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% 2 E General Purposes, Design and Structure
—The Employer Survey in the CHEERS Project—

Egbert de Weert
(University of Twente, the Netherlands)

In this workshop we discuss the employer survey as developed in the context
of the CHEERS project. Several questions will be addressed regarding the
background reasons, design of the questionnaire, the selection of interviewees,
and several more practical matters for carrying out the interviews.

1. Why are employers surveys less frequently than graduate surveys?

The general aim of the employers survey in the CHEERS project is to
supplement the graduate survey by in-depth interviews among employers. The
graduate survey concerns graduates and it is very useful also to hear the
views on the demand side of the labour market. However, it is most common
in labour market studies to take the graduate as a basic unit for data collection.
Employer’s surveys are less frequently carried out by researchers. The
reasons for this reluctance is that

- it is quite difficult to trace on forehand who is the employer.

- a quantitative approach (like the graduate survey on a random basis) is
usually not effective, since it is not clear who should fill in the
questionnaire. Moreover, practice from various countries learns that
people in firms are less interested in responding to written questionnaires.

- the employer is only aware of the own organisation and is not prepared to
generalise his/her opinion to other employment contexts.

- the employer has likely more graduates from higher education employed in
the organisation, so that a standard questionnaire cannot apply to all
graduates. A graduate survey is ‘individualised’, whereas an employer as
to generalise. This could be controlled by asking the employer to take one
person in mind who is considered as an average.



So an employer survey is more difficult, both in terms of getting empirical
data and also of processing them in a database. For these reasons a survey (in
a strict sense similar to the standard questionnaire for graduates) seems less
appropriate to apply for employers.

Nevertheless, the reasons for supplementing the graduate survey with a study

on employers’ views are the following:

- The picture of the relationship between higher education and employment
will be enriched if information gathered from graduates is complemented
by information from employers.

- Through a qualitative study among employers aspects of graduate
employment can be investigated in greater depth than can be achieved in
standardised questionnaire surveys.

- Findings of the graduate survey could be confronted with perceptions of
employers.

2. Purposes of employer’s survey

Three purposes can be distinguished:

a. Clarification of findings of the national graduate survey

The employer’s survey can be used for clarification of outcomes of the
national graduate survey. This means that the questionnaire for the employers
should be linked to the graduate questionnaire.

Example: if a certain percentage of graduates feels that competencies
acquired are not used in the workplace, the question for employers is whether
they recognise this or have another opinions on utilisation of knowledge and
skills.

b. Comparison of outcomes of graduate survey between countries

Various outcomes of the graduate survey can be used to make comparisons
and to base questions on this.



To illustrate this: In the comparison of the graduate survey data between
Japan and Europe, there appears a large difference with respect to type of
occupation: In Japan fewer than 50% held a professional or managerial
occupation, whereas in Europe there was a much higher percentage. The
important question is whether these differences reflect the performance of the
transition system and the appropriateness of higher education. What are the
work requirements of Japanese work organisations compared to requirements
in Europe?

Compare as Yoshimoto states:

“To answer this question fully, we would need to include information on
companies’ personnel management approaches to university graduates” (see
his article in Ulrich Teichler’s Festschrift, p. 227).

c. New themes, and specific employer’s perspectives

other themes can be more or less independent of the graduate survey.

In the CHEERS project I had to face the problem that the results of the

graduate surveys were late available. So I had to prepare the questionnaire in

advance, which also gave the opportunity to formulate other questions.

Examples:

- perspectives on the structure of higher education in the respective
countries,

- innovative character of institutions.

- the specific way companies recruit people.

3. Quantitative and qualitative methods

Apart from the practical reasons not to use quantitative methods in
employers’ studies, there are also good reasons to include qualitative methods
in labour market research. A survey questionnaire can touch only briefly these
issues, whereas a qualitative approach can go beyond some mere numbers.
This applies also to the graduates (hence also interviews among graduates).
Examples:
- individual perspectives on how the transition takes place, the choices and
individual considerations;



- more contextual situations, continuities and discontinuities of work tasks,
changes in work patterns, the extent to which work is based on
competencies of a specialised or a general nature;

- the role of those competencies that are more crucial nowadays for
successful job performance of graduates than they have been in the past
(compare for example the question on acquired possessed by graduates and
required competencies). The meaning of these dimensions can be
addressed in greater depth in qualitative research;

- qualitative research can illuminate the objective and subjective factors
underlying graduates’ perceptions of using or not using their competencies
on the job as well as of being employed appropriately or inappropriately.

