Chapter 3

Government Policy and Legislative
Backdrop to the Emergence of the DIT

At the time of independence in 1922, the administration of technical/vocational education in Ireland fell within the remit of the Department of
Agriculture and Technical Instruction. In 1924, however, after the establishment of Saorstat Eireann (Irish Free State), technical education was
assigned to the newly established Department of Education. Since then
the government has developed its involvement in higher education through
official commissions of inquiry and other published studies, green (discussion) papers and white (policy) papers leading to appropriate legislation. This chapter presents a digest of this development from a DIT perspective.
COMMISSION OF INQUIRY (TECHNICAL EDUCATION)

1926

The Minister for Education set up an advisory commission in 1926 to
enquire into the technical education system, particularly in relation to the
needs of trade and industry. The international membership of this commission of inquiry is given below:
Members of the Commission of Inquiry 1926
Chairman:
J. Ingram, Senior Inspector of Technical Education
Members:
A. Rohn, President, Federal Polytechnicum, Zurich
N. Fredricksson, Board of Education, Sweden
J. Good, TD
H. Colohan, TD
J. J. O'Connor, Headmaster, Technical School, Mallow
B. Stafford, Department of Industry and Commerce
W. Doolin, Principal Officer, Department of Finance
T. 0' Connell, Senior Agricultural Inspector, Department of Lands and
Agriculture
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The City of Dublin Technical Education Committee (TEC) and the
Rathmines Technical Instruction Committee (TIC) each made detailed
submissions to the commission. 1 They formulated strong arguments in
relation to the value of technical education to the new state, gave a description of the courses and activities of the schools and institutes under
their aegis and, in particular, made suggestions as to how to remove obstacles to progress. Thus, for instance, the City of Dublin TEC listed the
chief problems facing it as the deficiencies in primary education, the scarcity of employment for students and graduates, the limited number of industries and the limitations (of amount and location) of its accommodation to satisfy the demand.
The Commis~ion's recommendations were largely incorporated into
the Vocational Education Act 1930 and the Apprenticeship Act 1931.2
Both of these pieces of legislation were to prove enlightened and far-reaching, allowing and generally facilitating the developments in technical education which took place in the Irish vocational education system.

VocATIONAL EoucATION AcT

1930

The Vocational Education Act 1930 defined the scope of technical education to include "education pertaining to trades, manufactures, agriculture,
commerce and other industrial pursuits" and science, art, music and physical training.lt also covered the area of continuation education- "general
and practical training in preparation for employment . . . and also general
and practical training for improvement of young people in the early stages
of employment". These stipulations were of much broader scope than had
previously been the case.
In order to implement the legislation throughout the country, thirtyeight Vocational Education Committees (VECs) were established by the
County Councils and certain designated urban district authorities. These
VECs were therefore subcommittees of the local rating (taxing) authority
and were funded by a combination of central government and local rates
contributions.

1.

2.

Hernon, PJ, Statement of Evidence (Dublin: City of Dublin Technical Education
Committee), 1926; Clampett, G J T, Summary of Evidence submitted to the Commission of Enquiry into Technical Education (Dublin: Rathmines Technical Instruction
Committee), 1926.
Report of the Commission of Inquiry (Technical Education) (Baile Atha Cliath: Oifig
an tSol<ithair), 1927.

46

Historical Chronology of the Dublin Institute of Technology

The Act gave wide powers to VECs to organise courses at different
levels in response to local demands. The Act also encouraged co-operation between the local VEC and employers' bodies to establish educational and training programmes necessary to equip young people for the
developing needs of the Irish economy.
As mentioned in the previous chapter, the City of Dublin Vocational
Education Committee (CDVEC) became responsible after 1930 for the
existing Technical Institutes in Dublin located at Kevin Street, Chatham
Row and Bolton Street, and other technical schools including that at
Rutland/Parnell Square. The Greater Dublin Act 1930 brought the urban
districts of Rathmines and Pembroke into the city, and this brought the
Rathmines Technical Institute and the Pembroke Technical and Fishery
School at Ringsend into the CDVEC in 1932.

COMMISSION ON HIGHER EDUCATION

1960-1967

The relaxation of trade protectionism, and the opening-up of the economy
in the early 1960s and its subsequent growth, were to have profound implications for the higher education system in the Republic of Ireland. One
of the first indications of the expansion and of the increasing government
involvement to come, happened in the National University of Ireland (NUl).
A commission to advise on the accommodation needs of the colleges of
the NUl was appointed by the Minister for Education in 1957. In 1959,
the commission recommended a major government investment programme
- a new £8 million building programme for University College Dublin
(UCD) which led to the development of its campus at Belfield, and a
£600,000 building programme for each of University College Cork (UCC)
and University College Galway (UCG). 3
In 1960, the government established a Commission on Higher Education, whose membership is given below, "to inquire into and make recommendations in relation to university, professional, technological and higher
education generally". 4 The Commission was also directed to give attention to "the general organisation and administration of education at those
levels and the nature and extent of the provision to be made for such education".

3.
4.

Commission on University Accommodation 1957-1959, Report (Baile Atha Cliath:
Oifig an tSolathair), 1959.
Commission on Higher Education 1960-1967, I. Presentation and Summary of Report, op. cit.
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Members of the Commission on Higher Education 1960-1967
Chairman:
Cearbhall 6 Dalaigh
Members:
C. S. Andrews, Managing Director, C6ras Iompair Eireann; D. Buckley;
H. Butterfield; S. 6 Cadhla; C. F. Carter; Phillis Bean Ui Cheallaigh;
Mairin Bean Ui Chinneide, scribhneoir agus leirmheast6ir; M. J.
Costello, Managing Director, Comhlacht Siuicre Eireann; M. J. Cranley,
Principal, College of Technology, Kevin Street; J. Dempsey; S. S. de
Faoite; L. 6 Gotharaigh; J. N. Greene; Mr Griffin; S. 6 Lideadha; L. 6
Luanaigh; E. O'Malley; J. J. McElligott; J. J. McHenry; P. S. Mac
Lochlainn; J. Mitchell; T. W. Moody; P. G. Murphy; R. Gordon Perdue;
W. J. Philbin, Bishop of Down and Connor; T. Walsh
Secretary:
S. 6 Cathail, Department of Education
Assistant Secretary:
L. 6 Fearghail, Department of Education

