This makes good sense, 

because China is by far the largest exporter of students to other countries and 

India, while exporting far fewer, is second.  
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This effort should be coordinated at the national level, signaling that Ireland is 

an excellent place for graduate study and particularly for graduate research. The 

IUA’s “Student Feedback System” project determined that 38 percent of 

Ireland’s graduate students are foreign (about equally divided between students 

from European Union nations and those from other nations), and that 60 percent 

intend to return to their native nations upon completion of their programs. 

 

The provision of scholarships to obtain an increased level of international 

graduate enrollment might not be the highest priority for expenditures in the 

current economy.  But a coherent, coordinated marketing campaign strikes me as 

a good investment. 

 

1.4.14 Changed Operating Environment 

 

There also are good projects that may be victims of circumstances.  In a bad 

labor market, for example, it is difficult to place students in internships (a GMIT 

project in SIF 1) or in work placements (a WIT project in SIF 2). “Civic 

Engagement, Student Volunteering, and Active Citizenship,” an NUIG project in 

SIF 1, is dealing with important higher education goals that are easily over-

shadowed by an economic downturn.  These projects certainly should be 

mainstreamed to the extent possible, even if additional funding is not available at 

this time.  It also may be possible to modify these projects so they can respond 

specifically to the prevailing labor market conditions.  
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CHAPTER 2: THE REPORT: INTRODUCTION 

 

2.1 Background to the Establishment of the Strategic Innovation Fund (SIF) 

 

The Strategic Innovation Fund (SIF) is a Department of Education and Science 

initiative that is managed by the Higher Education Authority (HEA).  The SIF 

was initially established by the Minister for Education and Science in 2006.  At 

this time €300 million was allocated to SIF over a period of five years.  

Subsequently, the allocation was increased to €510 million over a period of 

seven years in the National Development Plan (NDP), 2007 – 2013. 

 

SIF was established against a background of increasing demands on the higher 

education sector to provide a wide range of services to Irish society and the Irish 

economy.  The OECD Review of Higher Education in Ireland (2004) determined 

that higher education would require a much larger financial investment if it were 

to achieve its objectives.  The review also made a compelling case for the reform 

of the higher education system
2
 that has been strongly endorsed by the 

Government and key partners across higher education. The OECD report said 

that “Irish universities and institutes of technology have been transformed 

through extremely rapid growth over the last 15 years but their internal 

structures have not been much modified to adapt to the new pressures they find 

themselves under and their governance and management now need to be 

reformed in order to be able to compete not just with one another but in broader 

international settings”. 

 

There was broad agreement at the Government level and also among the 

institutions that in order to deliver the services required from it, higher education 

needed significant modernization, innovation, and collaboration.  The 

Government decided to provide additional funding for substantive change on a 

competitive basis rather than through core institutional funding, and to require 

matching funding from the institutions.   

 

As an NDP fund, SIF supports the aims outlined for higher education under the 

NDP which are as follows: 

 

– Increase participation and equity of access; 

– Encourage a greater flexibility of course offerings to meet diverse student 

population needs in a lifelong learning context; 

– Promote the quality of teaching and learning; 

– Increase significantly both PhD enrollments and research activity; 

– Provide effective technology transfer; and 

– Safeguard and re-enforce the many roles of higher education in providing 

independent intellectual insights and in contributing to our broader social, 

human and cultural understanding. 

                                                 
2
 Review of Higher Education in Ireland , Examiners Report, September 2004  
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The SIF is a capacity building fund aimed at building core institutional capacity 

in each of the above areas. 

 

The objectives of SIF are:   

 

– To improve the delivery of core activities of education and research 

through greater collaboration among institutions and institutional 

restructuring; 

– To support the expansion and development of post-graduate education 

(including graduate schools); 

– To support innovation and quality improvement in teaching and learning 

(including new teaching methods, inter-institutional collaboration, on-line 

instruction, and to make programs available on more flexible schedules to 

accommodate the needs of working adults); and  

– To ensure access for all segments of the population (including the socially 

and economically disadvantaged, and persons with special learning 

needs), and to improve rates of student progression and program 

completion. 

 

2.2 Brief Overview of SIF to date 

 

Since 2006, there have been two cycles of funding in which about 100 projects 

have been approved for funding. Most projects are collaborative, with only a few 

undertaken by single institutions.  Each institute of technology and university is 

involved in partnerships with other institutions, frequently across sectors. 

Institutional interest has been strong; for SIF 1, proposals for over €100 million 

were received for the €42 million available, while for SIF 2 proposals seeking 

over €200 million were received for the €101 million approved.  

 

The first competitive SIF funding process (referred to as Cycle 1 or SIF 1) took 

place in 2006 with the first SIF 1 allocations made to institutions in December 

2006.  The second competitive SIF funding process (referred to as Cycle 2 or 

SIF 2) took place in 2007 with the first SIF 2 allocations made to institutions in 

November 2008. 

 

An evaluation of SIF is timely and welcome.  The establishment of SIF 

represented a new type of funding for the higher education sector.  After two 

cycles of SIF funding it is appropriate to assess the results that have been 

achieved to date and to determine what progress SIF is making towards fulfilling 

its objectives.  It is timely to consider the lessons learned and how they can be 

applied to the future.   

 

It is important that there be accountability for the level of funding that has been 

invested to date and that the results of the investment are assessed.  At this point 

in the life of SIF, an evaluation could help to determine if there are 
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underperforming projects that should be discontinued, if there are greater 

opportunities for collaboration among projects, or if there are opportunities for 

system-wide approaches. 

 

In addition, this interim review is required by the NDP and is particularly 

appropriate given current economic conditions (see section 1.5 below).  It is now 

apparent that the level of SIF funding available will not be what was anticipated 

when the SIF 1 and 2 funding allocations were made.   

 

Finally, it is important to remember that SIF is still at an early stage of 

development.  Projects will produce results over a number of years.  Very few, 

even among the most promising, have immediate returns. Higher education is a 

long-term investment for both individuals and the nation as a whole.  All 

benefits are not necessarily seen in the short term. 

 

2.3 Scope of the Evaluation 

 

The scope of the evaluation was developed by the HEA and approved by the 

Department of Education and Science.  It was agreed that the evaluation would:   

 

– Assess the progress, performance and achievements of SIF projects 

funded to date and whether they have achieved, or are on track toward, 

their stated goals.  Not surprisingly, a more comprehensive evaluation of 

SIF 1 projects than SIF 2 projects was possible, because SIF 1 projects 

have been on-going for a longer period of time.  The evaluation of SIF 2 

projects includes a more forward-looking perspective that considers the 

future viability of projects as well as options for mergers or closures. 

– Determine the extent to which key SIF objectives of higher quality 

teaching and learning, expanded graduate education, increased 

collaboration among institutions and other partners, and broader access to 

higher education for disadvantaged portions of the population are being 

achieved. 

– Assess the level of capacity building, especially at the graduate level, that 

has taken place in higher education institutions as a result of SIF. 

– Examine the adherence to agreed project plans, budgets, methodologies 

and reporting requirements. I note here that I have not spent a great 

amount of time assessing budgets in light of the upcoming C&AG review 

(see section 2.4). 

– Determine the extent of project mainstreaming that has taken place, or is 

planned to take place. This is a particularly important requirement 

because project sustainability was a key requirement in all SIF proposals.   

– Consider the effectiveness of the process employed by the HEA for the 

allocation of SIF funding. 

– Assess the administration and management of the SIF by the HEA. 

– Recommend whether a competitive funding program such as SIF has a 

role within future higher education funding policy, probably as part of a 
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policy that includes core institutional grants, performance-based funding, 

and research funding. 

 

2.4 Comptroller and Auditor General (C&AG) Examination of SIF 

 

Subsequent to the decision by the HEA to undertake an evaluation of SIF, the 

C&AG decided to undertake an examination of SIF.  Following some 

preliminary analysis the C&AG informed the HEA on 25 November 2009 that it 

would focus primarily on Cycle 1 of SIF and on the following issues: 

 

– The allocation of funding 

– The management, control and monitoring of project implementation and 

costs 

– The identification of expected project outputs and outcomes and methods 

of evaluating their delivery 

 

The C&AG examination of SIF will be different from the evaluation that I have 

undertaken. I have not conducted the detailed financial analysis that probably 

will be undertaken by the C&AG. This report considers the overall funding for 

SIF and broadly analyses financial flows and unspent funds within projects 

because these flows and other factors may indicate levels of project activity or 

contractual commitments.   