4. Exciirs: Methods of employers’ study

There are various methods of using a qualitative study among employers. In
CHEERS the in-depth interviews are used, but this is not the only possibility.

In a study I did last year for the University of Twente among employers of
graduates from different disciplines of the university, the following methods
were explored:

a. face-to-face interview

b. interview by telephone

c. panel discussion

d. a combination of interview by telephone and a panel discussion.

The aim of this study was to compare these methods to find out:
- retrospectively whether the graduates had acquired the competencies as

required in the workplace (the effectiveness) and,
- prospectively, to what extent the present student population will be

prepared adequately for the future labour market.

The methods differ considerably in approach and in results.

The panel discussion concerned the faculty of computer science: About 15
employers were invited to the university (one afternoon) to discuss a set of
propositions regarding the level and competencies of graduates in computer
science. A summary report was made of this meeting.

The face-to-face interview resembles most the CHEERS employers interview.
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It is my experience that these methods have each their advantages and their

disadvantages as summarised in the next figure.

Advantages

Disadvantages

Face-to-face

personal and sympathetic
approach

combination of open +
closed questions

more in-depth views
wealth of information

time-consuming
because of divergent
information summary
report requires much
attention

subjective judgement of
interviewer

costly

Telephone - little time investment (30 - limited possibilities for
min) open questions/ probing
- short answers - long list of questions
- comparable information impossible
- easy data-processing - not attractive for
respondents
Panel - respondents can react to - number of subjects more
discussion each other (exchange limited
views) - respondents tend to be
- relatively less time influenced by the
intensive (thus less costly) participants (distortion)
- uncertainty whether they
show up
Combination |- combines the advantages - intensive
telephone of both methods
+ panel - using telephone results for

preparation of panel

The telephone interview concerned a very condensed list of questions which
had to be answered in a rather straightforward way (within 20-30 minutes).

The face-to-face interviews are intensive because if the questions are linked
to a particular discipline (as we did in this case), this requires much
knowledge from the part of the interviewers) about that particular discipline.

Also more subjectivity of the interviewer (influencing the possible answers)
can play a larger role compared to the other methods.

The three methods do not differ very much in terms of validity and reliability.

5. Selection of respondents
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Questions concern the following:
a. What employment sectors and how many?

In the CHEERS survey it was decided to have 25 interviews altogether.

This could be divided as follows:

- 8 cases in the sphere of new technologies on the production/developing
side

- 8 cases in the areas of commercial and public services: finance, banks,
consultancy firms, business and public services.

The other cases are to be selected on the basis of graduate employment as it

appears in a particular national context, such as particular sectors which

recruit a high proportion of graduates. But also more unusual sectors should

be considered, thus sectors that have a less strong connection with graduates.

Particularly interesting would be those (non-traditional) sectors which have

attracted a growing number of graduates in the last few years (new

employment areas).

From an international comparative perspective it can also be interesting to

know why graduates in one country find easily employment in some sectors,

whereas this does occur to a much lesser extent in other countries.

b. Who are regarded as employers

There are different options:

- top managers (Human Resource Management/ or Head of Personnel)
- Unit directors

- Direct supervisors of graduates

The experience learns that each of these have their (dis)advantages:

- the higher in the top of the organisation, people know less about the actual
recruitment process and the required competencies.

- head of personnel are more oriented on selection procedures, but generally
have a good overview of the various requirements as set by the different
units (in advertisements).

- people at the specific unit are only interested in these qualifications which
apply to their particular unit only.
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The most ideal situation would be to interview the respondent who combines
both elements: both the specific job requirements and the broader job profile
within the organisation.

Another good option: to interview two respondents on different levels of the
organisation.

Example: Inenaga, Yuki & Sakano, Shinji interviewed in Canon Europe (in

NL) two persons:

- Mr. Kano, Hisanori who is project manager. Since recruitment is carried
out by each department, his role is to give them support.

- Paul Braun who is human resource officer on a lower level than mr. Kano.

The interviews showed differences between the two respondents which can be

explained by their respective position in the organisation ( to some extent

their nationalities). So these interviews are supplementary.

¢. How to find employers and approach them?

