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Introduction 
 
The Technological Higher Education Association (THEA) representing the technological sector 
comprising the Institutes of Technology right around our country is pleased here to respond to the 
invitation from the Special Committee on Covid-19 Response.  On behalf of our member 
institutions I wish the chair and members well in this important work.  We appreciate also the 
opportunity to place on record the commitment of this sector to contribute to the vital work of 
recovery including the rebooting of economic confidence and activity.  In this we are conscious of 
the damage that could impact our communities and our education system and the core of this 
submission is the desire to ensure that our institutions have the capacity to play their part in the 
national remedial work that faces us all.   
 
As you will gather from the detail provided below, the higher education system went underground 
from March of this year but not to hibernate.  With the full support and of our management and 
all staff, we successfully delivered the remainder of programmes and assessed the outcomes.  To 
date the response on this has been positive from our students.  It was not a perfect system and 
the challenges of ensuring a reasonable measure of equity and supporting vulnerable learners 
were significant.  There were particular challenges around access to devices and adequate 
broadband that were met with innovative and tailored responses.  Effectively the sector engaged 
in emergency remote teaching and learning in a manner that was effective but one that is not 
sustainable over the course of a full academic year.  Working closely under the aegis of the 
Department of Education and Skills (DES) and with a view to emergency coordination, THEA joined 
with other key stakeholders in an interim oversight of the system in recent months.  The first 
meeting of that Steering Group was instituted on 13 March, the day following the initial 
announcement of restrictions from An Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar TD, from Washington DC.  That 
high level Steering Group is inclusive in representation and critically has the student voice, 
through the Union of Students of Ireland, at the top table.  It also spawned a number of working 
groups who have laboured on key themes including the commitment to mitigate educational 
disadvantage.  
 
The technological sector is characterised by the fact that is country-wide, regional, and its student 
body closely reflects the character and socio-economic profile of the local area.  Many of our 
students have circumstances that mean these recent months have been particularly difficult and 
they know also that occasional employment opportunities are likely to be severely restricted into 
the coming year.  Accordingly, they are concerned about financial supports and are weighing the 
options around travel and accommodation for the coming year.  To make decisions on this they 
require a better picture of what is intended, or advised, as to the nature of learning when we 
return to campus.  Institutions are heavily engaged currently in this planning and while they will 
put the safety of students and staff first through adherence to public health advice, they have to 
plan on the basis that they can explore a contextual reduction in physical spacing once other 
mitigating protection measures are in place.   This will be determined by the building stock and by 
the nature of the discipline involved and is being informed by an emerging post-secondary 
education protocol that has at its core a dedicated Frequently Asked Questions advice sheet that 
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has been fashioned by an expert immunologist and one that complements the Return to Work 
Safely protocol publish by DBEI/HSE/HSA.  Our institutions are effectively public spaces and they 
experience considerable movement throughout a working day.   
 
The central concern to continue with a service to students throughout this crisis and to ensure 
that they would not be delayed in their study will be evident from this short account.  To that end, 
our staff too have been exemplary in their generosity and innovation.  This was manifested 
through volunteerism, through ready aid offered to the public health authorities in their region, 
through giving of expertise, and not least in contact tracing.  We are currently working in 
partnership with their representative bodies to ensure that we can collaboratively construct an 
effective, safe, and sustainable working mode for the coming academic year.   
 
The focus now is on the safe return and affording as much certainty as is possible consistent with 
public health advice.  Managers are currently working in each institution to put in place the plans, 
the protections, and the signage that will facilitate a timely return to on-campus operations in 
September 2020.  We are in touch consistently with our students and informed by a national 
student survey undertaken by the USI and through local institutional surveys, and the student 
voice has clearly expressed the wish that the on-campus student experience is critically important; 
a delivery model that is either exclusively or largely online is not desired.  And that view is 
informing this sector’s determination to provide a strong student experience in the coming 
semester and onwards with as much activity as is safely possible on site and complemented where 
necessary with remote delivery.  Thus we are looking at an hybrid and evolving system in the short 
to medium term.  More fundamental change is inevitable but it involves a significant cultural 
change and is also contingent on putting in place the necessary infrastructure and training.   
 
