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1. WHY MUST THE 
QUALITY OF HIGHER 

EDUCATION BE 
VALIDATED? 



1.   Why is there a need to validate the 
quality of higher education? 

• The expansion of higher education led to 
provision on a scale that made old ways of 
upholding quality unfeasible. 

 
• The costliness of higher education made 

assurance of quality necessary to protect 
growing public expenditure and ensure 
accountability 
 

• The erosion of trust in traditional authorities 
made validation to external stakeholders 
unavoidable. 

Apresentador
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1.   Why Is There A Need for the External Validation of HE Quality?
 
At the time the OECD formed, in the 1960’s most OECD member countries had little (or, no) external validation of the quality of HE provision.  Today a half century on, external validation of quality is a effectively a universal feature of HE. What happened?  The massification of higher education led to provision on a scale that made old ways of upholding quality – such as peer moderation of student work – unfeasible in many cases .  The increasing costliness of higher education for taxpayers and students paying fees has made assurance of quality necessary to protect and provide accountability to those funding the system.  The general erosion of trust in traditional authorities – physicians, priests, and professors alike – made unavoidable.




2.  WHY ASSESS 
LEARNING OUTCOMES 

AS A PART OF A 
SYSTEM OF QUALITY 

ASSURANCE?  



2.  Why assess learning outcomes as a 
part of a system of quality assurance?  

• Promoting learning is a central responsibility of 
higher education.  Judgments about quality are 
incomplete -- at best -- without measurement of 
learning. 
 

• We cannot assume that the professional 
judgments of academics guarantee reliability and 
the consistency in the assessment of learning 
outcomes 
 

• Global trends in school-level assessment of 
learning outcomes support the view that it is 
possible and desirable – even for higher education 
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2.  Why assess learning outcomes as a part of a system of quality assurance?  
 
Along with the creation of knowledge, embodied in research, promoting learning is the core accomplishment of higher education, and without measuring its achievement, judgments of quality are incomplete -- at best. 
 
The question is how you assess learning outcomes.
The assumption has traditionally been that the professional judgments of academics - individually or collectively - would guarantee reliability and the consistency in the grading (assessment) of learning outcomes. 
The accountability considerations under point 1 – have challenged this assumption. Additionally, trends in external assessment in schools (including OECD’s PISA) have raised interest in external assessment of learning outcomes more generally, including the question of whether such approaches can be used in HE
However, the trust vs accountability debate varies between higher education systems



3. WHAT  COUNTRIES 
USE LEARNING 

ASSESSMENTS IN THE 
ASSURANCE OF 

QUALITY?  



3. What  countries use learning 
assessments in the assurance of 
quality?  

• No OECD member countries have 
implemented external, public, obligatory, 
and standardized assessments of students 
in tertiary education.   

 
• Brazil, in this respect, is a global innovator, 

along with Colombia (SABER PRO) and a 
handful of countries outside the OECD 
(Kazakhstan). 
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3.  What  countries use learning assessments in the assurance of quality? 
 
No OECD member countries have implemented external, public, obligatory, and standardized assessments of students in tertiary education.   Brazil, in this respect, is a global innovator, along with Colombia’s SABER PRO and a handful of countries outside the OECD (Kazakhstan).




4.HOW IS HIGHER 
EDUCATION 

ASSESSMENT USED IN 
OECD MEMBER 

COUNTRIES?   



The 35 OECD Member Countries  (2017) 

In accession:  
Colombia, Costa 
Rica, Lithuania 



4. How is higher education assessment 
used in OECD member countries? (1) 

• By governments, to evaluate success of non-higher education 
programmes (short-term labour market training or adult basic 
education) hosted by HEIs. 
 

• By HEIs, voluntarily, to monitor institutional performance in developing 
“transversal” rather than disciplinary skills (e.g. critical thinking).  
 