In CHEERS we discussed the possibility of selecting an employer on the basis
of the graduates who filled in the questionnaire. This turned out to be too
difficult because of the large number of graduates and because the
questionnaire did not ask for the name of the employer. Moreover, there was
no intention to match closely a particular graduate and his/her employer.
There is no advantage in speaking to the employers of graduates in the
graduate survey, unless we would ask particular questions about those
graduates.

I selected the employers from what is known in the Netherlands about the
employment organisations. And I contacted the Dutch employers’ association
who helped me in finding good respondents.

One option is to select graduates on the basis of their questionnaire and to ask
them to provide the addresses of their employers, thus enabling contact to be
established with the direct supervisor. I used this approach in the University
of Twente interviews: The advantage is that you get in touch with somebody
who is acquainted with a particular group of graduates very well. But
sometimes graduates are reluctant to give the name of their supervisor
because this can be too personal. It is important to emphasise that in the
interview no link will be made between the questions and the individual
performance of the graduate.
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Another interesting option for comparative reasons is to approach companies
who are active in other countries (like the Japanese firm Canon in Amstelveen
(NL) with graduate recruitment both from Japan and Europe), or an
international firm (like Ericcson in both NL and Italy).

6. Interview schedule

The CHEERS interview guideline is a combination of open and closed
questions.

The open questions require more skills from the interviewers. It is more a
kind of conversation. Probing is very important. This means: further
questioning. For example: can you explain? Why do you think so? Can you
give examples? Somebody at another company had some view, what is your
opinion about this?

By way of good probing quite interesting viewpoints can emerge which are
very useful in the further comparative analysis.

Closed questions (including the tick boxes) are not the objective as such, but
should be used as a way to understand the viewpoints of the respondent.

My experience with the thick boxes in the checklist: interviewers in some
countries have not understand completely the purpose of the closed question
items as they have used the list as a goal in itself, without asking further
clarification. Using the closed questions in such a way does not give
employers the opportunity to express their own specific viewpoints in their
own words.

It appears very practical to send the short list with the main questions in
advance so that respondents can prepare themselves for the interviews.

Central themes of the employers’ interview:

a. Proportion of HE graduates in the organisation, recruitment , selection,

and career

The most important element is not the quantitative information as such, but
the information employers have in recruiting graduates. Are they well
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informed about graduates, are they interested where graduates studied and in
what fields?

In labour market studies different theories are used, such as human capital
theory, and a variety of screening or signalling theories. According to the
screening theory, formal schooling serves primarily as a mechanism for
identifying and sorting individuals who already have the abilities and other
traits that are required in the workplace.

This theory may apply in Japan as well with its status differentiation and
selectivity of HE institutions (‘degree-ocracy’): what is exactly the role of a
particular university where graduated, what is the role of exam results? What
criteria are dominant in the selection process? Do some employers only take
graduates of particularly favoured colleges and universities, and why? More
generally, what is their information base?

b. Match between educational qualifications and job requirements

The match between education and specialist versus generalist jobs varies
considerably between countries.

Some countries emphasise general competencies and loose links between field
of study and occupation (e.g. Japan, UK) and other countries have
professional and specialist linkages (Germany, NL).

What are the considerations of employers to select somebody with a specialist
or a more generalist education?

In this section also the results from the graduate survey about the
appropriateness of work to the level of education should be discussed. The
statistical data show large differences between countries. Japanese graduates
indicate a lower appropriateness than those in other countries.

Kosugi, Reiko states in her chapter for ROA book: “In Japan, students
generally start looking for jobs one year or more before graduation from
university” . “Unique in Japan is that students make use ‘placement offices’
and university instructors”. Perhaps the match is made too early which to
some extent explains the outcomes of the graduate survey.

It would be important to hear the views of Japanese employers on this issue.
What are their views of ‘over-qualification’? Why selection so early? How
do placement offices function and what is the role of the employer in this?
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c. Key skills and competencies required on the job

In the checklist the basic question E1 and E2 of the graduate survey are taken
as a starting point. Not all competencies have been used, but a limited number.
Perhaps the crucial question is whether graduates with specialist education

are qualified (in terms of competencies) for more generalist jobs or whether
they are in a (dis-)advantaged position compared to those with more general
education.

This is to hear whether there is a growing importance for general knowledge,
key competencies, socio-communicative skills. Some employers argue that
those with specialist education also possess these general skills or even better
than those with general education. Is this right?