After extensive inquiries in Ireland and abroad, the Commission reported
in 1967. In its report, the Commission drew attention to the role of the
government as the principal provider of finance to the higher education
institutions. It highlighted the lack of an overall planning authority for
higher education and concluded that essentially no coherent planning was
carried out within the sector. It noted that higher education outside the
universities had "remained comparatively under-developed". It drew attention to academic weaknesses in the universities at undergraduate level
due to "increasing numbers of students, low entry standards and inadequate staffing and accommodation", and at postgraduate research level.
The Commission also called for improvements in university governance
and academic appointment procedures.
Although the Commission emphasised the government's support for
the autonomy of the universities, the government exerted considerable
control over the higher education institutions outside the university sector. Also it saw it as necessary to impose certain limitations to the autonomy of the universities, particularly where the institutions received
large subventions of public funds. The report clearly expressed a dilemma
for the government- it was the authority for deciding on the amounts of
public funds to be devoted to higher education, and yet, in a situation of
institutional autonomy, it had only limited control over how such funds
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were utilised. The Commission proposed that a planning and regulating
agency be established to provide a buffer between the institutions and the
government, similar to the University Grants Commission (UGC) in Britain. This agency would not only plan and administer the state grants to the
institutions, but would also be a comprehensive planning authority to preside over the planning and expansion of higher education, then already
underway, in order to adequately serve the needs of the country.
The report of the Commission on Higher Education also made important recommendations concerning the activities of the Dublin colleges and
their future development. In relation to higher technological education,
the Commission recommended the establishment of a technological authority to encompass the work of the Institute for Industrial Research and
Standards (the national industrial standards authority) and be responsible
for technological education and training. It would also provide technological innovation and foresight information and guidance for industry. It
would organise and co-ordinate technological research as well. This technological authority's educational functions would be at the organisational
rather than the teaching level, but it would provide scholarships, arrange
for academic, training and research programmes and have the power to
make academic awards.
In its report the Commission recognised the role of the Dublin colleges in relation to higher technician training and the provision of professional courses. It recommended that the system should continue to "devise courses to meet the specific needs of the country". In particular it
recommended that the general and academic management of the higher
level work in the colleges should be "established on a quasi-independent
basis" and that the Colleges of Technology and the College of Commerce,
either collectively or individually, should be given a governing body and
an academic type of administration. The colleges and their staff would be
engaged in schemes of industrial and technological training and research.
Their work would, in general, be complementary to that of the universities.
This was the first recommendation for the development of a binary
approach to higher education in Ireland- a university system and on the
other side of a 'binary divide', a complementary 'technological' system.
Such a system had been developed in Britain in the mid-1960s, for the
quite different economic, social, political and educational conditions there.
It would appear that the concept was imported with a minimum of modification or matching to conditions in Ireland. In subsequent years it blossomed into the policy of the Department of Education.
In relation to music, the Commission recommended that the Dublin
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Municipal School of Music should combine its higher level work with
that of the Royal Irish Academy of Music to form the music department of
a proposed New College in Dublin.
Indeed a number of New Colleges, distributed among the regions of
the country, were recommended, within a clear binary concept of higher
education. The New Colleges would function in the humanistic, commercial and scientific fields. They would offer three-year full-time courses or
equivalent part-time courses with a strong vocational bias and leading to
awards of pass or general degree standard.
The Commission's report strongly recommended that the various institutions of higher education should develop formal relationships with
each other, particularly in areas of mutual interest and common activity.

THE O'MALLEY PROPOSALS FOR UNIVERSITY REFORM

Soon after the publication of the report of the Commission, the Minister
for Education, Donogh O'Malley TD, made a controversial speech in
December 1967, in which he declared the policy of the government to
reorganise University College Dublin (UCD) and Trinity College Dublin
(TCD) into a single university. 5 This merger proposal generated high emotion in both universities.
A government policy statement was issued in July 1968, which proposed the dissolution of the NUl and the establishment of UCC and UCG
as independent universities. It proposed that in the merged Dublin university with one governing body, UCD and TCD would retain their identities
with their own councils and would each have an allocation of faculties
and schools to improve efficiency. The statement also announced the government's decision to establish the Higher Education Authority (HEA) to
deal with planning and financing in higher education as recommended by
the Commission on Higher Education.

STEERING COMMITTEE ON TECHNICAL EDUCATION

1966-1969

As the Irish economy developed in the 1960s, it became clear to the government that it needed to provide higher education to cater for the manpower requirements of industrial development. While Dublin, Cork, Limerick and possibly Galway were catered for to some extent by the univer5.

Coolahan, J, Irish Education: History and Structure, op. cit.
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sities and local colleges, there was a general shortage of appropriately
skilled and qualified personnel throughout the regions of the country. As
evidenced by the OECD studies in the 1960s, there was -also need to provide apprentice and technician training in the regions outside the cities
not serviced by higher education. 6
In 1964 the Minister for Education, Patrick Hillery TD, announced the
government's proposal to locate "ten regional technical colleges (RTCs)
... [in] Dublin with two centres, Cork and Limerick ... [and] Waterford,
Galway, Dundalk, Sligo, Athlone, Carlow". 7 In 1966 the government appointed a Steering Committee on Technical Education. This committee
made two reports, one in 1967 and the second in 1969. In close parallel
with developments in the binary system in Britain at the time, it recommended that a national body be established to co-ordinate developments
within the RTCs and that each college should be controlled regionally. 8
Each RTC was established under the relevant vocational education committee. The National Council for Educational Awards (NCEA), established
in 1972 as a validation and awards body, provided overall academic guidance and co-ordination. The Steering Committee envisaged that the RTCs
would provide courses aimed at filling deficiencies in industrial manpower
requirements, especially at technician level, and it suggested also that they
should be flexible to respond to social, economic and technological needs
in their regions.
The plans for the Dublin RTCs were not implemented. Lobbying in
Limerick resulted in the establishment there, in 1969, of the first National
Institute for Higher Education (NIHE) which became the University of
Limerick (UL) in 1989. The NIHE Dublin was established on an ad hoc
basis in 1974 and became Dublin City University (DCU) in 1989. The
RTCs were established as follows: Athlone, Carlow, Dundalk, Sligo and
Waterford in 1970, Letterkenny in 1971, Galway in 1972, Cork in 1974
and Tralee in 1977. Following the RTC Act 1992, the Limerick College of
Art, Commerce and Technology was designated an RTC~ The Tallaght
RTC opened in 1992, the Dun Laoghaire RTC was constituted in 1998
and the Blanchardstown Institute of Technology began in 1999. All the
RTCs were designated Institutes of Technology in 1998.