• By HEIs, voluntarily,  to evaluate student skills and place students into 
coursework fitted to their abilities. 
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4.  How is higher education assessment used in OECD member countries?  
 
Direct and standardized assessments of learning are widely used in some OECD member  countries, but they play a very different role than in Brazil.   These assessments exist, but they are not publicly established and obligatory, and used by public authorities to established the quality of educational offering.   Rather:
 
Standardized assessments are used to evaluate learning gain achieved in short-term labour market training programmes or adult basic education and literacy programmes offered by tertiary institutions, but not higher education programmes;
Higher education institutions may voluntarily adopt standardized assessment of learning that are typically focused on transversal skills (e.g. CLA+).  They are used for internal quality monitoring and improvement purposes, their results are not publicly disclosed, and the assessment framework and instruments are developed by a private organisation, rather than public authorities.
Higher education institutions may voluntarily adopt commercially developed assessments for the purpose of evaluating key skills and placing individual students into coursework fitted to their abilities (Accuplacer).



4. How is higher education assessment 
used in OECD member countries? (2) 

• By professional bodies to determine who is fit to enter a licensed or 
regulated profession, such as nursing or accounting.     
 

• By individuals, who acquire industry-based certifications to 
demonstrate to employers their product-based or industry-defined 
competencies.   
 

• By graduate and professional schools who use externally set 
examinations to select students for entry to study programmes. 
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4.  How is higher education assessment used in OECD member countries?  
 
Professional bodies set examinations for graduates, and use these to determine who is fit to  enter a licensed or regulated profession, such as nursing or accounting.  These may be linked to profession’s recognition of a programme, but are not used by governments to evaluate or terminate a programme.  
Industry-based certification assessments (e.g. Microsoft Certified Systems Engineer) are used to determine whether individuals have product-based or industry-defined competencies.  
Graduate and professional schools may use externally set examinations for select for entry to study (GMAT, GRE, MCAT).  
 




Type or purpose of 
assessment 

Example Does government 
require institutions or 
programmes to 
participate? 

Does government 
require all students to 
participate? 

Are scale score results 
publicly disclosed or 
privately held? 

Are results an input to 
QA processes (e.g.: 
penalty or termination 
of programmes)? 

LM training or basic skills CASAS (California 
Comprehensive Adult 
Student Assessment 
System) 

Sometimes, yes Yes No Used to evaluate 
government training 
programmes, not 
institution 

Evaluate competencies 
and advise placement in 
courses 

Accuplacer No No Privately held No 

Evaluate acquisition of 
transversal skills 

CLA+ [Collegiate 
Learning Assessment] 

No No No No 

Professional licensure 
examination awarding 
permission to practice 

NCLEX [National Council 
of State Boards of 
Nursing Examination] 

No No No No, but may lead to 
decision by professional 
body about recognition 
of a programme 

Certification of industry 
or product competency 

MCSE 
[Microsoft Certified 
Solutions Expert] 

No No No No 

Select applicants for 
entry to advanced study 

MCAT  
[Medical College 
Admission Test] 

No No No No 

https://www.casas.org/docs/caacct/attachment-a.pdf
https://accuplacer.collegeboard.org/
http://cae.org/flagship-assessments-cla-cwra/cla/
https://www.ncsbn.org/nclex.htm
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/learning/mcse-certification.aspx
https://students-residents.aamc.org/applying-medical-school/taking-mcat-exam/about-mcat-exam/


4.  If assessments are so important, why are 
they not used by OECD governments to 
measure quality? 

 
• Small states (e.g. Baltics) may find the cost and complexity too great. 

 
• In some countries (e.g. Nordics) there is a high level of trust in the level 

and consistency of publicly funded, publicly managed  higher education 
institutions.   
 

• In some countries (e.g. Anglos) public authorities have limited authority 
vis-à-vis HEIs and lack legal authorisation to compel institutional 
participation in externally-set, common assessments. 
 