Interesting note from interview at Canon NL: Mr. Kano said that Japanese
university graduates are sometimes ‘blank’ in terms of knowledge and skills
and European graduates are more sure about this. “It is important whether
he/she can understand the Japanese culture in organisations”. He also said
that European graduates ar concentrated on their specific unit, whereas
Japanese graduates adopt a broader perspective of the whole company.

d. Work organisation and (expected) developments

The questions in this section are rather open and intend to explore what
changes are

taking place in the work organisation and whether these may have
implications for

(future) skills and competencies of graduates.

For example: working more in smaller units; working in teams; role of work
organisation in utilising skills.

e. Perspectives on Higher Education

This section can be related to specific issues which are high on the national
policy agenda. In Europe the implementation of the Bachelor / Master
structure is very actual and it is often questioned whether the bachelor degree
- which in Japan and UK counts as first degree - provides a sufficient
qualification for the labour market. universities in Europe argue that this is
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not possible and that all students should be enabled to graduate for the Master
Degree.

Other issues: the desirability of internships, more professional profiles (such
as in Dutch HBOs), more diversity in courses, more international
homogeneity of higher education courses etc.

A more specific issue concerns the opposition of problem-based learning and
academic (abstract) knowledge. Perhaps this is not a contradiction, but
employers might be asked about the functions which abstract knowledge,
formal knowledge or professional knowledge have for the foundation of a
profession. In the literature of the sociology of professions this is an
important feature in many professions (not only in the medical ones, but more
broadly engineers, lawyers, architects) — see for example, Andrew Abbott,
The System of professions (Chicago, 1988).

7 Interview transcripts

In countries where interviews already have been held the way of analysis
differs. Some colleagues have their transcripts with a more or less literal
reproduction of what has been said in the interview. Others have given a
summary on the basis of the individual interviews. In the latter case
(summary), there is a chance that this is not done properly and that original
information is getting lost. The information is summarised in a more general
way, not indicating separately the answers of each respondent.

So generally it is better to have original transcripts for each separate
interview. These are more useful for further analysis of more detailed

country-specific outcomes and comparative employment sector perspectives.
8 Some preliminary outcomes and further data-analysis

So far a summary report has been written on the basis of the main findings of
the interview transcripts. The material gives a cross section of the employers
in different countries.

The report is a concise summary of the main findings of the interview
transcripts, following the main themes in the interview checklist. This is
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done rather descriptively and on the basis of ‘cutting and pasting’ throughout
the data.

The material should be analysed further to provide more detailed country-
specific outcomes and comparative employment sector perspectives (for
example comparing electronic firms and public organisations across

countries),

Advanced computer-aided qualitative data analysis for qualitative analysis
can be very helpful. Examples are : QSR NUD.IST; the Ethnograph Version
4.0 (there are already some more advanced versions). Such a data-analysis
includes the coding of textual data.

This exercise may have different purposes:

- To have the data speak for themselves (what respondents say and report in
a particular order);

- Try to find more general notions of the transition of higher education to
the labour market. Here the approach of the so-called grounded theory is
useful (see Glaser and Strauss, in different books and articles on
qualitative studies (inductive)

- Starting from a theoretical framework (combination deductive-inductive
approach).

Illustrations of the latter approach (and related to Japan) are:

Theories of the social constitution of labour markets: the social processes
which give rise to varying degrees of openness and competition (labour
domains or segregated markets). For example are the general skills acquired
from an electrical, electronics or mechanical engineering degree (in)
sufficiently specific, or practical, for the jobs to which the company allocates

its new recruits?

Another example: theories which relate the transition of HE graduates with
the labour market to skills utilisation patterns in the workplace. For example,
Alice Lam did much research on British-Japanese comparison of workplace
organisation. She shows how the actual skill content and task responsibilities
of different occupational groups differ very significantly between different
societies. Her study demonstrates that even for a category of the workforce
with high level formal qualification (such as engineers), in-the-job learning
plays a key role in their skill development. Their formal training and
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education provide them mainly with general conceptual knowledge and skills.
Many of the skills which are needed for productive development in a rapidly
changing technological and market environment (for example, capacity for
flexibility, contextual skills and general capacities for coordination and
information processing) can be acquired in the workplace only through on-
the-job learning. In this regard the work organisation as an explaining
variable for skills utilisation and skill development in the workplace. See for
further literature on this topic:

Lam, Alice (1996), Work organisation, skills development and utilisation of
engineers. In: R. Crompton, R., D. Gallie & K. Purcell (1996), Changing
Forms of Employment, Organisations, Skills and Gender. p.182-207. London:
Routledge.