6.
7.
8.

Investment in Education (Paris: OECD), 1962; Training of Technicians in Ireland
(Paris: OECD), 1964.
MacKeogh, K, 'The Regional Technical Colleges and the Changing Geography of
Higher Education in the Republic of Ireland', Irish Geography, XVI, 121, 1983.
Godwin, CD, 'The Origin of the Binary System' , History of Education, 27/2, 17191 , 1998.
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HIGHER EDUCATION AUTHORITY AcT

1971

In response to the 1967 report of the Commission on Higher Education,
the government set up the HEA on an ad hoc basis in 1968. It was formally established under the provisions of the Higher Education Authority
Act 1971, which set out its functions. Among these functions were "the
development of higher education" and "the promotion of the attainment
of equality of opportunity in higher education and the democratisation of
its structures". The direct remit and funding role of ~he HEA included
assigning its block grants to the universities and other designated institutions. It was also given advisory powers in relation to the full range of
higher level education provision.
The universities themselves were given almost complete autonomy over
internal distribution of resources allocated to them from the government
through the HEA. Since its inception, the HEA has continued to facilitate
the general autonomy and academic freedom of the institutions under its
aegis. Nevertheless, in the context of its advisory powers, the HEA, as it
was established, failed to address a number of the concerns of the Commission on Higher Education in relation to standards and quality of programmes within the institutions. Indeed, not until the discussions leading
to the Universities Act 1997 were quality assurance issues, as cited in the
report of the Commission, addressed at the legislative leveL Neither has
the HEA meaningfully addressed the "full range of higher education",
being almost solely concerned with the universities and designated institutions over the years. For instance, it has not considered issues such as
the utility and suitability of the binary system in higher education in Ireland, particularly in the context of the democratisation of structures in
society.

CENTRAL APPLICATIONS OFFICE

1977

A points system was first introduced in the National University of Ireland
in 1970 in the situation of more applicants for courses than the numbers of
places available. 9 The idea was to systematically select a quota of students from the eligible applicants, normally with Leaving Certificate qualifications.
In 1977 a number of the universities set up a central points system
9.

Commission on the Points System, Consultative Process- Background Document
(Baile Atha Cliath: Oifig na tSolathair), 1998.
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which was administered on their behalf by a Central Applications Office
(CAO). Until 1991, the CAO system catered for degree courses in the
universities and other institutions, including the DIT. In parallel, the DIT
and the RTCs individually operated similar but separate systems for allocating places on diploma and certificate courses. In 1991 a common application and allocation system for such courses in these institutions - the
Central Application System (CAS)- was introduced and administered
in parallel with the original CAO degree course system by the CAO.
Between 1991 and 1996 the parallel CAS and CAO application and
allocation systems were operated. In 1997 the CAS designation was removed and now the two parallel systems are operated under the single
CAO designation.
The basic points allocation system related to performance in the Leaving Certificate examination, and as it stood in 1997 is shown in Table 4.1.
Table 4.1: The Points A~location System in 1997
Leaving Certificate
Grade
A1
A2
B1
B2
B3
C1
C2
C3
D1
D2
D3

Higher
Paper
100
90
85
80
75
70
65
60
55
50
45

Ordinary
Paper
60
50
45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5

NATIONAL COUNCIL FOR EDUCATIONAL AWARDS AcT

.

1979

The Commission on Higher Education in 1967 recommended the establishment of what it termed "New Colleges" in Limerick and Dublin. About
the time of the inception of the HEA in 1968, the Minister for Education
referred to it the "question of establishing a body which would award
national qualifications at technician and technologist levels". The following year, in a report entitled A National Council for Awards and a College
of Higher Education at Limerick, the HEA recommended the establishment of a National Council for Educational Awards (NCEA). This Coun-
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cil would have the power "to grant certificates, diplomas and degrees to
persons who have successfully pursued courses of study at third-level
educational institutions other than universities". In response the Government established the NCEA on an ad hoc basis in 1972.
At that stage, the NCEA became involved in validating some of the
Dublin colleges' technician certificate and diploma courses. In fact, about
half of the awards made by the NCEA in 1972 were in respect of these
courses. Further applications were made in 1973 and 1974 in respect of a
number of other courses in the Dublin colleges, including some at professional level for which NCEA degree awards were sought. However, not
all the Dublin colleges participated in the NCEA project and the new Academic Council failed to achieve a united view on the matter. Some colleges, particularly the Kevin Street college, objected to such participation, claiming that since the college already had well established and recognised certificate and diploma awards, the value of those awards might
be diminished by being accredited by a new, untested and recently established agency.
Initially the NCEA concentrated on processing and approving the large
number of technician courses that were coming forward, particularly from
the new RTCs, and slow progress was made in validating courses leading
to degree awards.
Seven years later, the National Council for Educational Awards Act
1979 was enacted and the NCEA was given statutory powers to provide
for national educational awards - degrees, diplomas and certificates in.a range of designated non-university institutions in Ireland. At that point
these institutions included the National College of Art and Design in Dublin, the NIHEs in Limerick and Dublin, the Dublin colleges of the CDVEC,
Thomond College of Education in Limerick and all the RTCs.
Significantly, the NCEA was given a range of quality assurance functions, although not explicitly identified as such, in respect of its designated institutions. According to the Act, the NCEA could recognise a degree, diploma, certificate or other educational award granted to persons
who successfully completed specific approved courses, as well as grant
degrees, diplomas, certificates and other educational awards to persons
who successfully completed courses approved by the Council. It could
approve of such courses of study or instruction. It could also assess the
standard maintained by any designated institution. Thus, the NCEA was
empowered to:
• accredit institutions
• validate and review programmes of study
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• ensure that approved courses had equivalent standards to similar courses
in the universities
• confer awards.
From its inception the NCEA developed quality assurance procedures based
on the accreditation of institutions, the initial validation, the periodic review of courses and the appointment of external examiners in respect of
those examinations moderated by the NCEA for its awards. 10 As these
procedures evolved, they included procedures for the appointment of external examiners, the functions and responsibilities of these external examiners vis-a-vis internal examiners and examination boards, and the role
of the NCEA itself.
It could be argued that the ambivalent attitude of the Dublin colleges
to the NCEA was a missed opportunity by these colleges to engage fully
with the NCEA project thus lessening its impact at national level. It might
also have restricted the potential development of the DIT as well by a
failure to develop stronger national links. Certainly, had the Dublin colleges brought their considerable background and experience at every academic level (from apprenticeship training to diploma and degree courses)
into the NCEA in a constructive fashion, they could have facilitated the
academic and organisational development of the nascent RTC system, and
underpinned and confirmed the academic standing of the national awards
given by the NCEA. In defen·c e of the leadership of the Dublin colleges in
the early 1970s, however, it should be pointed out that they were at that
same time engaged in pursuing the Ballymun Project proposals which
certainly mapped out a clear alternative path of development. In this context they probably missed the broad, national opportunity for a more narrow and local perspective.
However if the DIT had fully participated in the NCEA project, it might
not have achieved the partnership with the University of Dublin (see Chapter 4), or separate legislation from the RTCs (see Chapter 5). Also it might
not have been granted the power to award degrees which the RTCs have
not yet attained (see Chapter 11). The removal of degree awarding power
from the NCEA by the government in 1974 did not enhance the attractiveness of the NCEA to the DIT colleges. This was also a factor in the development of the partnership agreement with the University of Dublin .

