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Putting universities to the test

In the second of a
four part-series,
OECD’s education
and skills director
Andreas Schleicher
talks about why we
need to study and
whether universities
really add value

Senior Education
Correspondent

Awidely quoted 2011 study by re-
searchers Richard Arum of New
York University and Josipa Roksa
of the University of Virginia,
showed that a large proportion of
students showed no significant im-
provement in skills during their
first two years of college.

A follow-up study a few years
later tracked the same cohort of un-
dergraduates as they finished col-
lege and entered the working
world. The results again were not
encouraging.

Studies on adult skills conducted
by the Organisation for Economic

ment, degrees are used as a proxy
for skills and, as many surveys sug-
gest, they are a poor proxy for
skills,” says the German known for
not mincing his words,

He points out that even if a stu-
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“Degrees signal what you did in
the past. They don't necessarily
show what you can do today,” he
says, using his own university edu-
cationasan example.

“I studied physics but if you put
me in a lab now, I won't be able to
doagreatjob,” he says.

He says the OECD, in partnership
witha handful of European univer-
sities, is currently

an
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velopmentand analysis of benc!
markson the performance of edu-
cation systems (INES).

Before joining the OECD, Mr
Schleicherwas director for analy-
sis at the International Associa-
tion for Educational Achieve-
ment (IEA).
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other study to measure if unnersr
ties do indeed add skills and knowl-
edge to their students over the
course of their degree studies.

The assessment will take into ac-
count the set of skills with which
students started their university
studies and then try to measure the
gains they made over the course of
their degree programme.

So for those going from the A lev-
els to university, their A-level
scores are used as a proxy for the
skills they have acquired till that
point. These will be compared to
the results of the OECD test given
to undergraduates at the start of
their final year, mtﬂsunng their

and
(m—:cm also show that high school
graduates in some countries have
finer literacy and numeracy skills
than coliege graduates In other
countries.

‘These studies prove that there is
areal need to examine if and how
universities add skills and value to
their students, says Mr Andreas
Schleicher, who heads the educa
tion and skills directorate in the
et's face it, at the mo-

generic critical think
mg.\kﬂlsand\\'nungslullc. This will
show how university study honed
and expanded their skills

“Itis important that we do not re-
ward selectivity... but look at the
real value that is added,” he
stresses, but admits that there was
much unhappiness when the idea
of the test - called Ahelo, Assess-
ment of Higher Education Learning
Outcomes - was mooted a few
years ago . The OECD did an earlier

In addition to policy and coun-
tryreviews, the work of the direc-
torate includes the Programme
for International Student Assess-
ment (Pisa), the OECD Survey of
Adult Skills (PIAAC), the OECD
Teaching and Learning Interna-
tional Survey (Talis), and the de-

feasibility study in 2012 to assess
the skills of economics and engi-
neering students in 17 countries at

in Germany
and received a degree in mathe-
‘matics and statistics in Australia

He is the recipient of numer-
ous honours and awards, includ-
ing the “Theodor Heuss” prize,
awarded in the name of the first
president of the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany for “exemplary
democratic engagement”.

He holds an honorary profes-
sorship at the University of Hei-
delberg.

A German eitizen, Mr Schle-
icher is married, with three chil-
dren. He speaks German, Eng-
lish, ltalianand French.

low-profile universities are “often
more interested in a new kind of
measurement because for them, it's

" ses.

They were tested on skills such
as reasoning and problem-solving,
aswellas skills related to their dis-
ciplines.

The study raised a storm of
protests from university adminis-
trators, with many raising ques-
tions on whether acommon bench-
mark would accurately compare
systems across countries.

But Mr Schleicher notes that
since operational problems can be
worked out, the opposition to the
test was more political.

Simply put, the big guns do not
like the test while countries with
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Itis a different story with institu-
tions built on past reputation. “It’s
difficult to get buy-in from elite in-
stitutions that have alot to lose.”

still, he seems unfazed by the con-
troversy. "OECD has been through
the same thing with Pisa,” he says,
referring to the Programme for In-
ternational Student Assessment
that benchmarks school systems
around the world.