Ito, M (1987), Skill transfer and economic organisation. In: K. Koike and T.

Inoki (eds) Skill Formation in Japan and Southeast Asia. Tokyo: University
of Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press.
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-57-



TEM

1)

ITEhES A

2)

IMBRBHMH~ R — Yy —

3)

91,200 44

4)

$960% (22 Fa—25 — 58 BT, % OMOHENFE)
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2) AFHFH~R—TYr—
3) 684 (UK474. DE194)
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RENZMMETHZ 212X, 2 SOHHE TFHET 2 28D Tspecific 22T 22 H2Dd,
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BRAEICISE LA T8k L7885 (specific competency) | &, T I = =F—a VNPT
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IORENEEB LD 7Y, BEEFBSIENANORBRER OTIEHAR <, R
BEAEAMCEATDREAB LD REMA STV,
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BRI T, A EEHMEEE L VS 2MEALOMANES, T TR, F6
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tFECH
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TEGH
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eEIH
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R L2TNERLRNOT, MEEOX Yy VT2 8O LS IR A TW 20028
HEHZL TS,
®EL#H
BROFEDL, FCERRSLEEFERL TS, BERETIE, 47 (F—LU—
7, A=YTFT, SeeS, BEMREEN) oo vTr =6t AL HICL
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ThEL, T L —FEERZHESRTNEEEESZEA LRV EIRRO2V, @
BT, BEXRTT A0 LERERNRENEZHN T2 T LEr T a v ER
ML7=0, OEFT A MRCEMANMREZHT 7T A FE2ERETLL2ICLTND,
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I A LI LTS,
A HERP P
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T, WS ERE L AFEMEO—EOEELH L TV DH00EF =y 7 T5, EE
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P, EWVHIERRAEEZER TS LI LTV,
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FEAYEF 72 & O5E - BE S & o7 [Specific 22 b D) TH DD, EARNLRBE 2 Z1TT D
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1) ERDFE

S B 2 —REORBRMAE - ARIEF (AFF 18 1) © 17 EARAOFEIL, B K
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LTWAED, D 1740 X > REAFETERP o7, HKBETIE, BLAENE
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U— RFIZH LN DRHEBRRAZFNE L THL,
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RN 3P - BB O ARV AR

@ WMFHM-HEKRF 241 (EEE+L, G#)
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EEKH BB~ OEIGHE. BBROFvUTE
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YA a2 —RENOHFEOHMK - BANZE ZENTE R, TORBRIT. 6 2OF—T—F
(2 a=F—va e, MEBERRED, F—2U—7, v U7 - BRERR. A,
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AR, HEAE - ANEMANKEEOBENT v U 7TORRICKLEL LTWVDHEE
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— 3 VEESRRIBEMIREE S, F— L OF CHEERFTT 2. FEDE., HEER (X
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DE. BENTYVTOFTOBENIEEE L MEEL L) v U782 5 #, R
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BEXbv, REZEOEENF v U 7TIKIZIZ, [Specific Competency] F7-1% [Generic
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HiElkEhi=FyU7 /IR
5% (%A%, B, BAE. K4, R3D)
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L
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|
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% 10 E Graduate Competencies and Impact Indicators:
-Development and Interpretation-

Egbert de Weert
(University of Twente, the Netherlands)

1. Introduction

In discussions on output indicators in higher education usually a distinction is made
between the direct educational outputs, such as attainment levels and student achievement
in key subject areas, and indirect outcomes. Indirect outcomes mainly refer to the
economic and labour market outcomes but also include a wide variety of other outcomes
which are political, cultural and social in nature. These benefits accrue to both individuals

and society at large. Broad indirect or impact outcomes of higher education are:

e employment outcomes,
e application of the knowledge of higher education to the needs of external
constituencies and of society more generally; contribution to the creation of wealth,

e social benefits for the individual and society at large.

It is generally accepted that there exists a relationship between the direct outputs and the
indirect outcomes. Individuals benefit from increased levels of schooling by receiving
better paid jobs, and having better access to additional education and training than those
with lower educational qualifications. For the society at large higher education graduates
are beneficial in terms of economic growth, higher tax revenues for government, reduced
demands for public serves such as health care and unemployment services.

This chapter focuses on the economic outcomes of higher education and in particular
on labour market outputs. As part of the quality assurance system the success of graduates
on the labour market have become more and more important. What higher education
yields (the ‘products’) can be considered as an important component of the quality of the
system or as Van der Velden (2001) has put it: ‘the proof of the pudding is in the eating’.
As such labour market information can be used as an indicator of educational
achievements.