 

But rather than concentrate on detailed financial issues, I have assessed the 

outcomes that SIF has achieved to date, the level of capacity building that has 

taken place, and whether the outcomes achieved contribute to the priorities of the 

Irish nation and its economy (priorities which have changed since the 

commencement of SIF and will continue to change as Ireland defines its place in 

the global economy).  I have focused on the higher education outcomes that can 

be attributed to SIF and on the role of SIF as a mechanism for bringing about 

change in Irish higher education.   

 

I hope that my work and that of the C&AG will provide two perspectives on the 

performance of SIF that will inform future policy and decision- making.  It is 

appropriate that the timing of these two important reviews should coincide so 

closely. 

 

2.5 The Changing Financial Situation  

 

The financial situation of Ireland has changed dramatically since 2006 and the 

changes have affected higher education in general and SIF in particular.  The 

HEA has had to reduce planned SIF allocations several times since early 2007 

when the first funds were made available.  Institutions that have proceeded in 

good faith to enter into contractual commitments (mostly for personnel but 

occasionally for goods and services) often have found themselves unable to 

honor their commitments or have had to divert funds from standard operating 



 34

budgets to do so.  This has been particularly difficult because the standard 

operating budgets have themselves been subject to severe reductions.  Core 

funding for the institutions has decreased by 2% from 2007 to 2009, without 

taking into account the effects of inflation, while enrollments have increased by 

8% in a single year (from 2007 to 2008). Comparable 2009 figures on 

enrollments are not yet available but are known to be significantly higher than 

2008. 

 

Of the €42,280,000 initially awarded for SIF 1 projects, €32,001,620 has been 

allocated to date and €29,830,998 has been spent by the institutions (as of 30 

September 2009).   

 

Of the €101,340,000 initially awarded for SIF 2 projects, €25,963,137 has been 

allocated to date and €19,246,401 has been spent by the institutions (as at 30 

September 2009)
3
.   

 

This situation has elicited mixed reactions, most of which are completely 

understandable.  Most institutional and project representatives with whom I 

spoke expressed strong commitment to the projects and a recognition of their 

increased importance in the current economic situation.  Some did suggest 

discontinuing SIF if there are no funds available to support it.  Others said that 

institutional budgets have so little discretionary money left in them that they will 

find it very difficult to meet their matching fund obligations. 

 

In many instances, having made administrative and curricular changes as part of 

their projects, there is no going back.  So institutions have incorporated the 

project work into standard operating procedures and are moving ahead with new 

organizational structures and curricula.  One project report, submitted by the 

IOTI, noted that the “tight economy” actually helps with the design of “frugal 

projects.” SIF has helped to focus activities and to set priorities. 

 

When Ireland’s economic recovery comes, there probably will be considerable 

tension between the priorities of restoring lost general operating funds and 

maintaining an initiative like SIF.  A balance between the two would seem most 

desirable.  Of course institutions need adequate general operating funds, but they 

also need incentives to continue changing as Ireland and the world around it 

change.  Dennis Jones, president of the National Center for Higher Education 

Management Systems (NCHEMS), puts it nicely: “You get the changes you pay 

for.”   

 

 

 

 

                                                 
3
 The €101,340,000 does not include the funding for the MIS projects that was withdrawn subsequent to the 

Minister’s announcement of awards under Cycle 2 in 2008.  The original figure for funding awarded (inclusive of 

the funding for the MIS projects) was €129,406,000. 
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2.6 The Evaluation Process 

 

It is important to emphasize that this is an interim evaluation of SIF.  It has been 

undertaken within the framework agreed to by the HEA and the Department of 

Education and Science: within a short period of time and involving primarily a 

desk-based analysis of SIF projects with more detailed analysis of some selected 

projects.  The objectives of this evaluation are to provide an understanding of the 

results achieved by SIF projects to date, to identify any problems with the 

program, and to make recommendations regarding the development of SIF in the 

Irish higher education sector.   

 

The evaluation had two stages: a review of the written progress reports 

submitted for each funded project, and a series of site visits to discuss some of 

the projects with the institutional staff responsible for them.  In addition, HEA 

staff provided a comprehensive review of the SIF program from its inception to 

December, 2010. 

 

The HEA requires a financial report on SIF projects every quarter, and a detailed 

progress report every six months. The progress reports include the project 

description, progress to date, outcomes achieved, and a funding and spending 

summary. They also are required to discuss unforeseen obstacles or deviations 

from the original proposal and project plan.  These progress reports served as the 

basis for this evaluation but the institutions were offered the opportunity to 

supply updated information as well. Updates were provided for the majority of 

projects within the specified time. The HEA staff forwarded these documents to 

me in preparation for the evaluation.   

 

The HEA staff provided a detailed briefing about SIF as well as the objectives 

and process of the evaluation. They responded to my questions and requests for 

clarification.   

 

During this early stage of the evaluation I also met with representatives of the 

Department of Education & Science.  This was a valuable meeting that helped 

me to better understand the Department’s objectives for SIF and its concerns in 

the current economic circumstances. 

 

In consultation with the HEA staff that manage SIF and have worked with the 

projects over the past three years, I considered: 

 

– Which projects could be evaluated by reading the reports; 

– Which evaluations should be supplemented by site visits; and  

– Which evaluations might productively include meetings with project 

personnel to address particular concerns and complex issues.   

 

We agreed from the outset that the evaluation would depend mainly on the 

project materials supplied by the HEA and the institutions.  Accordingly, site 



 36

visits were limited to projects of significant strategic general importance to the 

whole of higher education or to projects that raised particular questions.  All but 

one of the site visits covered multiple projects and provided opportunities to 

discuss the general relevance of SIF to the changing demands being placed upon 

higher education in Ireland.  

 

The site visits helped to answer questions about a number of important projects.  

In addition, they served as a means of sampling institutional interest in, and 

commitment to, the projects for which they received funding.     

 

Site visits were made to four groups of institutions that proposed projects that 

might be adopted by all of higher education, by the institutes of technology, or 

by the universities.  We met with the Shannon Consortium, the Irish Universities 

Association (IUA), the Institutes of Technology Ireland (IOTI), and the Dublin 

Regional Higher Education Alliance (DRHEA). 

 

In addition, I met with personnel responsible for two collaborative projects 

described as “institutional restructuring” or “institutional change.” Similar 

projects were, of course, undertaken by each of the four groups with which I 

met. But I thought it was important to have as full a discussion as possible about 

these kinds of projects.  They are not very visible to the general public or 

members of government.  Indeed, they often do not attract much notice within 

the very institutions in which they are carried out. But these projects are 

changing the basic structures of universities and institutes of technology, and I 

wanted to discuss as many of them as possible. 

   

Finally, I met with persons responsible for one non-collaborative project at UCD 

that was funded under SIF 1.  The fact that the project was non-collaborative 

made it unique and was one reason why it was selected for detailed examination 

as part of this evaluation.   

 

A list of the projects that were discussed and full details of all the personnel that 

attended the site visit and institutional meetings is provided in Appendix 1. 

 

The HEA staff provided excellent support throughout my work and attended 

meetings with project staff.  I hope that their doing so provided an opportunity 

for them to obtain further insight into the operation of SIF at the institutional 

level and the results that are being achieved.  The staff did not offer judgments 

during my meetings with the institutions and did not seek to influence my 

evaluations.  Further, at some point in each meeting the HEA staff left the room 

and gave institutional and project staff an opportunity to speak only with me. 

 

Following consideration of all of the information gathered through review of 

reports and personal visits, I have prepared this report. I hope it will be useful to 

the HEA and to the institutions themselves, as well as to Government 

departments and ministries that support the essential work of higher education in 
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Ireland.  It is important that institutions of higher education continue to provide 

comprehensive services to the people of Ireland. But it also is important that the 

institutions and those that work with them, such as the HEA and the Ministry of 

Education and Science, communicate effectively with the general public about 

the value of advanced education, about efforts to make higher education better 

and to keep it relevant in a time of rapid change, and about the substantial 

challenges faced by higher education today.  

 

I consider the SIF an imaginative and valuable approach to funding change and 

improvement in higher education. Nothing, including SIF, is perfect. But several 

projects have made, and continue to make, valuable contributions to the work of 

Institutes of Technology and universities, and it is possible to draw valuable 

lessons from several projects that do not appear to have been as successful.  
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CHAPTER 3: SIF – POLICY CONSIDERATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter I discuss SIF from a general policy perspective.  I already have 

said that I judge it to be a valuable and creative way to respond to social and 

economic needs while changing and improving higher education.  Here I review 

the broad achievements of SIF and identify some problems that have emerged 

since the commencement of the initiative.  I also offer some recommendations 

about the continuation of SIF and how it might be changed in the future.  

Included in these recommendations are some suggestions about communicating 

the achievements of SIF both within higher education and to members of 

government and the broad popular audience. 

