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If we want to invest in our future, we

have to invest in our young people

Trinity College has a reputation,
but its provost isn’t willing to rest
on that, and has plans to spread
the college’s influence around the

world

Martha

Kearns
ne of the first
tasks  Patrick
Prendergast had
when he took
over as head
of Trinity Col-
lege Dublin was Lo choose new
wallpaper for one of the dining
rooms ul the Provost’'s home,
Number One Grafton Street.

*l shouldn't really be do-
ing this, | suppose,” he says
with a rin as he shows me the
wallpaper and the rest of the
house that has the most pres-
tigious nddress in the country.
Aut, true to the Wexford man's
style, he plays down the opu-
lence end later admits that he
was only piven one choice of
wallpaper, but was still proud
1o have rubber-stamped the de-
cision.

When Prendergast look over
the role on August 1, 2011,
he was the college’s young-
cst Provost in 250 years, “1'm
still young,” he says with o
laugh. **Well, if you ¢an call 47
young, | think it’s imporiant to
liave the experience to do the
job, but relative youth can be
good.” .

Bom in Enniscorthy, Pren-
dergast is the eldest of six chil-
dren and was raised outside
the town in Qulart where his
late father, John, ran a haul-
age busiggss. The last time we
met, just bglore he took over
the role, he insisted on being
called *Paddy’ and said that he
did not have a “posh or elite™
background and was elected

Provost not “for any snobby
reason”,

[ wander have the trappings
of the job pot to him over the
past two years, “They call me
Paddy the Provost now," he
says, his down-to-earth attitude
slightly jarring with the aus-
tere setting of the house. But
he scems at home here. “I’m
privileged to live in this house,
Provosts have lived here for
250 years and ["'m happy to
continue on that tradition.™
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hen we finally sit

down in an an-

nex off the k-

brary,  Preader-
gast tells me he has just arrived
back from “circumnavigating
the plobe for only the second
time in my life", He has spent
the past two weeks in “non-
stop meetings' in Abu Dhabi,
Seoul, Beijing, Hong Kong,
Taipei, San Francisco, Scattle
and New York.

Some of those meetings
were with prospective students
and mare were with alum-
ni groups, which the universi-
ty has spent o lot of Gme set-
ting up over the past two years.
Other  were  with  potential
benefactors.

Selling Trinity abroad is one
thing; selling Irelond is anoth-
er. “It's on people’s minds," he
says, when asked if Ircland’s
cconomic situation is a deter
rent 1o those thinking about do-
nating to, or coming 1o study
al, Trinity.

“They do usk abeut at; they
ask about how thal’s aflecting
the funding and the quality of
the education. We try 1o reas-
sure them that Trinity, like oth-
<r Irish universitics, is keen to
make up the shonfalls in gov-
ermment funding.”

This brings us on to a recur-
eing topic throughout our inter-
view: government funding, or
lack of if. At the mament, Trin-
ity's public funding is S0 per
cent of its total spend.

“Cuts in government fund-
ing have been worse than any-
ane expected. 1s not just
shortfalls, government fund-
ing 15 now set at a lower lev-
¢l from here on out,” he says.
“It has forced me to examine
how the universily c¢an con-
tinue to provide globally com-
petitive,  high-quality  educa-
fion in a situation where there
dpesn’t seem to be any way out
in terms of increases in public
funding. While some parts of
the Trish economy have started
f0 turn i corner, those parts thot
are in the public sector - wheth-
er it be education or health - are
not turning any comer.”

Ile said the college had to
make up the funding short-
fall in other ways. includ-
ing through  post-graduate
and intemational student fees,
philanthropy and other com-
murcial activities,

Tu terms of philmthropy, his
recent trip hos already borne
fruit. Dr Samuel Lam, a for-
mer Trinity medical studem
from Hong Kong, confirmed
1o Prendergast that he would

fund a professorship in Chi-
nese studies, which will allow
students 1o take Chinese as an
aption in a joint-honours de-
gree from next year,

“The funding sllows us to
develop activity in Chinese
studies, which we have want-
ed 10 do. Many upiversities
around the world have been
able to do this using public
funding. We have to find a way
1o do it using private funding.”

Around | or 2 per cent of
the universily’s tofal spend is
from investment income. Svme
€150 millien, buill up since
Trnity's foundation in 1592,
produces an income of around
€3.5 million every ycar, Pren-
dergast has plans to grow this,

“Many American universi-
ties, public and private, would
have significant endowments,
In some, 20 or 30 per cemt of
their curremt  aonual  spend
comes from their endowment,
This is not a tradition in Euro-
pean universities, but [ think
it is going 1o have to be. You
might get funding from an in-
dividual and you have 1o de-
cide; am | going to spend it
or put it into the endowment?
Pulting it inte the endowment
secures the future, spending it
there and then fills a hole in
the budget,” he says. “These
are the choices we now have to
make,"
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ost of Trinity's
17,000 studems
are Irish under-
graduates, whose
fees are set, and paid for, by the
Irish state. These studenls are
being effectively subsidised by
the postgraduate and interna-
tional fee-paying students,
This brings us to the thorny
subject of the re-intcoduction
of third-level fees, While there
was on appetite by former Fi-
anna  Fail education minis-
ter Bant O'Keefte 1o bring in
seme sort of student contribu-
tion system, the issuc seems o
have fallen off the radar for this
goverament.
“Well, it's not gone off my

radar, that's for surc,” Prender-
gast says. “We have put for-
ward proposals and the Higher
Education Authority [HEA] is
looking at the sustainability of
the sector so, in principle, it is
up for analysis.