The commitment to higher education and research within the current Programme for 
Government: Our Shared Future is welcome.  While the specifics and costings are yet to follow, we 
especially welcome the determination to address the funding crisis in the sector.  This has been 
well rehearsed elsewhere including with your colleagues on the Oireachtas Joint Committee on 
Education and Skills.  It is mentioned here because without such immediate support there will 
inevitably be a reduction in the ability of the sector to play its necessary part in the recovery.   
 
In brief, the priority short-term requests from the sector are as follows 
 

Digital Capacity Some modest support to ensure that staff and students are 
facilitated to work effectively in a more blended provision over the 
coming period.  This must be sensitive to the requirements of all 
students.  Building a more cohesive infrastructure, the digital future 
of the Programme for Government, will take time.   

Funding for Researchers Research requires particular attention if it not to become a quiet 
casualty of this crisis.  This relates to supporting researchers to the 
completion of existing projects and also relates to safeguarding the 
requirement to maintain system capacity and especially at this time. 

Clarity for prospective incoming 
international students 

Ireland has worked assiduously to support our international 
students through the crisis.  We should build on that reputation and 
ensure that we have in place the logistics that can allow for clear 
communication that states we are open and welcoming consistent 
with public health advice.   

Immediate funding support for 
the institutions 

That the Recovery Fund element within the Programme for 
Government that focuses on reskilling and retraining is utilized to 
equip institutions with the capacity to respond flexibly to rebooting 
our society and economy.   
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Teaching, Learning, and Assessment 
 
In the core activities of Teaching, Learning, and Assessment, the Institutes of Technology have 
responded to the Covid-19 pandemic in two distinct phases.  The first, emergency phase, which is 
now substantially completed, concentrated on supporting students through finishing out the 
2019/20 academic year.  Utilizing its academic governance and quality assurance structures, each 
institution swiftly developed and implemented the necessary changes to protect the health and 
welfare of staff and students, while at the same time ensuring the delivery of the curriculum and 
appropriate assessment arrangements.  In essence, this required an immediate changeover from 
predominantly face-to-face teaching and learning activities to online and remote modes of 
delivery.  It also required the establishment of training and other supports for staff and students 
to ensure that the quality of the teaching and learning was maintained throughout.  In terms of 
assessment, alternative modes were devised, including various forms of online testing and 
continuous assessment.  These alternative modes of assessment were designed to guarantee that 
the programme learning outcomes were satisfied, with particular attention being given to those 
assessments that determined the awarding of degrees and other qualifications.  There has been a 
strong welcome from students for the approaches adopted and while it is too early to undertake a 
full review of what transpired, the indications from initial feedback are good.   
 
The second phase response relates to the planning for the 2020/21 academic year.  This is 
currently underway and is being undertaken in a context where the emergency public health 
measures introduced in March are being eased on a phased basis.   
 
Mindful of this evolving and fluid situation, the Institutes of Technology are planning to deliver 
their programmes on the basis of the best information currently available to them, and with a 
commitment to meeting certain core principles, including: 

− the provision of a quality, enriching, and inclusive experience to all of our students 

− the protection of the academic integrity of our programmes and awards 

− compliance with public health guidelines 

− and the facilitation of a substantial on-campus experience for students, particularly 
incoming first year students. 

 
As provided above, it is anticipated that a more blended academic offering will be necessary in 
2020/21 to maintain the quality of the student experience, preserve academic integrity, and 
ensure the safe delivery of programmes.  This may entail replacing some face-to-face or in-class 
delivery with online or remote delivery.  The relative volumes of face-to-face and online/remote 
delivery will vary across institutions, and will be dependent on such factors as the identified needs 
of individual learners and groups of learners, including those at particular stages of programmes 
(First Year, Final Year etc.), and those with special needs; the particular teaching and learning 
needs of individual academic disciplines; the overall student population; the available physical 
spaces, and the general layouts of individual campuses.  It is generally recognized that the 
individual institutions are best placed to evaluate the needs of its students and staff, and the 
possibilities and limitations of its facilities and resources, in delivering its academic portfolio.  
Initial feedback from the student body is informing choice here consistent with public health 
advice; and that student voice is emphasising the importance of the on-campus student 
experience.   
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Research Funding 
 