 

3.2 Background & Program Expectations 

 

At its introduction, SIF was described as revolutionary, and indeed it was.  It 

provided more money to the higher education institutions, as recommended by 

the OECD.  But the money was to be directed where it is needed through a 

competitive process and with accountability requirements. It was to focus on 

research; graduate education; improved teaching and learning; and improved 

student access, progression, and success.  The institutions retained operating 

autonomy in managing their funded projects, subject to the general expectations 

of competitive grant funding.  In SIF 1, €42 million was approved for the period 

2006-2009; in SIF 2, €101 million was approved for the period 2008-2011.  

However, the changing financial situation (see section 1.5) has meant that the 

actual SIF funding allocations have fallen considerably short of original 

allocations.  

 

The National Development Plan (NDP), 2007-2013, and the Strategy for 

Science, Technology and Innovation (SSTI), 2006 – 2013, have set priorities for 

higher education. The Strategic Review of Higher Education currently underway 

probably will update these important earlier documents and will help to guide 

higher education’s development over the next several years.     

 

While the Strategic Review has not yet been published, the HEA’s submission to 

that body is available. In it, the HEA suggests an agenda for developing higher 

education in Ireland over the next 20 years. Some key goals in that document 

already are being directly addressed by SIF. These include: 

 

– investment in learning resources  

– training and continuing professional development of teaching staff  

– student transferability between institutions  

– inclusion of generic skills in curricula  

– flexibility in modes of study  
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– system-level responses to issues affecting all institutions (for instance, 

shared services and central procurement)  

– accountability frameworks and key performance indicators  

– more enrollment of international students as a way to increase revenue 

and to enrich campuses and communities with greater cultural and 

intellectual diversity. 

 

Several institutional representatives suggested that the next cycle of SIF should 

specifically address the recommendations of the Strategic Review.  I recommend 

that this suggestion be accepted. 

 

3.3 SIF Outcomes 

 

Overview 

 

SIF was and is a radical departure from traditional ways of funding higher 

education.  It reflects the need for Ireland’s institutions of higher education to 

change in response to the needs of the people and communities of the state: to 

become intimately engaged in teaching and learning that will equip women and 

men to work productively in a complex knowledge-based economy, and to 

emphasize research that will enable Ireland to remain a valued participant in the 

international economy. 

 

While funding for the projects supported by SIF has diminished significantly in 

these troubled times, many of them already have contributed to essential changes 

in higher education and others continue to be developed. SIF 1 is coming to a 

conclusion and this report provides a summary assessment of each of its projects 

(see the evaluation table).   

 

SIF 2 builds in many ways upon the work done by SIF 1 and its projects still are 

in process.  Most of them should be continued, although there are some that 

probably should not.  It now appears that many might be merged.  Among the 

projects, some probably have a higher priority than others in light of Ireland’s 

current economic condition.  Again this report provides a summary assessment 

of each project (in the evaluation table).   

 

I say again that unsuccessful projects are not necessarily the result of bad 

management or poor ideas.  We learn from experiments that fail just as we do 

from those that succeed.  Because SIF is an “innovation” fund there needs to be 

some scope for risk-taking and ultimately some project failures. Effective 

management is essential so that problems can be fixed and failed projects can be 

identified and abandoned at an early stage.     

 

The best projects reflect commitments to service and to collaboration across 

broad networks of higher education institutions. 
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The president of the leading institution in one of the smaller and poorer states of 

the USA stated in his inaugural address that, “If we make this one of the top 30 

research universities in the United States and the children of our state do not 

have better lives as a result, we shall have failed.”  The successful projects – the 

ones that should be continued and mainstreamed into standard practice across 

Irish higher education – aim to equip more institutions to meet more social and 

economic needs through advanced education.  The revolution initiated by SIF is 

the critical move from doing just what is wanted by institutions to doing what is 

needed by the people 

 

Examples of Good Results 

 

The work of the Shannon Consortium is a good example of success. So is the 

establishment by UCC and its partners of the National Academy for the 

Integration or Research and Teaching and Learning in Higher Education 

(NAIRTL).  Several IOTI projects have produced good results. Supported 

Flexible Learning and the Learning Innovation Network are two examples.  

Others are noted in Chapter 1. 

 

The SIF projects that are directed at improving the management and operation of 

the institutions are less visible and less attractive to outside observers.  The 

projects that link higher education to the economy, that aim to provide broader 

access to 3
rd  
and 4

th
  level education, and that try to assist with regional 

development get the most attention.  

 

But a good number of the projects that focus on internal change are essential to 

institutional effectiveness and efficiency.  The Shannon Consortium’s effort to 

develop a joint procurement system for its four member institutions proved so 

successful that it quickly became self-supporting.  The savings generated by 

joint purchasing (volume discounts, reduced shipping costs, common 

specifications for commodities and services, and so on) now can be directed to 

other institutional priorities.  Joint procurement should be adopted as common 

practice for all higher education institutions, either by region, by sector, or across 

all of Ireland.  But care should be taken to ensure that whatever common 

processes are adopted, they do not become an additional bureaucratic hindrance 

to the institutions. 

 

Ensuring that all institutions that offer a substantial number of graduate 

programs have an Office for Graduate Studies and, probably, a Dean of Graduate 

Studies, also is important. The future of Ireland depends upon high quality 

advanced education, and 4
th
 level teaching and learning warrants a place in 

institutional administrations.   

 

The Graduate Deans should work together to ensure that the programs offered by 

their respective institutions are, to the greatest possible extent, compatible with 

one another, that they share faculty and resources, and that they accommodate 
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non-traditional students, whose numbers are likely to increase over the next 

decade. 

 

Returning to collaboration, it may prove to be one of the most important 

contributions SIF makes to Irish higher education.  The fund was not intended 

simply to extol the advantages of institutions working together to achieve 

common objectives, but this certainly is a crucial ancillary benefit of its projects.  

While there have been some instances in which collaboration seems to have been 

perfunctory (the comments in the evaluation table identify a number of projects 

about which I have concerns), there have been many more in which it has been 

genuine and valuable.  In addition, there have been instances in which 

institutions have joined projects that were funded without their being partners, 

and still other collaborations that have begun during the SIF years. All of this 

activity demonstrates the contribution of SIF to establishing collaboration as a 

common practice in higher education. The IUA “Equity of Access” project, 

which I have been told now is under consideration by the IOTI, is a good 

example. 

 

As Ireland formulates a new national strategy for higher education, it is likely 

that the benefits of institutions working together will receive close attention.  

These benefits should include improved quality of teaching and services to 

students, the financial savings of joint procurement and other administrative 

agreements; cooperative delivery of services to industries; and the actual 

consolidation of institutions into larger, more efficient entities.    

 

One item that should receive significantly more attention in SIF projects is the 

stipulation of higher education outcomes (“What results do we propose to 

achieve?”) and a method of assessing them (“How do we know whether students 

are learning and, if they are, what they are learning?  How do we assess the 

productivity of institution-based research?”).  These are difficult questions, and 

the international higher education community has not, in general, dealt with 

them very effectively.  But Ireland should consciously become part of the current 

international conversation about outcomes.  Consideration of this issue also 

serves to further emphasize the importance of the successful completion of the 

IUA Key Performance Indicators project. 

 

In order to assist in demonstrating to stakeholders that SIF funding is leading to 

real and meaningful higher education objectives, I identified some of SIF’s main 

achievements in meeting the key objectives of the program. They were presented 

in the box in my executive summary.  This is by no means an exhaustive list.  As 

I previously noted, SIF is a relatively new initiative and the effects of the 

projects will become evident over time.  This is true of all investment in higher 

education. 

 

The summary box presents a snapshot of “early” results.  I look forward to 

reading a more comprehensive list in the next evaluation of the SIF program 
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when the results of several works-in-progress will have been achieved.  

Notwithstanding its current limited scope I hope that it provides government 

officials with a clear and succinct understanding of some of SIF’s achievements 

since project activity began in 2007.  The list tends to focus on sectoral SIF 

results, but there are, of course, many projects taking place within institutions or 

within clusters of institutions that are delivering significant benefits at the 

regional level. 

 

3.4 SIF 1 Problem – Delays in Starting Several Projects 

 

The initiative got off to a difficult start following the first funding allocations.  

Many SIF 1 projects began very slowly, leading to speculation that some 

institutions and possibly the HEA were not prepared to move ahead quickly. The 

HEA made the first allocation of funds (as speedily as possible following the 

competitive process) in December 2006 but expenditures in 2007 came so slowly 

overall that  no further allocations were made until September 2008.  This slow 

draw-down of funds indicates unacceptably low levels of project activity and 

progress. 