.

10. Examinations Marks and Standards 1998 (Dublin: National Council for Educational
Awards), 1998.
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NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF HIGHER EDUCATION, liMERICK

1969

TheN ational Institute of Higher Education (NIHE), Limerick, was established in 1969, as the second part of the response to the HEA report A
National Council for Educational Awards and a College of Higher Education at Limerick. The plan was for its graduates to receive NCEA awards.
This happened until 1974, when the government temporarily withdrew
degree awarding power from the NCEA. In that year, the NIHE was accredited for degree awards by the NUL In 1976 the NIHE Limerick was
made a recognised college of the NUl.

BuRKE PROPOSALS oN UNIVERSITY REFORM

In December 1974, the Minister for Education, Richard Burke TD, announced his government's decisions and plans in relation to a range of
aspects of Irish higher education that had been highlighted in the HEA' s
Report on University Reorganisation in 1972. These proposals contained
strong echoes of the O'Malley proposals of seven years before. They constituted a comprehensive set of radical changes and reforms to the higher
education system, but were probably less radical than those in the HEA
report. These plans are worth outlining here. They became known as the
Burke proposals 11 and were as follows:
• there were to be three universities in the state, namely, a university to be
constituted from UCD, the University of Dublin (TCD), and the NUl,
comprising University College Cork (UCC) and University College
Galway (UCG)
• St Patrick's College, Maynooth, was to be given the option of becoming
a constituent college of any one of the three universities
• the NIHE Limerick was to be a recognised college of the NUl with the
capacity to evolve into a constituent college of the NUl, or become an
autonomous institution
• the NIHE Dublin (still to be established) would be a recognised college
of either of the Dublin universities with the capacity to evolve into a
constituent college of one or another of the Dublin universities, or become an autonomous degree awarding institution
• the majority of the members of the Governing Bodies of the NIHEs in
11. Burke, R, TD, Minister for Education, Proposals of the Government in Relation to
Higher Education (Dublin), December 1974.
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Limerick and Dublin were to be nominated by the government, on the
recommendation of the Minister for Education, and would include representatives from the trade unions, agriculture, business, industry and
educational interests
• a Council for Technological Education was to be established to plan
and co-ordinate courses and validate and award non-degree third-level
qualifications in the NIHEs in Dublin and Limerick and in the RTCs.
This Council was to consist of a Chairman and thirty members. Onethird of its membership was tt> be constituted from and by the Governing Body of the NIHE Limerick, one-third from and by the Governing
Body of the NIHE Dublin, and the remaining one-third nominated by
the Government on the recommendation of the Minister for Education
• the RTCs would be funded by the Department of Education, in consultation with the Council for Technological Education and through the
relevant Vocational Education Committees (VECs)
• a Conjoint Board would be established to co-ordinate the two Dublin
universities, with a view to ensuring rational use of resources and mobility of staff and students between them
• the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland was to remain autonomous but
would be brought into the ambit of the Conjoint Board
• a Conference of Irish Universities was to be established
• the following additional bodies were to be designated institutions for
the purpose of the Higher Education Authority Act, namely: Conjoint
Board of the Dublin universities; Council for Technological Education;
NIHEs Dublin and Limerick; Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies; St
Patrick's College of Education, Drumcondra; Our Lady of Mercy College of Education, Carysfort Park, Blackrock, Dublin; Church of Ireland College of Education, Rathmines; National College of Art and
Design, Dublin; College of Education for Teachers of Specialist Subjects, Limerick; National College of Physical Education, Limerick; Mary
Immaculate College of Education, Limerick
• there would be two dental schools in the state, one in Dublin and one in
Cork
• the distribution of university faculties in Dublin would be as follows:
each university was to have separate faculties of arts, law and pre-clinical medicine; the two universities would share a joint science faculty;
there would also be a joint clinical medicine school, operating in three
hospital centres and under the direction of the Conjoint Board referred
to above; UCD would have faculties of engineering and architecture
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and TCD a faculty of engineering science but without capital investment; the faculties of business studies, social science, agriculture and
veterinary medicine would be in UCD alone; the faculties of dentistry
and pharmacy would be in TCD alone; statutory provision was to be
made for the recognition of theology (divinity) as a university discipline
• the College of Education for Teachers of Specialist Subjects and the
National College of Physical Education, both in Limerick, were to have
a joint Governing Body of twenty-five members and become a recognised college of the NUl
• the Governing Bodies of UCD, TCD, UCC, UCG, Maynooth, NIHE
· Dublin and NIHE Limerick were each to consist of twenty-five members
• University Senates would consist of thirty-five members.
Outcome of the Burke proposals