• In many OECD countries the focus is on improving information about 
labour market outcomes (LMO) of graduates. 
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5.  If assessments are so important to the work of monitoring and evaluating the quality of provision, why are they not used by OECD governments?
 
a.  Tertiary assessments (if based in disciplinary rather than transversal framework) are very difficult and costly to do well.  Small states – e.g. Estonia, Latvia,  Lithuania, Norway – may lack the scale to undertake them alone.  
 
b.  In some nations there is confidence in the level and consistency of publicly funded, publicly managed   higher education institutions, and this is backed by high levels of social trust (In Europe, Nordic countries are perhaps the best example of this Finland, Sweden).  Here institutions are left considerable freedom in respect of the assurance of quality (audits that test whether they are following their own quality procedures), so external assessments are not seen to be necessary. [this has traditionally also been the case in many Anglophone countries, although the appetite ouside academia for external QA has grown in recent decades, particularly as a result of increasing costs]
 
b.  In  many nations, public authorities have limited authority with respect to higher education institutions, and officials lack the authority to compel institutional participation in externally-set, common assessments (e.g. Anglo systems, such as UK, Canada, United States), admidst fears this would lead to a loss of institutional autonomy with respect to curriculum; limit programmatic diversity and innovation.
 
d.  In nearly all OECD member countries,efforts to improve information about quality have focused heavily on labour market outcomes (LMO) of graduates, channelling energy and attention away from assessments of learning.
 Speaking from the UK perspective, the higher education system is still quite highly respected and trusted by society (albeit less than it was), particularly in contrast to the political establishment (btw, I think doctors would still be quite highly trusted as well: perhaps this is different in the US) However, the increasing costs (not for students in England) has been the main driving factor in Government wanting more external control. 




5.  WHAT OECD 
COUNTRIES WOULD LIKE 

TO ASK BRAZIL 



5. What OECD countries would like to ask 
Brazil  (1) 

Discussions about higher education assessment are underway in 
some OECD member countries.  Ministries are interested, and if they 
were here they might ask these ten questions. 
1. How can we engage our nation’s disciplinary communities in 
creating assessments – and in so many disciplines?  How can we keep 
assessments current, and avoid stifling innovation? 
2.  How can an assessment with a small number of items generate a 
valid assessment for the many domains of a discipline? 
3.  How can an assessment with a small number of items generate 
reliable scoring? 
4.  How does one address challenges of participation and motivation 
in a no-stakes assessment? 
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6.  What evidence of quality do public authorities in OECD countries have without assessing learning outcomes? 
 
Public authorities in OECD member countries marshal qualitative (narrative evidence), typically through site visits or institutional self-reports, and collect quantitative indicators of undergraduate programme quality.  This includes how courses are designed, specification of clear expected learning outcomes, transparent marking procedures and use of credit points, assignment of qualified teaching staff etc.
 
But quatitative indicators have assumed growing promin ence, despite many challenges.
 
Performance indicators are used beyond assuring quality, increasing use in  institutional funding models (Finland); in regulatory decisions by Ministries (setting enrolment caps), in consumer information systems ( Australian Quality Indicators for Teaching and Learning).  
 
At best, these indicators are proxies for quality that do a highly imperfect job of measuring the underlying phenomenon of learning or competency development we wish to capture.  
Inputs to learning 
Process of learning 
Outputs 
Graduate outcomes
 



5. What OECD countries would like to ask 
Brazil  (2) 

5. Can we create a value-added score without administering 
a pre-test that measures the same construct – and be 
confident in its validity? 

6. How shall we account for the attrition of students from 
programmes – and avoid selection bias in our 
evaluations? 

7. Do HEIs have sufficient confidence in the results in the  
validity and reliability of the assessment that they use it 
to revise and improve their offerings? 

8. Do students and families have sufficient confidence in 
ENADE results -- or IDD – that they use it in making 
choices? 