 

There are several reasons why things got off to such a slow start.  An allocation 

of funds in December came at an awkward time in the normal cycle of academic 

recruitment, so staffing was difficult.  For faculty and administrators already in 

place, teaching and other assignments already had been made, and moving 

people to new work often was not possible. 

 

Still, there are less attractive reasons for the delays.  One suggestion is that some 

institutions were unaccustomed to receiving funding from a competitive model – 

as opposed to an enrolment-driven formula. They were not ready to move 

quickly and had to develop the required project management capacity.  Another 

suggestion is that most institutions were unused to working collaboratively and 

had difficulty figuring out how to get started.  The contrary experience of the 

Shannon Consortium, where the groundwork for collaboration existed before 

SIF funds were awarded, lends credibility to these suggestions.  SIF had a 

catalytic effect: members of the Consortium had been working in advance of the 

SIF 1 call for proposals and moved promptly when the money was allocated. Its 

members understood the complexity of collaboration and the commitment it 

entails; they were ready to go.   

 

Other projects also got off to good starts, among them being IOTI’s multi-

faceted project of “Delivering Systemic Change” and the “Institutional 

Leadership” project of UCD.  If readiness is not all, it clearly is critically 

important.   

 

While the reasons for the delays may have some validity and contribute to 

understanding the slow start of SIF 1 projects, they are not acceptable. The HEA 

does not try to micro-manage institutions, but, given that this was a new 
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initiative, it might have put more pressure on institutions to move quickly. We 

live in a time when institutions of every kind need to be flexible and responsive 

to fast-changing environments. If a higher education institution cannot do this, it 

needs different management. 

 

The slow start of many SIF 1 projects is a valuable lesson in the current 

economic situation.  This is a time when the Government and the higher 

education institutions should plan for recovery, for the resumption of aggressive 

economic development.  Further change and development are needed, and 

planning now will help to ensure that the institutions are prepared to move 

quickly when opportunities arise.  When SIF 3 becomes a possibility – and, in 

my view, it is justified by results achieved to date – individual institutions and 

groups of institutions should be ready to implement projects that meet the 

changed needs of Ireland.      

 

Unfortunately, the slow start of many projects damaged perceptions of SIF.  

Representatives of some Government Departments expressed doubt that SIF 

would be able to achieve a radical transformation of higher education.   The 

delays led to a perception that institutions were not committed to collaboration 

or to reforms needed to respond to changed circumstances.  Notwithstanding the 

significant results for the higher education sector that SIF has helped, and is 

helping, to achieve, there still appears to be some unwarranted doubt about its 

effectiveness.   

 

3.5 The oversight of SIF 

 

Dedicated Oversight 

 

The management of SIF was taken on by the HEA without any additional 

operating funds.  The panel that recommended SIF 2 project funding suggested 

that the HEA be allotted a small portion of SIF funds for oversight and 

evaluation activities (€595,000).  This was not done, surely for what seemed at 

the time to be very good reasons.  But the HEA then was left to absorb these key 

responsibilities into its regular workload without any additional resources for 

oversight.   

 

A “SIF manager” at the HEA might have drawn early attention to the slowness 

with which institutions were spending their grant money.  He or she might also 

have attended to other potential problems, one of which has been distinguishing 

between real and nominal collaboration, through more active engagement in 

project activities.  To be sure, there are few simple criteria for collaboration.  But 

when an association of institutions meets irregularly or does not meet at all for 

months on end, or when a member of an association withdraws from 

involvement in a key activity without notifying its partners, warning bells should 

go off.  (I note that these are documented incidents, not hypothetical ones.).  
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Closer scrutiny of projects at the start might have assisted in identifying 

performance problems more quickly.   

 

In my judgment, the HEA has managed SIF well, given its resources.  It has 

required regular progress reports (financial reports on a quarterly basis and 

detailed progress reports every six months) and has made funding allocations on 

the basis of progress to date.  It terminated a project on which two institutions 

clearly were not working together.   

 

The HEA should be funded to have a “SIF Manager.” And HEA senior 

management should be assigned specific responsibility for SIF projects that 

pertain to their areas of oversight. 

 

But it is important to remember that the HEA, like any higher education 

coordinating body, is bound to respect institutional autonomy while at the same 

time assessing performance.  It is a difficult balancing act.   

 

Project Reporting Requirements 

 

Two issues about program design and management were raised by institutional 

representatives.  First, I was told several times that the bi-annual reporting 

requirement has been extremely burdensome and, in the final analysis, of 

doubtful utility.  Second, I was told that the requirement that SIF funds be 

matched with institutional resources may have been counter-productive. 

 

While some bi-annual reports are quite good, many are repetitive and vague.  

Nevertheless reporting is a key accountability mechanism and it was helpful to 

me that these reports and regular updates were there. Without them, this 

evaluation would not have been possible.  During the site visits and meetings 

with institutional representatives, I found that many reports did not sufficiently 

convey the importance of the projects, the progress that has been made, or the 

enthusiasm of those involved.  Still, persons responsible for several of the 

projects spoke about the time consumed by reporting that might have been spent 

more profitably on carrying out the projects themselves.  Nevertheless regular 

reporting is key to the management of SIF and should remain in place. The HEA 

should be mindful of the need to ensure accountability and at the same time  not 

impede efficiency and effectiveness at institutional level. 

 

In my experience, institutions often complain about reporting burdens. 

Ultimately, there has to be a reporting process that ensures accountability and 

that satisfies other departments of Government.  In making their proposals, 

institutions had to identify the performance measures by which the projects 

would be judged.  It is not unreasonable that they are asked to report on their 

success in meeting these measures. No institution proposed an alternative 

reporting model, despite complaints about the existing one. (In many American 

states in which I have worked, the preferred alternative is described as “Put the 
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money on the stump”: just give us the money and leave us alone.) Of course, 

state-supported institutions everywhere need to accept that accountability to 

government is part of their responsibility. 

 

A reporting procedure that includes a more  regular approach to personal 

meetings between HEA staff and project managers or senior institutional 

administrators would enable SIF to proceed more smoothly.  I am aware that 

many personal meetings  have taken place but  not  every project is reviewed in 

this way.  A dedicated SIF Manager in the HEA would also help to make this 

possible. 

 

3.6 Matching Resources 

 

Recipients of SIF funding are required to contribute an equal amount of 

matching funds.  The matching funding requirement is intended to ensure that 

institutions are fully committed to making the improvements proposed, and to 

sustaining those improvements after SIF funding has ended.  These matching 

funds can consist of privately raised funding (excluding loans), funding diverted 

from the core grant to the institutions (documented staff time is accepted, as long 

as the core operations of the institution are not negatively affected), and indirect 

costs arising from use of institutional services (limited to 25% of the total 

matching funding). Institutions have some flexibility in the generation of 

matching funding over the life of the project, so matching funding may be lower 

in initial years. 

 

According to some grant recipients, the requirement that matching funds be 

provided by SIF grant recipients has been costly.  Because a lot of the matches 

are made by pledging the time of institutional personnel, some recipients report 

that the “time-sheet syndrome” has proven to be onerous.  People simply are 

spending too much time accounting for their time.  But this was not a problem 

for others – indeed some saw it as an opportunity to ensure that staff members 

are more accountable for their time.  

 

Matching funds to support scientific research projects often can be accounted for 

fairly simply.  Relatively small numbers of scholars commit a set portion of their 

time, their laboratories, and their equipment, and then carry out the funded 

research. 

 

But the notion of matching funds applies less well to administrative projects like 

establishing a joint procurement system or projects that extend access to under-

served segments of the population.  Similarly, streamlining the academic 

structure of a university from dozens of quasi-independent departments into 

many fewer schools or colleges is entirely personnel-intensive.  By changing the 

way in which institutions are managed, these projects can improve the quality of 

learning and research.   
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The requirement for matching funding should be retained.  It might be lessened 

for projects that are entirely personnel-intensive, like the consolidation of 

departments into colleges or schools. And it could be used as another incentive 

for collaboration.  IUA, IOTI, selected regional associations, and broad 

collaborations might be required to provide a smaller match relative to their 

project grants.  If the collaboration proved to be perfunctory, the HEA could 

increase the match percentage or terminate the project altogether. 

 

3.7 SIF is a valuable contribution to Higher Education Funding Policy 

 

Competitive funding has been a valuable addition to the higher education 

funding model.  It has elicited a number of bold and imaginative ideas from 

institutions, sectors (IUA, IOTI), and associations (DRHEA, Shannon 

Consortium) and has helped to shape an agenda for change.  At this stage in the 

continuing development of Ireland’s system of higher education, it seems 

particularly important to seek the best ideas from across the system, rather than 

simply setting an agenda to be followed. 