The Burke proposals were a cause of much concern in the Irish university
sector and particularly in TCD and UCD, in respect of which decisions
were announced in relation to the distribution of their faculties and other
issues. There were other proposals relating to altering the sizes of their
Governing Bodies that in tum raised the possibility of legislative changes
and the imposition of increased state control over their operations.
The reaction of senior staff in the universities was summarised by F. S.
Lyons, Provost of TCD, in January 1976:
Most of us during the past year have tried repeatedly to work through
the various problems presented by the Minister for Education's statement of December 1974. There are so many unknown factors in the
situation that to achieve a balanced analysis is well nigh impossible
and it is not in the least surprising that feelings of anger and frustration have sometimes boiled over. 12
Following considerable representation and lobbying, many of the Burke
proposals, like the O'Malley proposals before them, were never implemented; some were partly implemented and only a small number were
fully implemented. In general those relating to the universities were not
implemented, apart from those concerned with dentistry, pharmacy, agri12. Lyons, F S, The Technology Tangle in Dublin (Dublin: Society of College Lecturers), 1976.
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culture and veterinary medicine. No conjoint board to co-ordinate the
Dublin universities was established and the Conference of Heads of Irish
Universities (CHIU) was the closest to a Conference of Irish Universities
to be set up. On the other side of the binary divide, however, the proposals
relating to the NIHEs and RTCs were broadly carried through and the
NCEA was the closest approximation achieved to the proposed Council
for Technological Education.

NATIONAL INSTITUTES oF HIGHER EoucATION AcTs

1980

The National Institute of Higher Education (Limerick) Act 1980, removed
that Institute from the NUl and brought it under the aegis of the NCEA, to
which degree awarding power had been restored in 1977. 13 In fact, two
identical Acts were passed in 1980 to place the two NIHEs, in Limerick
and Dublin, on a statutory footing. These Acts defined the functions of
the NIHEs in relation to academic quality, standards and levels of programmes, as providing primary degree, diploma and certificate as well as
postgraduate level courses, and engaging in research work. The NIHEs
were not given any awarding power but were thereafter accredited by the
NCEA and their graduates received NCEA degrees.
The Academic Council of each NIHE was empowered to:
• offer appropriate progra:rruhes of study
• establish structures to implement them
• develop research
• put academic regulations in place
• conduct examinations
• evaluate academic progress of students
• organise tutorial and other academic counselling for students.
Issues relating to the assurance of quality were not explicitly addressed in
these Acts. By 1986 the role of the NCEA in relation to quality assurance
in the NIHEs involved the approval of courses based on an institutional
self-evaluation and the participation of university and industry/business
specialists from Ireland and abroad in curriculum development and Boards
of Studies. The NCEA also appointed external examiners from nomina-

13. National Institute of Higher Education (Limerick) Act and National Institute ofHigher
Education (Dublin) Act (Baile Atha Cliath: Oifig an tSolathair), 1980.
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tions of academic and business experts submitted by the institutions. Arrangements for the admission of students were devolved to the institutions themselves, subject to government policies and regulations set out
by the CAO.

GREEN PAPER ON EDUCATION

1985

In 1985, the Minister for Education, Gemma Hussey TD, issued a Green
Paper on education which, among other issues, considered the place of
the DIT in the higher education system. 14 The general thrust of this
discussion document was a far-reaching proposal for the reform of the
system of Vocational Education Committees (VECs) into a fewer number
of Local Education Committees (LECs). These LECs would cater for all
second-level schools in the regions. These proposal would have reduced
the long established binary divide in second level education between the
vocational system and the voluntary secondary school system. Indeed, by
that time considerable momentum had developed behind the establishment
of a new comprehensive type of second level school- the community
school or community college - and this has been the pattern since then.
Because the DIT and the RTCs were under the aegis of the VECs, the
question of whether these institutions would transfer to the new LECs
was considered. In relation to the DIT, the green paper proposed that it be
established on a statutory basis. It was envisaged that this statutory base
might provide for a Governing Body or Board of Management (containing strong representation from the CDVEC) and an Academic Council
appointed by Governing Body to assist it in "planning, co-ordination, development and overseeing" the educational programmes of the Institute.
The document discussed the possibility of designating the DIT under the
HEA, particularly in the light of its experience under the partnership with
the University of Dublin and its different character in quantitative and
qualitative terms from that of the RTCs. The long association of the Institute with the CDVEC and the amount of apprentice work within the Institute were adduced as possible arguments against designation under the
HEA. The Green Paper envisaged a director for the Institute and six heads
of colleges (or schools) responsible to the director.
In the event, the reform of the VEC system was never implemented,

14. Partners in Education: Serving Community Needs (Baile Atha Cliath: Oifig an
tSolathair), 1985.
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but the recommendations in respect of the DIT eventually found partial
expression in the Dublin Institute of Technology Act 1992 (see Chapter
5).

INTERNATIONAL STUDY GROUP ON TECHNOLOGICAL EDUCATION

1986-1987

The two NIHEs in Limerick and Dublin sought to improve their status by
persuading the Minister for Education in 1986 to establish an International Study Group to examine technological education outside the universities and advise on the case for a new technological university. 15 The
work of this group can now be recognised as broadly touching on quality
audit and accreditation of higher education in general, and of these two
institutions (NIHE Limerick and NIHE Dublin) in particular. This was the
first occasion that such a process had been undertaken within the state.
The International Study Group comprised the following members.

Members of the International Study Group on Technological Education 1986-1987
Chairman:
Dr T. P. Hardiman, Chairman, Investment Bank of Ireland
Deputy Chairman:
Professor M. J. MacCormac, Professor of Business Administration
(Emeritus), University College, Dublin
Membership:
Dr R. E. D. Bishop, Vice-Chancellor, Brunei University, England
Dr 0. H. G. Mahrenholtz, Technische Universitat Hamburg and VicePresident, Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, West Germany
Dr D. T. Wright, President, University of Waterloo, Canada
Secretary:
M. Gleeson, Higher Education Authority
In its report, the study group considered management, planning, standards
and quality assurance matters to be of significance. It concluded that in
respect of technological education, the "existing universities serve the
country well, and will continue to play a central role in technological education in Ireland". It recommended that the HEA "should be fully involved
15. Technological Education, Report of the International Study Group to the Minister
for Education (Baile Atha Cliath: Oifig an tSohithair), 1987.
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in all matters relating to the planning, financing and co-ordination of all
third-level activities". In relation to the NIHEs it was the Group's view
that their standards of scholarship were as high as those of the universities, that they should be given the title and status of self-accrediting universities, and that their legislation should be amended to "give them degree awarding powers and to provide statutory Academic Councils with
responsibility" for their academic affairs.
The report also recommended that the DIT and the RTCs be established on a statutory basis with their funding coming through the HEA. It
suggested these measures would give these institutions increased autonomy
and allow them to engage in research, development and consultancy services for external organisations.