9. How can we assess professional competencies that do 
not easily lend themselves to standardised assessments? 

10. Should we focus on social and emotional skills important 
to life beyond school, or attitude-oriented assessment, as 
in ENADE? 
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6.  What evidence of quality do public authorities in OECD countries have without assessing learning outcomes? 
 
Public authorities in OECD member countries marshal qualitative (narrative evidence), typically through site visits or institutional self-reports, and collect quantitative indicators of undergraduate programme quality.  This includes how courses are designed, specification of clear expected learning outcomes, transparent marking procedures and use of credit points, assignment of qualified teaching staff etc.
 
But quatitative indicators have assumed growing promin ence, despite many challenges.
 
Performance indicators are used beyond assuring quality, increasing use in  institutional funding models (Finland); in regulatory decisions by Ministries (setting enrolment caps), in consumer information systems ( Australian Quality Indicators for Teaching and Learning).  
 
At best, these indicators are proxies for quality that do a highly imperfect job of measuring the underlying phenomenon of learning or competency development we wish to capture.  
Inputs to learning 
Process of learning 
Outputs 
Graduate outcomes
 



6.  WHAT ADVICE MIGHT 
OECD COUNTRIES SHARE? 



6.  What advice might OECD countries share 
about the measurement of quality based 
upon their experience?  

• Many OECD countries have wide experience with quantitative 
indicators of programme or institutional quality.  Increasing use to 
make diagnostic judgments about quality (that authorise them to 
self-accredit), or actionable judgments about quality that lead to 
further review or penalties. 
 

• Lesson One: Indicators are proxies for quality, and we should pay 
attention to their implicit assumptions and their unintended 
consequences. 
 

o Inputs to learning  
o Process of learning  
o Outputs  
o Graduate outcomes 
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6.  What evidence of quality do public authorities in OECD countries have without assessing learning outcomes? 
 
Public authorities in OECD member countries marshal qualitative (narrative evidence), typically through site visits or institutional self-reports, and collect quantitative indicators of undergraduate programme quality.  This includes how courses are designed, specification of clear expected learning outcomes, transparent marking procedures and use of credit points, assignment of qualified teaching staff etc.
 
But quatitative indicators have assumed growing promin ence, despite many challenges.
 
Performance indicators are used beyond assuring quality, increasing use in  institutional funding models (Finland); in regulatory decisions by Ministries (setting enrolment caps), in consumer information systems ( Australian Quality Indicators for Teaching and Learning).  
 
At best, these indicators are proxies for quality that do a highly imperfect job of measuring the underlying phenomenon of learning or competency development we wish to capture.  
Inputs to learning 
Process of learning 
Outputs 
Graduate outcomes
 



Examples Hypothesis (es) Risks 

Inputs • % of instructors with PhD 
• % of instructors with full-time, 

permanent contract 
• Student/teacher ratios 

Full-time faculty with PhD 
have stronger incentives and 
greater capacity to promote 
advanced learning than those 
without 

PhD instructors may be 
weakly motivated to engage 
in teaching, or have skills 
poorly aligned to instructional 
needs in professional 
programmes 

Processes • Number and frequency of 
instructional contract hours 

• Student reports of pedagogical 
practices 

Small group and collaborative 
work are more effective at 
promoting learning than other 
modes of teaching and 
surveys of students provide 
valid responses about these 
practices 

Pedagogical practices believed 
to be effective are not 
substantiated, and many 
student surveys marked by 
low validity.  Institutions may 
be encouraged to adopt  
ineffective or inefficient 
practices. 

Outputs • Time (or credits) to degree 
• Completion rate 
• Cumulative borrowing 

Time (or credits) to 
completion provide evidence 
of well-managed and properly 
sequenced instruction 

Rates of progression are 
heavily influenced by student 
social conditions rather than 
institutional performance.  
Institutions may respond to 
restricting entry to 
disadvantaged students. 