 

Another form of competitive funding is performance-based, where a portion of 

institutional funding is contingent upon meeting more specific objectives. (In its 

simplest form this is incentive funding: “do this, get that.”) The SIF program 

may evolve into a performance-based component of institutional funding. But 

collaboration is not usually emphasized in performance funding, which tends to 

be more “top-down” than SIF. 

 

The SIF competitive grants make sense in the current environment.  If there is a 

SIF 3 – and there should be in my view – HEA should solicit proposals to 

implement recommendations of the Strategic Review, probably funding fewer 

projects, placing more emphasis upon sectoral and association-based projects, 

and again emphasizing collaboration. 

 

3.8 The Allocation of SIF Funding  

 

In retrospect, the allocation of SIF funding probably could have been improved 

in several ways. 

 

(i) Fewer projects might have been funded.   

 

It is interesting to note that the institutions and collaborations that “put their eggs 

in one basket” at the proposal stage did better in the competitive evaluation of 

proposals and have probably produced the best project results. The HEA did try 

to limit number of proposals through the imposition of a financial limit but this 

was not wholly successful because some institutions proposed a large number of 

small projects within their limit.   
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A more specific range of objectives for which SIF funding would be available 

would have been helpful.  This would have been difficult, given the expectations 

that surrounded SIF at the time of its launch and the range of objectives 

identified by different Government departments for this new program.  In 

retrospect, SIF probably was too ambitious in the number of objectives it tried to 

support. 

 

(ii) The review panels for both SIF cycles should have exercised self-discipline in 

their recommendations.  As it happened, 39 projects were funded in SIF 1 and 61 

in SIF 2, although more than twice as much money was awarded in SIF 2.  Self-

discipline would have been more possible if SIF objectives were less numerous 

and if institutions, sectors, and associations were limited in the number of 

projects they could propose. 

 

(iii) I found that the sectoral (IUA and IOTI) and major collaborative projects have 

been most successful so far. This is an important lesson learned, remembering 

that SIF was a new development for higher education.  My specific project 

recommendations reflect this finding, because they often suggest that projects 

with fewer partners be merged.   

 

(iv) The procedure for awarding SIF 2 funds was better than that for SIF 1.  First, of 

course, HEA and the review panel had learned from SIF 1 experiences. Second, 

the review panel met with institutional representatives to discuss the projects and 

then re-convened a few weeks later to make its recommendations.  The personal 

interaction was very helpful and many of the projects continue to show promise.   

 

(v) The allocation of SIF funds from the beginning of 2007 until today has been 

highly erratic.  The HEA did not allocate additional SIF 1 funds during 2007 and 

most of 2008 because many of the projects were off to such slow starts and were 

not drawing down the money already allocated.  By the time SIF 2 project 

activity was ready to commence, the national budget conditions left the HEA and 

the institutions uncertain whether funding for SIF was delayed or being slashed 

drastically. 

 

All of this is understandable in a time of national fiscal crisis.  It is not in any 

way the result of mismanagement.  But institutional administrators who had 

authorized contractual commitments found themselves not knowing whether 

their institutions could meet their obligations.  Ironically, given the name of the 

fund, the fiscal uncertainty has made strategic innovation very difficult. As one 

senior person advised during a site visit, “Don’t let this drag on.  If you can’t 

support it, end it.”   
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3.9 Communication of SIF Activities and Achievements 

 

This is an area in which it is essential to improve performance. Knowledgeable 

persons with various perspectives told me that not enough is known about SIF’s 

objectives or the results it has produced.  This is not surprising; the fund is new 

and some of its most important results will not be visible for some time. A SIF 

manager within the HEA might have helped but this is largely a matter of public 

relations and communication. 

 

Project managers and institutional administrators said that even many of their 

colleagues do not know about the program. Government officials said that 

neither the general public nor their elected representatives know about it.  With 

the exception of a few projects like the North West Gateway Strategic Alliance 

(which supports a partnership between the Letterkenny Institute of Technology 

and the University of Ulster), SIF’s work seems to have received little political 

notice. 

 

Institutional staff working on projects are not necessarily aware of similar 

projects in other institutions that may offer opportunities for sharing ideas. 

 

Part of the development of the communications strategy for SIF will involved 

addressing a key question – what is the SIF message that we want to 

communicate?  Review of the project reports and discussion during the site visits 

revealed strong institutional interest in “branding”: building a general public 

recognition of a product or service through coordinated marketing.  This is 

commendable but wants coordination.  What is to be “branded”?  Should it be 

the nation, its institutions of higher education (or some of them), a particular 

city, or a set of distinctive services and products?  Among the possibilities raised 

were: 

 

– Education Ireland 

– Island of Innovation 

– City of Learning 

– Destination Dublin 

– Flexible Learning, Ireland 

– The Irish PhD 

 

A small state cannot support too many brands, so choices should be made at a 

higher policy level.  It would be good if the Strategic Review spoke to this issue. 

 

When possible, the HEA and the institutions themselves should draw attention to 

achievements that almost certainly will attract little notice on their own.  The 

conversion of doctoral studies from what was primarily an apprenticeship model 

to a more structured, generic, and mobile model is a good example. The new 

model will attract more international students from the European Union and 
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elsewhere.  It probably will attract more internationally sponsored research, 

simply because it is more flexible. 

 

Little of this would have been accomplished without administrative re-

structuring within the universities.  Appointing graduate deans and establishing 

Offices of Graduate Studies are not the kinds of activities that attract public 

attention, but they are nonetheless essential.  Telling this story is very important. 

 

3.10 Project Mainstreaming 

 

In undertaking this evaluation, I was specifically asked to assess the extent of 

project mainstreaming that has taken place or is planned to take place.  This is 

important because project sustainability is an intrinsic element of SIF. There is 

little point in funding projects for a number of years if their benefits are lost at 

their conclusion.   

 

SIF is still a relatively new program.  Most project mainstreaming can only 

occur in SIF 1 projects at this stage because SIF 2 projects are still only in the 

first stages of implementation (and the funding situation has slowed the progress 

of many). I found it difficult to assess project mainstreaming through reviews of 

progress reports.  Mainstreaming was more effectively probed during site visits 

and institutional meetings.  Even in relation to SIF 1, it is still too early to 

establish with certainty whether project activity will continue after funding, but 

there are reasons for optimism: 

 

– Many SIF 1 projects have addressed issues regarding restructuring, 

internal change, leadership, new management and HR practices.  As I 

have already indicated in this report, the entire structure for graduate 

education has been changed and a new model has been put in place.  For 

such projects, the changes have become embedded in the institutions.  

New structures are in place and it is simply not possible to go back.  

Mainstreaming has become a reality. 

– Some SIF 1 projects were seed projects that provided the groundwork for 

larger SIF 2 projects that are currently underway.  The IOTI’s work in the 

area of flexible learning is one example.   

– In relation to other SIF 1 projects, I found in the course of site visits and 

institutional meetings significant evidence of mainstreaming activity.  

Project managers are aware that funding is not available for an indefinite 

period and that activities will have to be continued with new funding 

sources either from within the institutions or outside.   

 

Obviously, this is problematic in the current financial situation. When project 

proposals were submitted, institutions reasonably could expect incremental core 

operating budget increases that would have provided the resources for the 

mainstreaming of projects and staff appointments.  This is no longer true.  In 

addition, during my evaluation the Employment Control Framework (ECF) was 
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hindering the mainstreaming of projects because staff appointments were not 

permitted. Contractual appointments that were reaching termination could not be 

renewed.  (I understand that a revised ECF now has been introduced that offers 

institutions more flexibility in the appointment of staff.) 

 

3.11 Management Information Systems (MIS) Projects 

 

The SIF 2 evaluation panel recommended that €28 million should be provided 

for MIS projects in the sector.  This allocation was recommended subject to the 

completion of a technical review of the projects, because the panel noted that 

they present special challenges that go beyond standard organizational change.  

This technical review was subsequently completed and the projects were 

approved to proceed.  But by this time the financial difficulties had emerged and 

SIF 2 funding was no longer available for them. These MIS projects remain very 

important for higher education. They are essential to making necessary changes 

and improvements.  Indeed, it is arguable that higher education has suffered as a 

result of not being able to provide data in the format required to external bodies 

such as the Special Group on Public Sector Numbers and Expenditure. 
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CHAPTER 4: SUMMARY THOUGHTS 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

The previous chapters contain comments and recommendations about SIF in 

general and the individual projects.  In this brief chapter I suggest some general 

things that we have learned from three years of experience with SIF, and offer a 

few summary observations. 