UNIVERSITY OF LIMERICK AND DUBLIN CITY UNIVERSITY ACTS

1989

The report of the International Study Group specifically recommended
that the NIHEs in Limerick and Dublin should be established as universities, with the NIHE Limerick having the title of University of Limerick
and the NIHE Dublin having the title Dublin City University or the University of Leinster. The report further recommended that the title "Technological University" should not be used because of the broader nature of
the activities in the two institutions proposed as universities. Acts of the
Oireachtas were enacted in 1989 conferring university status on the University of Limerick and Dublin City University.
The effect of these Acts was the transfer of the former NIHEs across
the binary divide in higher education from the technological side to the
universities' side. This transfer was achieved with remarkably little public discussion or worry about academic drift or the effect of the transfer on
the rest of the technological sector.

GREEN PAPER ON EDUCATION

1992

Public debate on higher education in Ireland was stimulated with the publication by the Minister for Education, Seamus Brennan TD, of a comprehensive Green Paper on education in 1992. 16 This Green Paper indicated
many areas for legitimate questioning in relation to quality in higher education, "the concern and care for the students and the ways in which this is
16. Education for a Changing World (Baile Atha Cliath: Oifig an tSolathair), 1992.
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demonstrated in the institution; the quality of teaching and support provided by staff; the percentage of new entrants who proceed to graduation;
the output and quality of research; the efficient use of resources and the
procedures in place in institutions to review quality continually". It saw
as key the provision of appropriate staff development and, in consequence,
the improvement of the quality of teaching, guidance and assistance available to students.
The Green Paper addressed a number of other aspects of quality assurance. It suggested that the university institutions should have maximum
flexibility in developing courses, but that within policy, budgetary and
physical resource constraints, courses should be run cost-efficiently and
not adversely affect other courses.
In relation to the DIT and the RTCs, the Green Paper suggested that an
appropriate balance between certificate, diploma and degree graduates be
maintained, and that the value of certificate and diploma awards as terminal qualifications should not be undermined. It advised that any degree
courses developed in these institutions should not be such as to be able to
be offered more cost-effectively by a university and should be aimed at a
proven industrial need based on effective liaison with and support from
industry. It suggested that the NCEA would approve the programmes and
report annually to the Department of Education on the national and local
patterns of course development. The Green Paper also recommended that
the NCEA undertake a review of entry standards to courses in the DIT and
the RTCs, together with the success and progression records of their students. This review was envisaged as being linked to a review of standards
of achievement in each of the colleges.
This Green Paper was the first policy document from the Department
of Education acknowledging the dual or binary system of higher education provision in Ireland, and the official concern to provide some overall
co-ordination between the two sectors in the system.

DUBLIN INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY AcT

1992

Following the recommendations in the Green Paper on education in 1985
and the report of the International Study Group on Technological Education in 1987, the Dublin Institute of Technology Act 1992 established DIT
as an autonomous institution, largely independent of the CDVEC, under
which its constituent colleges had previously operated. (This Act, its context and terms are discussed in some detail in Chapter 5.) Among other
things, the Act set out as the functions of the Institute the provision of
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vocational and technical education and training for the economic, technological, scientific, commercial, industrial, social and cultural development
of the State. It gave the Institute the authority to grant diplomas, certificates and other educational awards, excluding degrees. The Act also empowered the Institute to engage in research, consultancy and development
work. In 1997, after a review in 1995/1996 of the Institute's quality assurance procedures by an international review team on behalf of the Minister
for Education (see Chapter 11), an order was made under the Act assigning to the DIT the function of awarding primary and postgraduate degrees
and honorary awards.
The Academic Council of the DIT was entrusted by the Act with academic powers to offer appropriate programmes of study and establish structures to implement them. It was also empowered to engage in research and
development, select, admit, retain or exclude students, put academic regulations in place, conduct examinations and evaluate academic progress of
students. It could appoint external examiners and organise tutorial and
other academic counselling for students.

REGIONAL TECHNICAL COLLEGES

AcT 1992

In general, the Dublin Institute of Technology Act and the Regional Technical Colleges Act 1992 had much-in common, both having the same general structure and identical wording in several sections. Indeed the Bills
for both Acts were introduced to the Dail simultaneously but subsequently
they were debated separately, particularly in relation to amendments that
were introduced.
One of the special features of the DIT legislation was that it gave to
the Institute the power to confer its own academic awards, unlike the RTC
legislation that did not have such a provision. There were also significant
differences relating to the functions given to the respective Academic
Councils. In the DIT legislation additional provisions empowered the
Academic Council to appoint external examiners and confer honorary
awards. The additional functions given to the DIT and its Academic Council
were consistent with the DIT making its own awards, whereas the RTCs
did not have authority to confer their own awards. In the late 1990s some
of the RTCs, by then renamed Institutes of Technology, were granted the
power to make certificate and diploma awards.
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STEERING COMMITTEE ON THE fUTURE DEVELOPMENT OF HIGHER EDUCATION

1993-1995
In December 1993, the Minister for Education, Niamh Bhreathnach TD,
requested the HEA to establish a Steering Committee to advise her on the
future development of the higher education sector. The committee was
broadly representative of the higher education institutions, the social partners, government departments and other interested organisations. The committee was supported by a technical working group that reported on future
growth and its distribution between the university and non-university sectors, the financial implications of the growth projected, the geographic
distribution of higher education need and provision, and the measures
needed to facilitate participation by disadvantaged, mature and secondchance students. 17
In many ways the work of the Steering Committee was a preparation
for the relevant sections of the White Paper on education (see below),
which was issued before the report of the committee. 18 The report of the
Steering Committee emphasised a range of key considerations in higher
education, including:
• quality assurance
• co-ordination across higher education institutions
• equity and equality in the system

• adult and further education
• the role of higher education in economic development
• the growing cost of higher education.
The report made projections of the likely growth in higher education in
two phases, the first until2000 and then from 2000 to 2015. It suggested
that there would be substantial growth in numbers of part-time and mature
or second-chance students in the near future. The report endorsed the "institutional diversity" or binary structure of higher education comprising
the two distinctive sectors- the university and non-university sectorsto meet the varying needs of students, society and the economy, while
seeking co-ordination between the two strands. It projected the establishment of Teastas (see below) to help structure quality in further and higher
17. Interim Report of the Steering Committees Technical Working Group (Dublin: Higher
Education Authority), 1995.
18. Report of the Steering Committee on the Future Development of Higher Education
(Dublin: Higher Education Authority), 1995.
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education. It noted the more applied nature of the courses and modes of
delivery in the non-university sector when compared with the more academic approach in the universities. The report first recommended that the
title of Regional Technical College be changed to Regional Institute of
Technology to reflect the changing role of these colleges. The report recommended a further detailed study of the balance of programme provision in both the university and non-university sectors.