Research and innovation activity in the Institutes of Technology (IsoT) and Technological 
Universities plays an important national role, particularly in supporting regional development, and 
the sector’s close relationship with industry and civil society partners allows them to deliver 
research and innovation outcomes with enhanced benefits for economy and the wider society.  
Since the start of the pandemic, when access to campuses became severely restricted, our 
institutions have been endeavouring to provide as much support as possible to postgraduate 
researcher students and research staff.  Researchers have prioritised desk-based work that can be 
done from home for as long as they can, and those who needed periodic access to research 
facilities on campus have been granted it where possible.  Final year PhD candidates have been 
able to complete their thesis defence (viva voce) via videoconference.  As society reopens, 
institutions are phasing the return of researchers to campus.  Social distancing will mean that 
previous arrangements in laboratories and other research facilities may not be fully reestablished, 
and there could be a reduction of as much as 75% in physical capacity on-site.  
 
Despite the aforementioned efforts to keep research activity continuing during the recent 
months, the lack of access to research facilities will result in delays to ongoing research projects 
and difficulties in commencing new ones.  This does not apply solely to researchers who need 
access to laboratories, but also health researchers who work with patient cohorts, social scientists 
who engage with people as part of their research work, humanities scholars who need access to 
archives, and arts researchers who require studio and gallery facilities.  
 
The efforts of national research funders to keep existing projects running by offering no-cost 
extensions and allowing researchers to adjust project deliverables are very welcome, but some 
projects will require additional funding to allow them to be completed.  In addition, many national 
research funding programmes require industry match-funding, in cash, often up to 33% of the 
value of the project.  The sector is already seeing instances of industry funding being withdrawn 
entirely or substantially reduced, leading to projects being cancelled, as the funding agency is 
unable to make up for the lost industry funding.  The risk is that the ~1000 postgraduate research 
students and ~350 research staff who rely on this external income for their livelihoods will suffer.  
Postgraduate research students may be unable to complete their studies, and research staff may 
sense their jobs are in jeopardy.  The latter would be particularly damaging in the sector where 
the bulk of research leaders are not academic staff, as in the university sector, but are permanent 
research staff who source their salary entirely from external research income.  This work is a 
critical component in the ecosystem that supports primarily the most innovative of our small and 
medium enterprises and the importance of continuing to support this cannot be overstated.   
 
At the time of writing and notwithstanding the indications within the Programme for Government, 
there is no indication that the HE sector will receive any immediate additional funding as a result 
of the pandemic, so institutions will not be in a position to use internal funds to support research 
students and staff whose external funding has ended prematurely.  The same is true of the 
national research funders.  The choice for them is stark: either provide additional funding for 
ongoing projects so they can pay the researchers fully to complete them (which will reduce 
available funding for new projects), or protect the funding stream for future projects by offering 
no-cost extensions to existing projects only (which will result in researchers losing their positions).  
Either way, there is potential here to inflict damage to the national research system, which is 
already suffering from under-investment.  The mid-term review of Innovation 2020, Ireland’s 
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national R&I strategy, noted that Ireland’s outturn on R&I in 2017 (latest figures) was 1.5% of 
GNP, as compared to the 2.5% of GNP target set when the strategy was launched in late 2015.1 
 
The commitment within the Programme for Government to continue to roll out the development 
of the Technological University model is warmly welcomed.  It provides policy coherence but 
Committee members will be conscious that research is a core mission for these new entities.  Any 
reduction in research capacity and activity, including the number of postgraduate research 
students and research staff, would be particularly damaging for a sector that is working towards a 
significant increase in research activity as many of its members pursue Technological University 
designation.  This is reflected in the Technological University Act (2018), which, for example, 
specifies a target for the quantum of postgraduate research students which must be met by TU 
consortia, and also in the Report of the Technological University Research Network (TURN Report) 
to the Department of Education and Skills (2019) which identified “building research capacity” as 
one of three priority investment areas.2  There is in consequence a substantial risk of a significant 
setback to the national policy imperative to create Technological Universities.  Finally, the 
continuing ability of the sector’s research and innovation activity to support the local, regional, 
and national economy as set out in Project Ireland 2040 and Future Jobs Ireland and linked to the 
Technological Universities initiative, and the ability to grow that support, will be severely 
curtailed.  One way of ameliorating some of that damage is to increase the amount of funding for 
research and innovation allocated to IsoT via the HEA’s Recurrent Grant.  In 2019, an initial sum of 
€5m was allocated to the sector to support R&I (prior to 2019, the sector did not receive any such 
allocation via the Recurrent Grant).  The sector would welcome an increase in this allocation to 
€10m for 2021. 