The purpose is to develop on the basis of existing theoretical and empirical research a
set of outcome indicators which can be considered as proxies for the achievements of

educational performance. It would be tempting to depart from a pragmatic approach,
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identifying areas where the technical and interpretative difficulties are smallest, and
where data are already easily available. Labour force participation, income,
unemployment records of graduates and the distribution of jobs among graduates are the
indicators most commonly applied. Rather, we start from a more general approach in
order to identify the kind of indicators that ideally would be needed to measure the impact
of higher education. Such an approach would explore certain areas not covered in the
indicators which are in use and which need further attention. A measure which
accommodates at least some of the most important factors could be of value if it
challenges the cruder indicators that are in use.

In the second part of the chapter some data sources that are available on the
employment record of graduates will be discussed. In particular data from the European
Graduate Survey will be considered in its usefulness for a set of impact indicators of
higher education. This so-called CHEERS proj ect! collects data on how students fare after
graduation in eleven European countries and Japan.

The focus is on the impact of the educational provision of higher education. The research

output and its measurement is a separate subject and will not be covered in this analysis.

2. Educational levels and external outcomes

In order to arrive at a set of outcome indicators a brief reference to some theoretical
notions is helpful. A common way of thinking is that there exists a direct link between
educational level and external outcomes. The more education an individual has—usually
measured in terms of years of schooling—the better qualified on the labour market and the
higher for example the earnings. There is a substantial body of empirical research that
supports the correlation between educational attainment and earnings. In these studies,
educational attainment is considered as a qualification that offers access to certain jobs
and careers in the labour market. The classic notion of this line of thought stems from
human capital theory developed in the early 1960s to explain the well-known relationship
between an individual’s year of schooling and the earnings achieved in the labour market.
Education develops skills (‘human capital’) that make graduates more productive in their
jobs and this is reflected in higher individual earnings (Becker 1964; Mincer, 1974).
Following the central argument of the human capital theory, much labour market research
since then has concentrated on just one variable, namely the financial success of the

graduates on the labour market as an indicator for the rate of return to the educational

1 CHEERS is the acronym for: Careers after Higher Education: a European Research Survey.
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investment. Dolton and Vignoles (1996), for example, use the gross hourly wages as an
indicator for the quality of higher education graduates.

The assumption of human capital theory is based on three primary propositions
(Rumberger, 1994):

e The primary role of formal schooling is to develop the human capital, or the
knowledge and skills, of future workers;

e The labour market efficiently allocates educated workers to firms and jobs where they
are required;

e The human capital of workers increases their productivity in the workplace which is

then rewarded with higher earnings.

Each of these assumptions finds support from research, but is challenged by others who
argue that formal years of schooling is not directly translated into enhanced productivity.
There is much research literature available, but it is not the place here to discuss this at
length. A few points will suffice as a reference for the further development of indicators.

One challenge is that human capital theory ignores important qualitative differences
in the types of knowledge and skills produced in higher education. Although human
capital theory acknowledges differences in general skills that can be applied to a wide
variety of jobs, there are important independent dimensions to human abilities and skills
that cover not only cognitive areas, but also physical and social areas (e.g. Gardner, 1983).
In line with this argument, critics have argued that the primary function of education is
not so much to develop human capital, but rather to screen individuals. According to the
screening theory, formal schooling serves primarily as a mechanism for identifying and
sorting individuals who already have the abilities and other traits that are required in the
workplace. Education serves as a screening device in order to allocate graduates to jobs
with different earnings.

Another challenge which attracts much attention is the mismatch between the
acquired skills and the educational level of graduates on the one hand and those skills that
are required in the workplace on the other. This mismatch can have adverse effects on
both productivity and earnings rather than the positive effects suggested by human capital
theory. Tsang et al (1991) found support for the proposition that workers’ education in
excess of what their jobs require, can have adverse effects on job satisfaction and other
correlates of worker productivity. Their findings also indicate that the negative impact of
surplus schooling on job satisfaction and turnover is more significant for workers with a
higher level of surplus education. Furthermore, levels of schooling beyond what jobs
require can be counterproductive as ‘surplus’ human capital is under-utilised and costly to

firms (see for example, Hartog & Oosterbeek, 1988).
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Under-utilisation or surplus schooling is also a dominant theme in the longitudinal
studies of the qualification structure of the Dutch labour market. According to these
studies surplus schooling on the Dutch labour market has increased considerably in the
last decade. The growth in the supply of graduates exceeds the growth in demand with the
effect that graduates are doing work that does not match their level of education
(Asselberghs, Huijgen & De Witte, 1998). Critics have argued that the approach adopted
in these longitudinal studies is unsuitable to arrive at such a conclusion. For example,
these studies insufficiently deal with the fact that the quality of work may have been
improved, or the content of the function may have changed due to the fact that someone
accepts a job which previously was occupied by someone with a lower educational level.?