WHITE PAPER ON EDUCATION

1995

The government's comprehensive White Paper on education, published
inApril1995 by the Minister for Education, Niamh Bhreathnach TD, set
out the background and policy framework against which future developments in Irish education, including higher education, would be progressed. 19
The White Paper identified the following as the considerations, most of
them brought forward from the Green Paper of 1992, that would underpin
the approach to be pursued in relation to higher education:
• the promotion of equality in and through higher education
• the recognition of the legitimate autonomy of institutions, particularly
in relation to determining the educational aims and content of programmes
• the promotion of the highest standards of quality
• the preservation of diversity and balance of provision, within the system, while avoiding unnecessary overlap or duplication
• the promotion and facilitation of the key leadership role of higher education as a source of social and economic development, together with
the need to ensure continuing relevance to the needs of the economy
and the promotion of links between institutions and their social and
economic environments
• the continuous development of a framework of accountability for individual institutions and for the higher education system as a whole
• the provision of an appropriate legislative framework, which affirms
well-established values while reflecting the role of higher education in
modem society.
The White Paper proposed that "system differentiation" between the uni-

19. Charting our Education Future (Baile Atha Cliath: Oifig an tSolathair), 1995.
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versities and the so-called technological institutions or non-university institutions - the binary system - should be maintained. It stated that
"diversity of institutions and the separate missions of the two broad sectors will be maintained to ensure maximum flexibility and responsiveness
to the needs of students and the wide variety of social and economic requirements". It had been pointed out in the 1992 Green Paper on education that while the HEA had been established to have a broad advisory
role in relation to the entire higher education sector, its activities had related largely to the universities alone. The White Paper proposed that the
HEA would fund all the higher education institutions- the DIT and the
RTCs, as well as the universities.
However the White Paper acknowledged the particular position and
status of the DIT, "given its historical development, size and present academic profile". It looked to the completion of the work in the DIT, of
creating a "single unified Institute, including the establishment of appropriate academic and administrative structures". It projected a balance of
programmes in the Institute with more degree courses than in the RTCs,
but still having a "substantial level of provision at certificate and diploma
level". In relation to research it saw the RTCs being engaged in "regionally
oriented applied research" while special, but unspecified, considerations
would apply to the DIT. The White Paper thus described the.particularity
of the DIT as straddling the divide in the binary system, between the RTCs
on one side and the universities on the other.

UNIVERSITIES AcT

1997

The Universities Act 1997 had a number of aims and aspects relating to
drawing all the universities in the Republic of Ireland into broadly standard structures and internal regulatory frameworks. It was the first piece of
academic legislation to specifically set out the responsibilities of the institutions for academic quality assurance. The Act set out terms and conditions for the autonomy of the institutions. It also reached deeply into the
governance of universities.
Under this legislation, among the functions elaborated for a university
and underpinning its autonomy were:
• the maintenance, management and administration of the property, money,
assets and rights of the university
• acquisition and disposal of land or other property
• acceptance of gifts of money, land or other property.
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The university had "the right and responsibility to preserve and promote
the traditional principles of academic freedom in the conduct of its internal and external affairs". It was entitled to regulate its affairs in accordance with its independent ethos and traditions and the traditional principles of academic freedom, but under the limitations of being duty bound
to promote and preserve equality of opportunity and access, using resources
effectively and efficiently, and being publicly accountable. At the level of
the individual member of academic staff, he or she was free, "within the
law, in her/his teaching, research and any other activities in or outside the
university, to question and test received wisdom, to put forward new ideas
and to state controversial or unpopular opinions and (should) not be disadvantaged, or subject to less favourable treatment by the university, for
the exercise of that freedom".
In relation to academic quality assurance, one of the objects of a university was specified as promoting "the highest standards in, and quality
of, teaching and research". In regard to staff recruitment, the Act empowered the university to develop transparent interview and other procedures
to ensure participation of high quality candidates in the recruitment process, and thereby recruit high quality academic staff. The Act also extended
the ideas of quality in a social direction, requiring the university to "have
regard to the attainment of gender balance and equality of opportunity
among the students and employees of the university" and to "promote
access to the university and to university education by economically or
socially disadvantaged people and by people from sections of society significantly under-represented in the student body".
Each university was to have an academic council that would have the
responsibility to design and develop programmes of study, establish structures to implement those, develop research, and manage the selection,
admission, retention and exclusion of students. It was to develop statutes
to regulate the academic affairs of the university, including the conduct of
examinations, the determination of examination results, the establishment
of procedures for appeals by students relating to the results of such ex aminations and the evaluation of academic progress. Furthermore it was to
recommend the awarding of fellowships, scholarships, bursaries, prizes
or other awards, and arrange tutorial or other academic counselling for
students.
In a new departure for universities in Ireland, the legislation required
each university to prepare a strategic development plan, setting out the
aims of the university for its operation and development, including its
strategy for achieving these aims, and for carrying out the functions of the
university during a period of three years or more. This would enable each
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university to be examined in respect of its strategic plan and audited in
relation to its achievement of this plan.
The Act specifically required each university to "establish procedures
for quality assurance aimed at improving the quality of education and
related services provided by the university". These procedures were to
include the evaluation, at regular intervals, of each department and faculty of the university, and any service provided by the university, by employees of the university in the first instance (a self-study), the assessment by those, including students, availing of the teaching, research and
other services provided by the university (part of the self-study), and the
evaluation by persons, other than employees, who are competent to make
national and international comparisons on the quality of teaching and research and the provision of other services at university level (an external
audit). The findings of such evaluation and assessment were to be published. The university was to be required to implement any findings arising out of such an evaluation carried out, unless, having regard to the
resources available to the university or for other reasons, it would be impractical or unreasonable to do so. Furthermore the university must periodically review the effectiveness of these internal evaluation and external
assessment procedures as well as the implementation of the findings arising out of them.
The university legislation introduced another possible element of external audit in the university Visitor, who could be asked by the Minister
for Education and Science to inquire into the academic or other affairs of
a university if there were reasonable grounds for considering that the functions of that university were being performed in a manner that might be in
breach of the regulations of the university.
The Act effected a number of significant changes in the role of the
HEA in relation to the higher education institutions designated to its remit, particularly in relation to academic quality assurance matters. For
instance it required the HEA to review the strategic development plan of
each institution, monitor the implementation of the plan and publish a
report on such review and monitoring. The HEA was also to review and
report on the procedures established by each university for evaluating the
quality of its teaching and research. Significantly, under this legislation,
the HEA was entrusted with monitoring and publishing reports on the
implementation of the institution's policies on equality and access. The
HEA was given a further role in setting the staffing levels and relative
priorities between different activities in a university, in that it might issue
guidelines on the numbers and grades of employees in the university and
also the part of the budget to be applied to the different activities of the
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university. The HEA might also place restrictions and conditions on the
use of moneys it distributed to a university.
The Universities Act decreed that an institution might not use the title
"university" unless it had been designated as a university under the Act.
The Act also included in Section 9 procedures, to be administered by the
HEA, by which an institution might be evaluated in order to be designated
as a university.