 

Impact on International Students 
 
Institutes responded in the initial phase of the Covid-19 pandemic by ensuring continuity of 
provision for those international students who chose to stay in Ireland and by putting the 
necessary supports in place to enable them to live and study in safety.  Alternative arrangements 
and supports for those who chose to return to their home countries were also put in place, with 
online access presenting challenges from some locations.  All students were facilitated to ensure 
completion of the academic year and appropriate assessment of their learning.  
 
To date Ireland’s treatment of international students has been well perceived abroad.  Our 
members are working tirelessly along with the DES and relevant agencies to ensure that continues 
into the coming academic year.  International students contribute significantly to the income of 
our system and they effectively replace some element of the shortfall in central funding.  This 
income is likely to be reduced substantially in the coming year; we are working separately with the 
Higher Education Authority to build an evidence base for the projected shortfall in income in 
2020/21.  Recruitment activities have been significantly curtailed as a result of travel restrictions, 
and limitations on the ground in existing and potential markets, with cancellation of recruitment 
fairs and activities worldwide.  Institutes of Technology have worked with agencies at home and 
abroad to ensure that international partnerships are maintained and that Ireland continues to 
attract international students.  The importance of providing accurate information to potential 
students is foremost in the minds of those interacting with such international partners, students, 
agents, and parents. 

 
1 https://dbei.gov.ie/en/Publications/Mid-term-Review-of-Innovation-2020.html Accessed 15th June 2020 
2 https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/connectedness-collaboration-through-
connectivity.pdf  

https://dbei.gov.ie/en/Publications/Mid-term-Review-of-Innovation-2020.html%20Accessed%2015th%20June%202020
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/connectedness-collaboration-through-connectivity.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/connectedness-collaboration-through-connectivity.pdf
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As above, the mode of what is to be provided in the coming semester is at play here.  Concerns 
exist from prospective international students about the student experience commencing in 
September 2020, with uncertainty about the balance of on-campus and alternative provision.  We 
have evidence of continued commitment from overseas partners and interest in international 
education, however global challenges regarding travel and the different health situations in 
various markets are mitigating against a coherent picture for the coming semester.  Many of the 
challenges specifically relating to international students relate to logistics and arise in the areas of 
travel, arrival, transportation, and accommodation.  Some of the key points are: 
 

− Will the visa and immigration regimes be resourced to cope with the backlog of 

applications and process them in time for September? 

− From what countries might students be free to travel in September, given the stage of the 

pandemic in their home countries? 

− Can we provide welcome desks and information for arriving students (many will arrive 

within a 10-day period so this should be possible). 

− Should testing be carried out at points of arrival?  There is a fear of discrimination against 

international students in local communities, if assurance cannot be given that they are 

Covid free; we are mindful in this that current health advice is that international students 

and visitors to institutions from abroad should be treated in the same way as any 

individual travelling to Ireland and no exemptions can be considered. 

− How will students be transported from points of arrival, airports etc?  Will students be 

allowed to travel by public transport? 

− What will the quarantine requirements be in September?  Will national quarantine 

facilities be available? 

− What guidance is available for HEIs in providing and managing quarantine facilities?  Most 

do not have dedicated on campus accommodation. 

− Consistent with a theme through this submission, partners are conveying that they wish 

to receive physical rather than remote learning.  So blended/remote learning will only go 

so far. 