“In the beginning, everybody
said: ‘Not me." Now they are all part
of

Over 70 countries participate in
the survey conducted every three
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FUTURE OF LEARNING

Ibelieve the futureis not with

rees, but with microcredentials
- acertification indicating
competency ina specific skill.
Learning will be done in many
different places and many different
ways, both online and offline.
Increasingly, employers will not
just be looking at degrees, but at
certifications, badges and various
other forms of skills assessment.
Itsalready happening in some
fields, such as computing, with
tech companies. And inaworld
faced with constant change,
frontloaded learning - the current
model of studying four years for a
degree and then going out to build
acareer will not work any more.
Wehave tokeep learning, while
earning. You have to keep going
back tore-learn and re-skill, as you
have to adapt constantly.
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MRANDREAS SCHLEICHER on whether
he thinks the future of learning lies with
university degrees.

Mr Andreas Schieicher at the release
year. ST PHOTO: GAVIN FOO

ployed orunderemployed.

He stresses that it is important to
study the relative value of univer-
sity degrees to skills-based voca-
tional qualifications that are under-
valued. “At the moment, a univer-
sity degree is everything and if you
have avocationalor technical quali-
fication, youare nothing.

“When in actual fact, in this era of
Google, what is important is not
what you know, but what you can
dowithwhatyouknow.”

He notes that many govern-

s poll
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years to assess the skills of
olds around the world .

He stresses that when OECD de-
velops a test that s sound, it is “go-
ing to reveal the truth about quality
inhigher education””

Asked why OECD was pressing
onwith it despite the reluctance of
institutions, he says higher educa-
tion needs to do more to prove its
worth. At present, although it is
clear that individuals benefit froma
college education in terms of job
prospects, it is not clear whether
this is because their degree certifi-
cate signals to employers that they
were clever enough to go to unive
sity or because their studies added
totheir knowledge and skills.

He sums up the situation that
raises the need to measure exactly
what a university education gives
you. Systems of higher education
are expanding rapidly as more
young people chase degrees which,
they believe, will lead to more
highly paid jobs.

This trend gathered speed in the
mid-1990s. By 2025, the number of
higher education students is fore-
cast toreach 263 million.

“A degree is becoming the new
‘minimum,” he says, noting that the
number of higher education institu-
tions is also increasing and the sec-
tor is becoming more diverse.

Yet even with this expanded ac-
cess, many individuals and soci-
eties remain under-served.

He also points to the skills mis-
match that has led to graduates in
many countries ending up unem-

ments, in
makers, are becoming increa

ingly
concerned about how to faclltaty
and maintain high quality higher ed
ucation that is relevant to the social
and economic needs of their

economies.

Because of the increasing invest-
ments in higher education -
whether by taxpayers or by stu-
dents and their families - there is
also a need to ensure that universi-
ties provide value for money.

Right now, the issue has been
muddied by the proliferation of
global university ranking provided
by, among others, the Shanghai
Jiaotong, Times Higher Education
Magazine and London-based edu-
cation consultancy Quacquarelli
Symonds (QS). But Mr Schleicher
notes that some of the most impor-
tant aspects of a university educa
tion, such as teaching quality, are
assessed using proxy measures
such as the number of staff with
PhDs and the ratio of academic
staff to students.

“The Shanghai ranking takes into
account Nobel prize winners as far
backas 100 years ago... what does it
tell you about the quality of teach-
ing today?”

Since governments and tax pay-
ers invest heavily in universities,
the hope is that they will develop
high-level skills among the popula-
tion to cope with a knowledge-
basedeconomy.

It is critical to validate this with
good, objective data and a rigorous
benchmarking test. The true
worth of a degree education is pre-
cisely what Mr Schleicher is trying
tomeasure,
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