It is not necessary to discuss ‘screening’ and ‘signalling’ theories further to argue
that it is neither possible to restrict impact indicators to a human capital perspective nor
that there is a single accepted measure of over-education. Human capital theory
emphasises the attributes of individuals, such as their knowledge and skills as the
determinant of productivity. However, the attributes of jobs such as their skill
requirements are equally important. Therefore, a more interactive model is needed,
whereby attributes both of individuals and their jobs determine the impact of higher
education. This means that the skills acquired through education and skills required in the
workplace should be linked in order to develop suitable indicators. In its ideal form
graduates enter jobs that correspond to their educational qualifications: ‘the right person
for the job’. This match, however, is far from ideal. Job matching theories® stress factors
such as uncertainty and imperfect information when explaining the school-to-work
transition process. Workers lack information about the jobs and the employers lack
information about the workers’ skills. Also the job or occupation held can have several
characteristics that are important in understanding the quality of the employment. As
Rumberger and Levin make clear, these qualitative aspects of employment may be very
important to understand the qualitative ‘fit’ between the needs of the organisation and the
job, and the amount and types of higher education and training that workers bring into
their jobs (Rumberger & Levin, 1989).

In order to get a more coherent grasp on the issue a useful starting-point is to
consider to what extent higher education performs the functions it aims to fulfil. With
regard to the transition of students to the labour market two functions can be distinguished,

namely qualification and allocation. Under qualification we understand the extent to

2 See for a discussion of different measurements of over-education, for example, Groot et al.

(1998); De Weert (1999).
3 See for an overview Lange (1998).

4 See also Van der Velden who takes a similar approach. He distinguishes other functions of
higher education as well, such as the selection function, through which students are assigned
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which students are well-equipped with the knowledge and skills that are required for a
successful transition to the labour market. How do employers assess the quality of the
graduates? Qualification can be conceived as a potential measurement of achievement.
Allocation means whether higher education prepares students adequately for employment
or for additional studies (for example postdoctoral education or training). This preparation
may include career and counselling services at the institution.

The extent to which higher education performs these two functions will determine the
success on the labour market and consequently the external outcomes. In the standard
literature the economic outcomes are predominant by looking at the benefits which
individuals can realise by taking higher education compared to those who did not and
started to work earlier (the so-called opportunity costs). These benefits accrue to both
individuals and society at large, such as income, increase of the productivity and
contribution to economic growth.

The two functions of higher education and the outcomes can be presented in figure 1.

Figure 1 Conceptual model for developing labour market indicators

N
e

Qualification

Labour External

market outcomes

Allocation

This figure shows the relationship among the major components. The connection between
educational attainment and earnings can be interpreted in several ways: as an effect of
qualification, self-selection or screening in the labour market and/or as an effect of
knowledge and skills acquired by graduates through education. Within each component
some specific attributes can be denoted as a basis for an indicator system to monitor the
outcomes from higher education.

Underlying this model is the qualitative ‘fit” between the needs of the labour market

and the amount and types and formal years of higher education and training. However,

to the various educational streams and levels. This function, however, belongs to the internal
effectiveness and is therefore not included in this analysis.
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this does not exclude that also through less formal schooling such as various forms of
lifelong learning and work-based learning have their impact on productivity. For example,
international data suggest that differences in skills acquisition through formal schooling
are due to the fact that in some countries those with low education find ways to acquire
literacy skills that are not available, or so easily found in others. It also suggest that
countries whose overall scores are low might best invest in strengthening adult education,
rather than expanding the intake capacity of tertiary education. OECD figures indicate
that there are marked differences among the countries in the extent to which adults with
low education may nonetheless obtain high levels of literacy skill. The fact that there are
a large number of persons who are able to reach high levels of literacy without high levels
of education clearly suggests that while education is the most common route to skills, it is
quite possible to acquire skills via other means. This finding provides a counterweight to
the argument that the value of higher education is always simply proportional to the time
spent studying. Countries differ in the provisions of lifelong learning as equivalencies of
forms of higher education especially in the professional areas. In international
comparisons, the measurement of the impact of higher education systems in different

countries should reflect this diversity of provision.