 

4.2 SIF and Collaboration 

 

Collaboration is a key reason why SIF is essential to the future of Irish higher 

education.  Ireland has very good higher education institutions, but in important 

scientific and technical disciplines they will be internationally competitive only 

if they work together, share resources, and set common goals. 

 

I would be pleased to report that the value of collaboration has been endorsed by 

all of Irish higher education.  Unfortunately, it has not.  There are many 

successful SIF partnerships among institutions, and more will develop and be 

strengthened as SIF 2 continues. But in my report and specifically the evaluation 

table, I have identified some partnerships that appear nominal: formed on paper 

only because the competitive grant review process clearly favored collaborative 

projects. 

 

4.3 Trust and mutual respect 

 

Where strong collaborative relationships have been established, they are founded 

on mutual respect and trust.  “Trust” is a word I heard several times during the 

site visits. To establish a uniform costing procedure (be it “full economic 

costing” or “unit costing”) requires institutions to share important data that have 

traditionally been private.  So do other administrative improvements such as 

performance-based compensation, key performance indicators, or a joint 

procurement procedure. 

 

Creating modular academic programs so students can take courses and do 

research at several institutions without hindering their progress toward a degree 

requires mutual respect and trust among faculty.  Highly trained specialists need 

to be willing to share what they teach and how they teach it, knowing that the 

risk of personal discomfort is far less important than the benefits modular 

curricula can offer to students. 

 

This kind of sharing is not easy to do.  But it is being done in SIF projects. Irish 

higher education will be the stronger for it. 

 

Mutual respect and trust require that institutions know one another.  This applies 

to the HEA as well.  I was reminded on more than one occasion, for instance, 
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that the Institutes of Technology have been under the jurisdiction of the HEA for 

just three years.  Some institute administrators suggested that the HEA does not 

yet understand them well enough.  But in another meeting, the president of a 

large Institute of Technology described the HEA funding process in a way that 

was totally – and egregiously – incorrect. If there is a lack of understanding, it 

goes both ways.  And it should be overcome. 

 

Collaboration requires trust and respect.  Trust and respect require knowledge 

and understanding.  At its best, SIF is helping to break down barriers and stir 

things up.  Better relationships are being built among institutions and between 

the institutions and the HEA. 

 

4.4 Research and Teaching: unequal partners? 

 

An interesting question was raised during site visits with the DRHEA and with 

representatives of TCD, NUIG and UCC to discuss three SIF 1 projects:  

 

– Why is the funding for PRLTI projects not cut in times of fiscal difficulty, 

while funding for SIF projects has been slashed drastically? 

 

The standard answer, I would think, is that research projects are intended to 

produce tangible advancements in knowledge, while projects to strengthen the 

very institutions within which teaching and research are carried out are less 

specific and more problematic. But this answer reflects a bias, surely unintended, 

toward advancement of knowledge and against human development.  Put 

somewhat crudely, there is a knee-jerk reaction against cutting research projects 

and an unspoken assumption that institutional improvement can always wait. 

 

It is true, of course, that most science projects can be described more precisely 

and evaluated more quantitatively. But it also is true that some are more 

important than others, and that many more research projects fail than succeed.  

Here, as elsewhere in human experience, an important goal is to learn from the 

failures as well as the successes. 

 

It is important to ensure that the institutions themselves remain capable of 

advancing knowledge and preparing men and women to participate fully in the 

societies to which they belong. As always, it is appropriate to re-examine the 

reactions and assumptions that guide our behavior. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to conduct this evaluation. 

 

Gordon K. Davies 
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APPENDIX 1: ATTENDEES AT SITE VISITS AND INSTITUTIONAL MEETINGS 

 

Shannon Consortium 

– Paul Mc Cutcheon, Vice President Academic & Registrar, University of 

Limerick (Chair, Shannon Consortium Executive Steering Committee)    

– Eamonn Moran, SIF Co-ordinator, University of Limerick (& Committee 

Secretary, Shannon Consortium Executive Steering Committee)  

– Maria Hinfelaar, Shannon Consortium Executive Steering Committee  & 

President, Limerick Institute of Technology 

– Michael Carmody, Shannon Consortium Executive Steering Committee  & 

President Institute of Technology Tralee 

– Eugene Wall, Shannon Consortium Executive Steering Committee & Vice 

President Academic Affairs, Mary Immaculate College, Limerick 

– Dermot Coughlan, Director Life-Long Learning, UL  

– Patrick Hoey, Access Manager, UL 

– Prof. Sarah Moore, Dean Teaching and Learning UL 

– Prof. John Breen, Dean Graduate School, UL  

– Geraldine Brosnan, SIF Co-ordinator, MIC 

– Dr. Anne O Keefe, MIC 

– Anne-Marie Flynn, Coordinator, Centre for Educational Development, IT Tralee  

– Tim Daly, Manager of Students Services & Academic Affairs 

– Breda O'Dwyer, Young Entrepreneur Programme Co-ordinator 

– Padraig Kirby, LNSS Librarian Project Coordinator, LIT 

– Philip Gurnett, Purchasing Manager, UL 

– Marguerite Hanley, Finance Office MIC  

– Jimmy Browne, LIT Finance Manager 

– John Fox, ITT Finance Manager 

– Prof. John O Donoghue, Director – Maths, National Centre for Excellence in 

Maths and Science Teaching and Learning  

– Dr. George McClelland, Director – Science, National Centre for Excellence in 

Maths and Science Teaching and Learning  

– Rhona Sherry, Manager, Shannon Consortium Downtown Centre  

– Dermot Coughlan, Director Life-Long Learning UL 

– Deirdre M. O’Connor, UL Access Office 

– Dr. James Ring – Manager, Strategic Innovation in Education (Regeneration)   

– John Moriarty, Manager of Killarney Regional Learning Centre 

– Geraldine Brosnan, MIC 

– Anne Marie Flynn, Coordinator, Centre for Educational Development, IT Tralee 

– Jennifer Moroney-Ward, MIC, Manager Northside Learning Hub  

 

Institutes of Technology Ireland (IOTI) 

– Maria Hinfelaar, Chair, IOTI/DIT Systemic Change Project & President, LIT 

– Richard Thorn, Strand 1 Leader, Director of Flexible Learning & Research 

– Mona Khan, SIF 1 Project Coordinator 

– Barry Coleman, SIF 1 Finance Officer 
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– Gerry Murray, Chief Executive, IOTI 

– Frank McMahon, Strand 2 Leader (Learning Innovation Network) & Director of 

Academic Affairs, DIT 

– Attracta Brennan, Learning Innovation Network Project Coordinator, GMIT 

– Mark Glynn, Senior Executive in Flexible Learning, IOTI 

– Diarmuid O’Callaghan, Strand 3 Leader & Registrar, IT Blanchardstown 

– Orna Duggan, Senior Executive, Research, IOTI 

 

DIT, CIT & WIT Managing Strategic Change 

– Professor Brian Norton, President, DIT 

– Margaret Whelan, Head of Strategic Planning, DIT 

– Paul Flynn, Finance Director, DIT 

– Paul Gallagher, Financial Controller, CIT 

– Ellen Crowley, SIF Manager, CIT 

– Tony Mc Feely, Financial Controller, WIT 

– Elaine Sheridan, Finance Officer, WIT 

 

Irish Universities Association (IUA) 

– Ned Costello, CEO, IUA  

– Conor O’Carroll, Director of Research, IUA 

– Lewis Purser, Director of Academic Affairs, IUA 

– Michael Casey, Director of Finance and Operations, IUA 

– Lia O’Sullivan, Communications and Projects Manager, IUA 

– Maureen Dunne, IUA SIF Access Project Co-ordinator 

– Ann O’Brien, Director of Access, NUI Maynooth 

– Westley Forsythe, IUA Fourth Level Ireland Network Coordinator 

– Honor Fagan, Dean of Graduate Studies, NUI Maynooth 

– Chris McNairney, Director of Human Resources, NUI Galway  

– Carmel Browne, Deputy Director of Human Resources, NUI Galway 

– Jennifer Cleary, Sectoral Human Resource Capacity Building Project Co-

ordinator & IUA HR Manager 

– Prof Colm Harmon, Director of Geary Institute, UCD 

– Sinead O’Brien, IUA FEC Project Manager 

– Mike O’Malley, Bursar, NUI Maynooth 

– Paul Sheehan, Open Access to Research Output Project Chair & Director of 

Library Services, DCU 

– Niamh Brennan, Access to National Bibliometric Data Programme Manager, 

Research Information Systems & Services, TCD 

– Dr Celia Gallagher, Towards an Integrated Knowledge Transfer Platform 

(National Research Platform) Project Manager, IUA 

 