 

Gender Parity in Research 
 
At present, it is too early to determine if the pandemic has had a pronounced negative effect on 
women researchers in the technological sector.  However, we share the concerns of some 
commentators (see “The decline of women's research production during the coronavirus 
pandemic”, Vincent-Lamarre et al. natureindex.com3; “Women academics seem to be submitting 
fewer papers during coronavirus. ‘Never seen anything like it,’ says one editor.” thelily.com4), who 
have identified a slow-down in the number of articles submitted to journals for peer-review since 
the shutdown as a result of increased caring responsibilities on women researchers compared to 
their male colleagues.  If this proves to be a genuine outcome of the pandemic, then it will be 
critical that any slowdown in research productivity be taken account by national research funders 
when reviewing grant applications, and by ourselves as higher education institutions when 
recruiting, rewarding, and promoting staff, and in evaluating the progress of postgraduate 
research students.  It is disappointing that the Gender Equality Enhancement Fund, due to be 

 
3 https://www.natureindex.com/news-blog/decline-women-scientist-research-publishing-production-
coronavirus-pandemic. 
4 https://www.thelily.com/women-academics-seem-to-be-submitting-fewer-papers-during-coronavirus-never-
seen-anything-like-it-says-one-editor/ 

https://www.natureindex.com/news-blog/decline-women-scientist-research-publishing-production-coronavirus-pandemic
https://www.natureindex.com/news-blog/decline-women-scientist-research-publishing-production-coronavirus-pandemic
https://www.thelily.com/women-academics-seem-to-be-submitting-fewer-papers-during-coronavirus-never-seen-anything-like-it-says-one-editor/
https://www.thelily.com/women-academics-seem-to-be-submitting-fewer-papers-during-coronavirus-never-seen-anything-like-it-says-one-editor/
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launched by the Higher Education Authority in June this year, has been postponed indefinitely due 
to a review of the public finances.  The projects under preparation in response to this funding call 
could have provided a route to ameliorating some of the negative effects of the pandemic on 
women working in HE.  The launching of this fund during 2020, as was planned for some time 
prior to the pandemic, would demonstrate a commitment on the part of the state to supporting 
the careers of women in HE.5 

 

Student Support & Accommodation Challenges 
 
Public health guidance presents a number of specific challenges for student accommodation.  
Prevailing advice is that the risk of virus transmission is particularly acute in settings where there 
is a high density and close proximity of individuals.  The determination has been voiced above to 
providing the on-campus experience to the maximum permitted extent.  Notwithstanding, the use 
of blended, or hybrid, learning is regarded by institutions as a viable approach to delivering an 
effective student experience which values the on-campus elements of higher education (which 
include social interactions, engagement with support services, specific hands-on or practical 
learning) while using remote delivery when appropriate to assist in managing the number of 
people on campus at any given time.  However, this means that students may be expected 
physically to attend on a part-time basis – either for short blocks of time (perhaps one or two 
weeks) followed by periods of remote learning, or, alternatively, to avail of onsite learning or 
supportive activities for some days each week.  The hybrid model of learning makes it difficult for 
students to assess the relative benefits of booking accommodation for periods when they are not 
expected to attend on campus, and to justify the associated costs of so doing.  Some examples of 
flexible booking of student accommodation are beginning to emerge elsewhere in higher 
education (such as accepting hostel-type bookings) but the issue of effective deep cleaning of 
accommodation presents a singular challenge in the context of varying occupancy.  Student 
accommodation typically involves shared kitchen facilities and shared entrance / exit routes.  First 
year students, in particular, are also likely to share accommodation with other students from 
different courses who will invariably mix in different groups during their time on-campus.  If a 
larger proportion of students choose to commute rather than source local accommodation, this 
can be expected to have an impact on the time available for study or other typical higher 
education experiences whether social, sporting, or cultural.  In addition, the availability of public 
transport at certain times, and willingness to utilize same, may pose a disproportionate limitation 
to any model of part-time attendance on campus. 
  