Outcome • Labour market indicators (time to 
employment, % employed full-
time, earnings, % employed in field 
of study) 

Graduate earning are a 
market valuation of skills 
acquired in higher education 
programmes, therefore 
differences in earnings across 
like programmes reflect 
differences in programme 

 

Labour market outcomes can 
additionally reflect racial and 
gender discrimination, 
regional disparities.   



6. What might Brazil learn from the 
experience of OECD member countries in 
their efforts to measure quality in higher 
education? (2) 
Lesson two: Create simple, predictable targets to which institutions can 
manage. 
 
If there is a lack of confidence in the capacity or willingness of HEIs to manage 
the quality of programmes, simple quantitative indicators of programme quality 
– with clear, predictable, actionable targets – are powerful in addressing 
[apparently] low quality programmes.    Indices are difficult to HEIs to manage to 
and lack a scientific basis. 
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8.   What might Brazil learn from the experience of OECD member countries in their efforts to measure quality in higher education?
 Where the quality problem is understood to be weak first-cycle programmes and there is little confidence in the capacity or willingness of HEIs to manage the quality of programmes, simple quantitative indicators of programme quality – with clear thresholds -- can be powerful in addressing [apparently] low quality programmes -- more effective than complex indices.   
 
HEIs can anticipate and manage against the simple indicators with clear and predictable thresholds.  Institutions anticipate and adapt to thresholds, revising or eliminating programmes.   They also permit rest of QA system to focus improvement, to draw upon qualitative information, to make use of assessment for improvement.
 
Portugal.   A3ES promulgates many requirements, but one simple indicator with threshold values  – % FT PhDs [trained in field of instruction] – leads to 43% of private university programmes being discontinued by HEIs.  Done by HEIs in anticipation of inability to meet thresholds for staffing of  programmes.
 
 
 
 
 
United States.  
 
For all programmes designed to result in “gainful employment in a recognised occupation”  then 3 yrs after graduation the average annual loan payments of graduates may not exceed 8 percent of their total earnings.  If >8% repeated over multiple graduating classes, program removed from federal student aid system.  
 
10% of for-profit programmes were expected to close, and a plurality at programmes in were “at risk” had exceed for one or more years.  
 
Labour market information now provides an important new dimension of information  -- to support quality and relevance of programmes through performance-based funding, allocation of study places, consumer information.  Less often (but growing frequency) of use in QA systems.
 
LMI an essential source of information to assess the quality of institutions with mission of professional education for working life.
 
LMI is an important complement to existing information for all HEIs – how are skills developed by HEIs – e.g. in psychology or international relations -- being used after studies are completed, and how are these valued in labour markets?  
 
LMI provides information about graduate experiences that can help HEIs improve programme design and support continuous quality improvement.
 
  c.  Higher eduation systems that value diversity of provision need policies (funding, HR, QA) that support it.  A well-designed framework of indicators for QA should not use the attributes of one type of institution, the research-intensive public university, as the basis for assessing all institutions and programmes.  But few good models at present.
 
Experience shows:
Tendency to design systems for research universities and academic courses, rather than professionally oriented institutions and courses, meaning systems less valid for latter group (requirement for teaching staff to have PhDs)
 
Differentiated systems with specialist professional education institutions (eg Netherlands) and distance education rely primarily on qualitative assessment processes in their QA systems, and apply the same basic procedures where external QA review panels ask: are the programmes delivering appropriate quality in light of their field and intended outcomes?




• United States “gainful employment” regulation.  For programmes 
leading to “gainful employment” in a recognised occupation:  

 

• The average annual loan payments of graduates three years after 
completion may not exceed 8 percent of their total earnings   

 

• If >8% threshold is exceeded for multiple graduating classes, program 
removed from federal student aid system 

 
• 10% of for-profit programmes were expected to close, and a plurality 

at programmes in were “at risk” had exceed for one or more years.  

 
• Clear, predictable, and actionable rule that allowed 

programmes to improve (by reducing borrowing or improving 
employment) -- or close.  