TCD, UCC & NUIG restructuring projects 

– Professor Jim Ward, Registrar and Deputy-President, NUIG 

– Chris McNairney, Director of Human Resources, NUIG 

– Michael Kavanagh, Associate Secretary, NUIG 
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– Professor Patrick Prendergast, Vice-Provost and Chief Academic Officer, TCD 

– Patricia Callaghan, Academic Secretary, TCD 

– Professor Paul Giller, Registrar and Senior Vice President Academic, UCC 

– Mary Ward, Change Programme Manager, Human Resources, UCC 

– Denis Sheehan, Finance Office Project Manager, UCC 

– Barry O’Sullivan, Data Warehouse Project Manager, Computer Centre, UCC 

 

Dublin Regional Higher Education Alliance (DRHEA) 

– Brendan Tuohy, Chair, DRHEA Board External 

– Jim Walsh, Chair, DRHEA Management Committee, Deputy President NUIM 

– Philip Nolan, Registrar, UCD 

– Patricia Callaghan, Academic Secretary, TCD 

– Jean Hughes, Director of SIF Programmes, DCU 

– Richard O’Kennedy, Vice President for Learning Innovation, DCU 

– Robert Flood, Head of International Affairs, DIT 

– Tom Doyle, Head of Development, IT Blanchardstown 

– John Vickery, Registrar, IT Tallaght 

– Morag Munroe, Head of Learning Innovation Unit, DCU 

– Elizabeth Noonan, Director of Academic Policy, UCD 

– Aine Galvin, Director of the Centre for Teaching & Academic Learning, UCD 

– Bairbre Redmond, Deputy Registrar Teaching & Learning, UCD 

– Una Crowley, SIF Coordinator and Manager Teaching & Learning Centre, 

NUIM 

– Kevin O’Rourke, Head of E-Learning Support and Development, DIT 

– Michael Ryan, Dean of Doctoral Studies and Post Doctoral Training, UCD 

– Emer Cunningham, Project Manager, UCD 

– Carol O’Sullivan, Dean of Graduate Studies, TCD 

– Gary Murphy, Director of Graduate Research, DCU 

– Mary McNamara, Head of Graduate Research Programmes, DIT 

– Honor Fagan, Dean of Graduate Studies, NUIM 

– John McPartland, Director International Student Affairs, TCD 

– Dr. Xinyu Wu, Manager of International Office, NUIM 

– Erik Lithander, Director of International Affairs, UCD 

– Marie Heraughty, Head of International Office, DCU 

– Josephine Finn, Head of Continuing Education, NUIM 

– Clodagh Byrne, Mature Student Officer, TCD 

– Anna Kelly, Director of Access & Lifelong Learning, UCD 

– Catherine Bates, Project Coordinator, DIT 

 

UCD Institutional Leadership 

– Eamon Drea, UCD Vice President for Staff 

– Rory Carey, Director, UCD HR Strategy & Development 

– Niamh O’Donoghue, Leadership Development Manager, UCD HR Strategy & 

Development  
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APPENDIX 2: PROJECTS BY CYCLE, THEME & FUNDING 

 

SIF 1 funds were allocated to lead institutions directly in a single transaction per 

quarter; in cases where institutions led multiple projects, allocations by project to date 

are not available. Therefore the initial total amounts approved per project are presented 

instead. While the amounts ultimately allocated may not reach these figures, they are 

still useful given that most SIF 1 projects are at or near completion. On average the 

amounts allocated to date are 75% of the initial approved totals. 

 

SIF 2 funds were allocated by the HEA directly to individual projects, and therefore the 

monies allocated to date by project are shown. 

 

Both tables are ordered by theme and then by lead institute. 

 
 

Table 2.1: Cycle 1 Projects by Theme and Approved Amounts 
 

Title SIF 1 Theme Lead Partners 
Approved 

amount (€) 

ASCENT: Regional Assessment 

and Resource Centre  

Access & Life-Long 

Learning 
AIT 

GMIT, ITS, LYIT, 

NUIG 
900,000 

Education in Employment  
Access & Life-Long 

Learning 
CIT 

GMIT, DIT, AIT, 

DKIT, IT SLIGO, 

LYIT, UCC, NUIG 

2,600,000 

Widening the base for high 

quality student recruitment 

Access & Life-Long 

Learning 
IUA All Universities 250,000 

Work-based Learning 

Programmes 

Access & Life-Long 

Learning 
LIT No partner 100,000 

ACCESS 21: Outreach/Access 

Initiatives across BMW and Co 

Clare 

Access & Life-Long 

Learning 
NUIG 

NUIG, AIT, DKIT, 

GMIT, LYIT, NUIM 
1,350,000 

Feasibility Study to develop Irish 

language and Irish Medium 

Education 

Access & Life-Long 

Learning 
NUIG NUIG, NUIM, LYIT 150,000 

Strategic Alliance between 

NUIM and IoTs 

Access & Life-Long 

Learning 
NUIM IoTs 340,000 

Widening Participation  
Access & Life-Long 

Learning 
UCD No partners 238,000 

DEIS (Individualized Digitalized 

Education Advisory System, 

formerly IDEAS) 

Access & Life-Long 

Learning 
UL 

UL, LIT, IT Tralee, 

CIT, DKIT, NUIG 
1,500,000 

Shannon Consortium: Strand 1: 

Shannon Regional Learning 

Gateway 

Access & Life-Long 

Learning 
UL LIT, IT Tralee 2,950,000 

Delivering Systemic Change 

Evaluation: measurement, 

review and adjustment 

Institutional 

Restructuring 
IOTI All IoTs 50,000 

Delivering Systemic Change: 

Empowering staff through the 

Strategic Planning Process 

Institutional 

Restructuring 
IOTI All IoTs 500,000 
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Title SIF 1 Theme Lead Partners 
Approved 

amount (€) 

Delivering Systemic Change: 

Learning Innovation Network 

Institutional 

Restructuring 
IOTI All IoTs 1,000,000 

Delivering Systemic Change: MIS 

as a Strategic Management Tool 

(Portal and Data Integration) 

Institutional 

Restructuring 
IOTI All IoTs 1,000,000 

Delivering Systemic Change: 

Sectoral Capacity Assessment  

Institutional 

Restructuring 
IOTI All IoTs 250,000 

Delivering Systemic Change: 

Sectoral leadership & 

management development 

Institutional 

Restructuring 
IOTI All IoTs 1,000,000 

Full economic cost model 
Institutional 

Restructuring 
IUA All Universities 150,000 

HE Leadership academy 
Institutional 

Restructuring 
IUA All Universities 200,000 

Strategic planning and decision 

support 

Institutional 

Restructuring 
IUA All Universities 300,000 

Student feedback system 
Institutional 

Restructuring 
IUA All Universities 300,000 

Restructuring of Academic units 
Institutional 

Restructuring 
NUIG TCD, UCC 2,200,000 

Restructuring of Infrastructure 
Institutional 

Restructuring 
NUIG TCD, UCC 200,000 

Restructuring & Modernization: 

IT based Self service Innovations 

Institutional 

Restructuring 
NUIM DCU 

195,000 Restructuring & Modernization: 

Leadership Training 

Programmes 

Institutional 

Restructuring 
NUIM No partners 

Continuing Academic and 

Administrative Restructuring:  

Strategic Change Management 

Team 

Institutional 

Restructuring 
TCD UCC, NUIG 

2,200,000 

Continuing Academic and 

Administrative Restructuring: 

Assessment Stage of e-Strategy  

Institutional 

Restructuring 
TCD UCC, NUIG 

Continuing Academic and 

Administrative Restructuring: 

Specialist Management & 

Development Support for new 

schools 

Institutional 

Restructuring 
TCD UCC, NUIG 

Change Management: Data 

Warehouse 

Institutional 

Restructuring 
UCC TCD, NUIG 

2,200,000 

Change Management: 

Management Information 

Systems  

Institutional 

Restructuring 
UCC TCD, NUIG 

Change Management: Team & 

Process Mapping 

Institutional 

Restructuring 
UCC TCD, NUIG 

Institutional Leadership 
Institutional 

Restructuring 
UCD No partners 1,000,000 

IOTI Graduate Research Alliance 
Postgraduate 

Capacity 
IT Sligo 

IoTs & NUIG, 

NUIM 
295,000 

4th Level Support Network 
Postgraduate 

Capacity 
IUA All Universities 1,040,000 
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Title SIF 1 Theme Lead Partners 
Approved 

amount (€) 

Attracting international 

graduate students 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
IUA All Universities 450,000 