A challenge particular to the Institutes of Technology is that, in general, they do not own campus 
accommodation for students and are, therefore, unable to offer their own bespoke solutions to 
students.  The failure of previous governments to implement the 2006 Act provisions allowing for 
borrowing to build student accommodation has contributed to this situation.  Urgent action is 
needed from the incoming government, either through capital measures or the facilitation of 
borrowing, to permit the construction of on-campus student accommodation for Institutes of 
Technology and Technological Universities so that they can provide for their students on an equal 
basis with the traditional universities.  
 

 
5 See page 22 of Report of the Gender Taskforce “Accelerating Gender Equality in Irish Higher Education 
Institutions GENDER ACTION PLAN 2018-2020”. https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2018/11/Gender-Equality-
Taskforce-Action-Plan-2018-2020.pdf 

https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2018/11/Gender-Equality-Taskforce-Action-Plan-2018-2020.pdf
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2018/11/Gender-Equality-Taskforce-Action-Plan-2018-2020.pdf
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Financial Impact 
 
This leads logically to the projected financial impact of the pandemic upon our Institutes of 
Technology.  There is no doubt that Covid-19 has had a serious effect on the finances of higher 
education.  As the Higher Education Authority stated in a letter to the Department of Education 
and Skills, " the pandemic will have immense financial consequences which are difficult to 
accurately quantify given the amount of uncertainty prevailing.  However, following intense 
engagement with the sector we understand the impact of COVID-19 on the HEIs will amount to 
€244m in 2020 and €264m in 2021 with further implications likely to last beyond 2021".6  Within 
the THEA member organizations we estimate that the effect on our members over the period to 
December 2021 will be in the region of €70m if the assumptions used by the HEA materialise. 
 
There remain a large number of uncertainties about the coming year.  Those financial projections 
assume an 80% drop in the number of new international students arriving in Ireland with lesser 
drops in returning students.  As we outline elsewhere in this document, significant practical 
questions remain unanswered about the arrival of international students in September.  Any 
measures that facilitate international students, be that in relation to quarantine, processing of 
visas etc., will mitigate the financial effects on higher education.  Many of these are a factor of the 
public health advice and are in the gift of the central Departments concerned. 
 
What may be more concerning are the contingencies not taken into account in the financial 
projections.  No provision has been made for a drop in domestic students during the next 
academic year.  The measures that we are taking to provide as best an on-campus experience as 
possible are designed to make our institutions as welcoming a place as possible for students and 
giving them the college experience that so many want.  However, if these efforts do not prove 
successful, there will be an additional financial impact on higher education.  A second concern is 
the costs associated with compliance with public health guidance.  Again, no provision has been 
made for these costs.  Our members don't have capital budgets, don't have recourse to 
borrowing, so expenditure on signage, on cleaning, on sanitisation, and on remote working has to 
come from elsewhere.  If these costs are substantial, other areas will suffer or further financial 
difficulties will emerge. 
 
Underlying all of the above is the failure to put higher education onto a secure funding platform.   
The HEA Report on Institutes of Technology in 2016 warned that: 
 
"It is clear that six of the institutes face immediate sustainability challenges, with a further four 
potentially at risk due to limited reserves and current or projected deficit positions.  The change in 
financial performance in recent years is stark, with the sector generating an overall surplus of 
€40.8mn in 2008/09 yet incurring an overall deficit of €2.7mn in 2014/15.  The overall reserves 
held by the IsoT fell from €132.5mn to €78.7mn over the period, wiping out 40% of the finance 
available to underpin ongoing sustainability.  Looking forward, overall deficits are projected for the 
sector in each of the next five years, with a €1.9mn loss predicted for 2015/16, rising to €9.7mn in 
2018/19.  Reserves will be eliminated for all but a few IsoT over this time, and the cash flow 
position across the sector is major concern. There has been a major decline in the cash balances 
held by IsoT, from €218.1mn in August 2013 to €147mn in August 2016, with a further fall 
anticipated to €116mn by August 2017, and a real risk of cash running out in particular institutes 
over the next two years." 
 

 
6 07 May 2020. 
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The system has been aware of the financial challenges for the last four years.  Any external shock 
was bound to cause major difficulties to the sector.  Covid-19 is the father of all such shocks. 

 

 

Dr Joseph Ryan 

CEO 

THEA  

On behalf of the Institutes of Technology 
 

 