 

6. What might Brazil learn from the experience of 
OECD member countries in their efforts to 
measure quality in higher education? (3) 



6. What might Brazil learn from the 
experience of OECD member countries in 
their efforts to measure quality in higher 
education? (4) 

 Lesson three: Diversification is important in quality measurement.  
In two ways: 

 
1.  Where institutions are thought to be fit to manage their quality, a 
simple and clear framework of indicators can be used to permit 
authorisation and renewal of self-accreditation.  (the Australian 
model) 
 
2.  A well-designed framework of indicators for QA should not use 
one type of institution as a reference point of quality.  Where there 
are professionally-oriented institutions, adapt the measurement of 
quality – especially focusing on skills in use in a professional 
setting. 
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c.  Necessity of differentiation.  OECD member countries with higher education systems – Netherlands, Germany, Finland – that have HEIs with differentiated missions 
Higher eduation systems that value diversity of provision need policies that support it.  A well-designed framework of quality indicators should not use the attributes of one type of institution, the research-intensive public university, as the basis for assessing all institutions/programmes.
Experience shows:
general tendency to design systems for research universities and academic courses, rather than professionally oriented institutions and courses, meaning systems less valid for latter group (cf requirement for teaching staff to have PhDs)
quantitative indicators particularly difficult for differentiation (risk it is perceived as different standards for different types of institution); eg polytechnics may take in less academically able: should they be judged on quantitative benchmarks as unis?
Differentiated systems (eg NL) rely primarily on qualitative assessment processes in their QA systems, which apply the same basic procedures where external QA review panels ask: are the programmes delivering appropriate quality in light of their field and intended outcomes?
 
 
 Lots of experience ongoing: clearly something for Brazil. However, very FEW countries use this in the core QA system: more in overall system steering, allocation of study places, career advise, promotion activities etc.




6. What might Brazil learn from the 
experience of OECD member countries in 
their efforts to measure quality in higher 
education? (5) 

Lesson four: Labour market information (LMI) is valuable. 
 
LMI provides an important new dimension of information  -- to 
support quality and relevance of programmes through performance-
based funding, allocation of study places, consumer information.  
Less often (but growing frequency) of use in QA systems. 
  

o LMI an essential source of information to assess the quality 
of institutions with mission of professional education for 
working life. 

o LMI is an important complement to existing information 
for all HEIs – it provides information about graduate 
experiences that can help HEIs improve programme design 
and support continuous quality improvement. 
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b.   Information about labour  market outcomes provides an important new dimension of information to support quality assurance and improvement:
An important complement to existing information for all HEIs – how are skills developed by HEIs being used, and how are these valued in labour markets?
An essential source of information to assess the quality of institutions with mission of professional education
Provides information about graduate experiences that can inform programme design and support continuous quality improvement.
  
c.  Necessity of differentiation.  OECD member countries with higher education systems – Netherlands, Germany, Finland – that have HEIs with differentiated missions 
Higher eduation systems that value diversity of provision need policies that support it.  A well-designed framework of quality indicators should not use the attributes of one type of institution, the research-intensive public university, as the basis for assessing all institutions/programmes.
Experience shows:
general tendency to design systems for research universities and academic courses, rather than professionally oriented institutions and courses, meaning systems less valid for latter group (cf requirement for teaching staff to have PhDs)
quantitative indicators particularly difficult for differentiation (risk it is perceived as different standards for different types of institution); eg polytechnics may take in less academically able: should they be judged on quantitative benchmarks as unis?
Differentiated systems (eg NL) rely primarily on qualitative assessment processes in their QA systems, which apply the same basic procedures where external QA review panels ask: are the programmes delivering appropriate quality in light of their field and intended outcomes?
 
 
 Lots of experience ongoing: clearly something for Brazil. However, very FEW countries use this in the core QA system: more in overall system steering, allocation of study places, career advise, promotion activities etc.
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