Open access to research output 
Postgraduate 

Capacity 
IUA All Universities 700,000 

PhD Quality Assurance 
Postgraduate 

Capacity 
IUA All Universities 60,000 

Building 4th Level Capacity 
Postgraduate 

Capacity 
NUIG TCD, UCC 

2,000,000 Dean of Graduate Studies 
Postgraduate 

Capacity 
NUIG TCD, UCC 

Generic Skills Training for 

Research Students 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
NUIG TCD, UCC 

Education & Research: Graduate 

Schools 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
NUIM No partners 

500,000 
Education & Research: Graduate 

Studies Office 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
NUIM No partners 

Education & Research: Student 

Internships  

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
NUIM No partners 

Enabling 4th Level: Building 

Capacity 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
UCC TCD, NUIG 

500,000 

Enabling 4th Level: Generic Skills 

training 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
UCC TCD, NUIG 

Enabling 4th Level: 

Restructuring of Graduate 

Studies Office 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
UCC TCD, NUIG 

Expanding Postgraduate 

Education 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
UL No partners 1,500,000 

Shannon Consortium: Strand 3: 

Regional Graduate Training 

Development Network 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
UL LIT, IT Tralee 950,000 

Development of Graduate 

Education: Building Fourth-Level 

Capacity 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
TCD UCC, NUIG 

500,000 
Development of Graduate 

Education: Generic Skills training 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
TCD UCC, NUIG 

Development of Graduate 

Education: Restructuring of 

Graduate Studies Office 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
TCD UCC, NUIG 

GET AHEAD-Student Internships 
Teaching & 

Learning 
GMIT GMIT, AIT, DKIT 400,000 

CONTINUE: Collaborative 

Network for Teaching & 

Innovation & Inclusive 

Education  

Teaching & 

Learning 

IT 

Tallaght 

ITTD, ITB, IT 

Carlow, IADT 
2,000,000 

Blackboard: Learning 

Technologies from Pilot to 

Mainstream 

Teaching & 

Learning 
NUIG TCD, UCC 700,000 

Civic Engagement, Student 

Volunteering and Active 

Citizenship 

Teaching & 

Learning 
NUIG 

NUIG, NUIM, 

UCD, DCU, UL 
700,000 

Faculty Aligned T&L Innovation  
Teaching & 

Learning 
NUIM No partners 500,000 
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Title SIF 1 Theme Lead Partners 
Approved 

amount (€) 

National Academy for the 

Integration of Research and 

Teaching & Learning in Higher 

Education 

Teaching & 

Learning 
UCC 

NUIG, TCD, CIT, 

WIT 
3,000,000 

Stimulating Innovative Teaching 
Teaching & 

Learning 
UCD No partners 

900,000 

Transforming Student Learning 
Teaching & 

Learning 
UCD No partners 

Shannon Consortium: Strand 2: 

Regional Approach to 

Outstanding Teaching, Learning 

and Learner Support 

Teaching & 

Learning 
UL LIT, IT Tralee 2,700,000 

 

 

 

 

Table 2.2: Cycle 2 Projects by Theme and Amounts Allocated as of Oct. 2009 
 

Title SIF 2 Theme Lead Partners 

Amount 

Allocated to 

Oct. 2009 (€) 

Regional Access to Assistive 

Technology Connection to 

Higher Education (REACH) 

Access AIT LYIT 54,650 

Eastern Regional Alliance Access 

project: ‘Transitions’. 
Access ITB 

DKIT, ITTD, IT 

Carlow 
114,138 

Eastern Regional Alliance: 

Consolidating Services for 

increased capacity 

Access IT Carlow ITB, ITTD, DKIT 495,608 

Equity of Access Access IUA 
All Universities, DIT 

&IOTI 
93,022 

Online Mental Health & well-

being portal 
Access NUIG DKIT, UCC 114,341 

DRHEA - Widening Participation Access TCD/ITB 
UCD, NUIM, DCU, 

DIT, IADT, ITTD, ITB 
316,449 

Shannon Consortium: Widening 

Participation: Regional Learning 

Centers 

Access UL LIT, ITT, MIC 872,582 

Shannon Consortium: Widening 

Participation: Social 

Disadvantage 

Access UL LIT, ITT, MIC 995,829 

Widening Participation - Bridges 

to Learning 
Access UCC CIT 821,450 

Widening Participation - 

Connections 
Access UCC CIT 186,967 

Addressing the Needs of the 

Knowledge Economy - Research 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
IOTI All IoTs 1,626,888 

Towards an Integrated 

Knowledge Transfer Platform 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
IUA All Universities 128,917 

Access to National Bibliometric 

Data 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
IUA All Universities 114,468 
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Title SIF 2 Theme Lead Partners 

Amount 

Allocated to 

Oct. 2009 (€) 

Developing Infrastructure - 

Enabling 4th level Ireland 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
UCC NUIG 369,300 

DRHEA Graduate Education 
Postgraduate 

Capacity 
UCD 

DCU, NUIM, TCD, 

ITB, ITTD, IADT, DIT 
2,283,281 

Knowledge Transfer in the 

Curriculum: Governance & 

Management Structures 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
WIT CIT, UCC 244,463 

Knowledge Transfer in the 

Curriculum: Doctoral program 

development 

Postgraduate 

Capacity 
WIT CIT, UCC 122,369 

Strategic Management and 

Change 

Institutional 

Reform 
DIT WIT, CIT 1,629,866 

Building Strategic Information 

(restructuring) 

Institutional 

Reform 
IUA All Universities 341,375 

Full Economic Costing 

(restructuring) 

Institutional 

Reform 
IUA All Universities 848,969 

Sectoral Human Resource 

Capacity Building 

Institutional 

Reform 
IUA All Universities 110,286 

North West Gateway Strategic 

Alliance 

Institutional 

Reform 
LYIT University of Ulster 349,758 

NUI Galway - GMIT Strategic 

Partnership (Knowledge Region) 

project. 

Institutional 

Reform 
NUIG GMIT 172,167 

Data Information Systems for 

Strategic Decision Making 

Institutional 

Reform 
NUIM No partners 83,556 

Institutional Reform 
Institutional 

Reform 
UCC UCD 229,542 

Shannon Consortium 

Procurement Network Project 

Institutional 

Reform 
UL LIT, ITT, MIC 105,693 

Roadmap for Employer-

Academic Partnership (REAP) 

Up-skilling & Life-

Long Learning 
CIT 

DIT, WIT, ITTD, UCC, 

ITS, AIT, NUIG 
781,418 

Supported Flexible Learning 
Up-skilling & Life-

Long Learning 
IOTI All IoTs 421,250 

Work-Based Learning approach 

to progression for craft persons 

on the National Framework of 

Qualifications 

Up-skilling & Life-

Long Learning 
LIT ITT, ITC 90,431 

DRHEA - Enhancement of 

Learning 

Teaching & 

Learning 
DCU 

UCD, NUIM, TCD, 

ITB, ITTD, IADT, DIT 
3,191,730 

DRHEA - Internationalization 
Teaching & 

Learning 
DIT 

UCD, NUIM, TCD, 

ITTD, DIT, DCU 
853,016 

Creating the Entrepreneurial 

Graduate (Accelerating Campus 

Entrepreneurship, ACE) 

Teaching & 

Learning 
DKIT ITB, CIT, ITS, NUIG 313,423 

Student Leadership scheme: 

Curriculum Reform 

Teaching & 

Learning 
GMIT NUIG 93,580 

Student Leadership scheme: 

Student Led Learning 

Teaching & 

Learning 
GMIT AIT 363,929 

Eastern Regional Alliance: 

Repositioning Learner 

Assessment 

Teaching & 

Learning 
IT Carlow DKIT, ITB, ITTD 255,880 
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Title SIF 2 Theme Lead Partners 

Amount 

Allocated to 

Oct. 2009 (€) 

Shannon Consortium: Library 

Network Support Services 

Teaching & 

Learning 
LIT UL, ITT, MIC 198,759 

Certificate in Contemporary 

Living 

Teaching & 

Learning 
TCD UCC 219,682 

Deaf Studies 
Teaching & 

Learning 
TCD ITB 102,004 

Shannon Consortium: 

Innovation in Teaching and 

Learning Support: National 

Centre for Excellence in 

Mathematics and Science 

Teaching & 

Learning 
UL LIT, ITT, MIC 636,091 

Shannon Consortium: 

Innovation in Teaching and 

Learning Support: Teaching and 

Learning Incubation Centre 

Teaching & 

Learning 
UL LIT, ITT, MIC 697,598 

Knowledge Transfer in the 

Curriculum: Implementing 

structure and curriculum 

Teaching & 

Learning 
WIT CIT, UCC 107,612 

 