QuALIFICATIONS (EDUCATION AND TRAINING} AcT

1999

As proposed in the government's White Paper on education in 1995, the
Minister for Education established Teastas, the Irish National Certification Authority, in September 1995 on a preparatory basis with an interim
board. In relation to higher education, the authority was to have the following responsibilities:
• developing, implementing, regulating and supervising the certification
of all non-university programmes
• elaborating the plans, programmes and budgets necessary for achieving
these functions
• establishing, directing, supervising and regulating a national qualification framework
• being the national agency for ensuring international recognition for all
qualifications under its aegis. 20
In furtherance of the plans for Teastas, the Qualifications (Education and
Training) Act 1999 projected the establishment of a National Qualifications Authority. The objects of the Authority will be:
• to establish and maintain a "framework of qualifications for the development, recognition and award of qualifications in the State, based on
standards of knowledge, skill or competence"
• to establish, promote and maintain the standards of awards of the new
Further Education and Training Awards Council, the new Higher Education and Training Awards Council, the DIT and any university established under Section 9 of the Universities Act 1997
• to promote and facilitate access, transfer and progression within this
framework.

20. First Report (Dublin: Teastas), 1997.
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In general the existing universities are not to come under the aegis of the
Authority.
The Act outlined procedures for the validation of a programme leading to an award and the quality assurance of such a programme. In relation
to the DIT for instance, the Authority will require the Institute to establish
quality assurance and enhancement procedures. These procedures will include "regular evaluation of programmes, evaluation by learners, evaluation of related services and publication of findings arising out of the application of these procedures". Furthermore the Authority may make "binding recommendations" to the Institute, arising from these procedures. It
will also be entitled to review the effectiveness of the procedures and the
implementation of recommendations arising from them. It is of some significance that these and other provisions of the Act enact amendments to
the Dublin Institute of Technology Act 1992.
The Act also made some amendments to the Universities Act 1997 and
even the Higher Education Authority Act 1971. In relation to quality assurance matters provided for in the Universities Act, the HEA was to consult with the National Qualifications Authority in advising the universities. A Section 9 universitY (one established under Section 9 of the Universities Act) would submit its strategic plan to the Authority for approval,
a provision not envisaged in the Universities Act. Also a Section 9 university would not be governed by the quality assurance sections of the Universities Act but rather by the procedures of this new Act.
The two new Councils - the Further Education and Training Awards
Council and the Higher Education and Training Awards Council - were
also to be established by this legislation. The latter in particular would
subsume the structure and functions of the NCEA, which this legislation
would dissolve.
However, the proposed national framework of qualifications will be
relatively limited in that it will include the universities only peripherally.
For instance while the Act looked to the National Qualification Authority
to "ensure" the DIT and Section 9 universities implement procedures determined by the Authority in relation to access, transfer and progression,
it would only advise existing universities on implementing such procedures. Postgraduate research activities, academic/industrial collaboration,
and consultancy work received no attention in the Act, even though they
have considerable impact on taught courses at all levels.
The Act acknowledged a distinction between the DIT and the regional
Institutes of Technology (ITs) founded under the Regional Technical Colleges Act 1992. The latter would be subject to the controls of the two
Councils, particularly the Higher Education and Training Council which
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would make the awards for the majority of the ITs. The Act also made a
distinction between the DIT and any future Section 9 university on the
one hand and the existing universities on the other hand. In another broad
sense it established a clear distinction between the existing universities,
which were largely excluded from its remit, and the DIT and the other ITs,
the so-called technological sector, which were encompassed by the Act.
This Act therefore copper-fastened the binary system of higher education in Ireland despite evidence of official concern expressed in the Green
Paper. This is in contrast with the situation in the second level system
where the binary divide has long been discredited as socially divisive and
was eventually abandoned over a decade ago. The binary system has been
socially divisive in higher education as well. The way in which it has
shaped- and possibly misshaped- Ireland's democracy needs further
research. It will be important to monitor how it contributes to the social
structure in the decades ahead and how the national qualifications framework may help to mollify the sharper edges of the social stratification that
it can foster.

SuMMARY

The expansion of higher education begun in the 1960s, gathered pace in
the 1970s and was manifested through new statutory structures and new
institutions.
The reform and restructuring of Irish higher education begun in the
1970s, carried into the 1980s and continued at a greatly accelerated pace
in the 1990s.
The 1990s were a decade of extensive development of public policy
and legislation relating to higher education in Ireland. At the same time,
the system continued to expand to meet the needs of Irish society and
industry. In this respect the highlight of the decade for the DIT was the
passing of the Dublin Institute of Technology Act 1992, which established
the Institute on a statutory footing and made it substantially independent
of its former parent body, the CDVEC. The Universities Act 1997 also
affected the development of the Institute, and at the end of the decade the
new Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999, to establish the
national qualifications framework and determine some key boundary conditions within which the Institute will function in the future, has further
implications.