“We have to look at under-
graduate fees, It's the elephant
in the room of Irish higher ed-
ucation. It doesn't have to be
that everyone pays the mnxi-
mum fee. There ¢an be a sys-
tem where the very wealthy
pay the full fees, the medi-
um-wealthy pay a lower fee
and those that can't pay at all
get completely subsidised.™

He suppests the introduc-
tion of a grant system for those
wha can’t aflord to pay and a
loan system where students
can borrow the tuition fee and
pay it back when their income
goes above g certain threshold.
This i% a system similar to that
in place in Australia and oth-
er countries, It was the one fa-
voured by Batt O'Kecffe be-
fore his plans were scuppered
and he did a U-turn on the is-
sue.

“IU's not trite to say that if
wie want b invest in oor future,
we have W invest in our young
people. They are the ones who
will be making the money, cre-
aling the businesses and pro-
viding the employment of the
future. Educating them to se-
cure our future: what could be
more important?"

He says that while this gov-
emment seems to be happy to
leave the issue unaddressed, it

was poing against the interna-
tional trend, especially when
public funding was reducing.
*We will damage our third-lev-
el education system if we con-
tinue to reduce public fund-
ing and constrain universities
on how they spend the public
funding they do get,” he suys,

Of course, inadequate fund-
ing has knock-on effects; one
of those is the college's rank-
ings. When we last met, Trinity
was doing well in international
rankings lists and his aim was
for it to climb higher.

Just a few weeks ago, the
Times Higher Education rank-
ings were released and showed
that Trinity had Fallen back 19
places while University Col-
lege Dublin and Universi-
ty College Cork both showed
gains. While it still retains its
place as the country's high-
est-ranked university (at 12Gth
internationally), it had been in
the top 100 two years ago, Ear-
lier this year, the QS rankings
put Trinity at 61 in the world,
up from 67 the previous year.

“Rankings arc a bit of an
emotional rollercoaster for uni-
versily presidents because yvou
g0 up in some and down in oth-
ers. You have to take a philo-
sophical approach to it ali,”
says Prendergast, who is quick
to point out that he is not dis-
missive of rankings.

“There is no doubt that rank-
ings are important to a global
university like Trinity. Some
universities in Ireland dismiss
the rankings, but 1 think we can
criticise them if we like, but we
con't dismiss them if we want
to play on a world stage. In
many ways, the rankings are
becoming a kind of a surrogate
for the country’s education sys-
tem, and the fact that there is
not ane lrish university in the
top 50 of the QS or 100 in the
Times Higher is something that
people da say ahout us. Par-
ents around the werld will ask
about the rankings," he says.

ne of the other things
parents  will  ask
alkunt, inevitably, is

" what kind of future
their child will have afier grad-
uating from Trinity, The col-
lege is underzoing a brand re-
view as there is the perception

- Prendergast admits it himsell
- that Trinity is an old univer-
sity steeped in history but not
exactly at the cutting cdge of
innavatian.

However, the cellege now
accounts for a fifth of all spin-
out companies from leish high-
er education institutions and
is collaborating with eight of
the top 10 ICT exporters in the
country and ¢ight of the top 10
medical device companies,

“It's important that we work
with industry and this has pro-
gressed strongly,” says Pren-
dergast. “Trinily is about edu-
cating young people nol just to
be the employees of the future
but to be the employers,”

Last year, the university en-
tered 100 rescarch agreements
with industry and over the past
two years, eight Trinity spin-
outs or licensees have attracted
almost €38 million in venture
capital investment.

Later this month, the Min-
ster for Jubs, Enterprise and
Innovation, Richard Bruton,
will Jaunch the college's new
Innovation and Entecprencur-
ial Strategy which the Provast
says wili “further propel Irin-
ity as a driver of innovation™.

“There are many  facels
te the strategy, but it centres
around educatmg our students
thot have a grd tor it to became
entreprencurs and job creaters,
To tike the commercial and so-
cial value out of our research
and turn it into impact for soci-
ety. Dubln has become some-
thing of a hub for the tech, cul-
tura) and scientific industries
It presents an opportunity for
real innovation and 1 believe
we can become a plobal hub
in the creative and innevative
space.”

This, he said, was the type
of uctivity needed to “dig our
selves [as a country] out of the
hole that we are in, in ¢conom-
ic and social terms*,

There will be a physical
home for the centre, but “it’s
not about on¢ building, The
whole college is a creative
space. | want the whele college
10 be an incubator.™

Already the colicge has
an incubator for undergradu-
ate start-ups. catled Launch-
box, which has seen ten Trinity

alumni put €10.000 each into
sced funding for the inttiative,

“When | was an [cngi-
neering] underpradunte in the
19805, we thought then about
cither emigrating or getting a
job in one of the big companies
like Bord na Mdna or IISB.
We didn't think about starting
business, Now students are be-
ginning to think in thase terms
and are far more alert to the
opportunities. Thete are more
role models now, people who
arc pathselters.™

Another arca of growth is
online learning and the college
recently appointed an associ-
ate dean of online education.
Next year, Trinity will offer its
first online course, *Ireland in
Rebellion 1798-1916", in part-
nership with Semester Online,
# consortium of prestigious
global universitics,

“We have to ensure that we
fully benefit from new technol-
ogy to increase access to edu-
cation. One way to do this iy
over the intemet, We want Lo
do this in 4 way that is compat-
ible with our reputition. It has
to be high-quality. it can’t be
just anything thrown up on the
internet,” he says.

Paddy the Provost has come
a long way since his time in
a dustier and darker office as
vicg-provost but he still has
more ta do. I think we have
achieved a lot over the last two
years and we have more chai-
Jenges to face, As T et into the
job more, I've got more confi-
dence to square up to the chal
lenges,"" he says.
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Q Role: Provost of Trinity
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Age:dT

' Famlly: three children:
| Eimear (15), Eilis (13)
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