3. Towards a set of impact indicators

On the basis of the previous discussion it is possible to develop a set of indicators that

enable us to assess and compare the impact of higher education systems. As a point of

departure such a set should meet the following (minimal) requirements:

Standardised and comparable information about the aspects should be available.

o

The validity and reliability of the indicators should be assured.

Given the complexity a set of several indicators should be developed in order to
increase its robustness.
e The basic information of the indicators should be collected in a relatively simple way

on the basis of data sources and labour market research which are low-cost.
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Figure 3.2 Framework of impact indicators

Qualification

e assessment on qualifications acquired (achievement)
® assessment on shortcomings

Allocation

e match between education and job in terms of level (degree) and field of study
e proportion of graduates searching for another job

» skill utilisation

External outcomes

s job search period

e proportion of graduates entering employment

e unemployment rates

® earnings

o level of job

o satisfaction with the study

These indicators attempt to measure aspects of the supply of educational outputs and the
demand from the labour market as well as the interaction between the two. Most of the
indicators are based on a combination of subjective judgements by graduates themselves
(through alumni surveys), by other stakeholders like employers, and more objective
measurements like position obtained or pecuniary benefits as available from several data
sources.

In the framework the indicator ‘satisfaction with the study’ is included. As said
before the benefits accruing to individuals are not solely defined in economic terms.
There are also immaterial benefits such as personal development or the benefits for
general societal and cultural participation. Apart from opportunity costs, questions can be
asked whether graduates are satisfied with their education and whether they in retrospect
would take the same course again or would take another course (higher or lower
educational qualifications). Answers on these questions provide information regarding the
individual benefits of higher education.

The indicators as presented here are on a general conceptual level. Each of these
indicators can be interpreted in terms of its relevance for understanding how well the
education system is responding to the needs of the labour market. Theoretically, some
correlation between them can be supposed and a high score on one indicator may predict a
high score on another, although national circumstances may reduce the explanatory power

of a particular indicator. In the next empirical sections we discuss what data sources are
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available and how these data may lead to more operational measures to interpret the

indicators.

4. (Inter) national data sources

There are several existing data sources on the employment record of graduates. The
official (national/ OECD) statistics report high rates of graduate employment and very
little incidence of unemployment. These sets of rates are compared against the overall
rates (all educational levels) for particular countries and the overall OECD mean.

Apart from these unemployment rates, national surveys are regularly held in several
countries and used as indicators of the success of the graduates on the labour market.
Although these data are useful in a national context, it is hard to use them for comparative

purposes across countries. The main obstacles for such an analysis is:

e the large diversity across European countries in the required lengths of study for
different diplomas and
o differences in employer acknowledgement of each diploma and in the behaviour of

graduates in relationship to the labour market.

The existing variety of higher education systems cannot be grasped in the dichotomy short
and long courses as a crude indicator of achievement and skills. Presumably the bachelor-
master structure may provide a sufficient basis for international comparisons in the near
future, but it is too early to use this distinction. Given the labour market of each diploma
in each country, the level of study at which graduates decide to stop studying varies
between countries and even within countries. Moreover, different definitions of
unemployment are prevailing which do not facilitate international comparisons. For a
searching analysis about labour market outcomes, surveys across national borders will

have additional value.

5. The CHEERS project

A study which goes well beyond the topics usually covered by national surveys is “Higher
Education and Graduate Employment in Europe” (CHEERS), funded by the European
Commission as part of its programme of Targeted Socio-Economic Research (TSER). It is
the first large—scale European study of graduate employment to be undertaken using a

common cross-national research approach. The survey was carried out in 11 European
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countries (Austria, Czech Republic, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands,
Norway, Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom) and Japan. The project made it possible to put
together, using a common questionnaire, a database on graduate employment of 36,600
graduates from the 1995 graduating cohort. Persons were surveyed in 1999, three to four
years after graduation. This timing enables to identify the early career stages as well as
the first regular employment of graduates after a protracted transition period.

The samples were selected to be representative of the various national higher
education populations of students enrolled on ‘first degree’ or equivalent programmes,
that is from the three-year to six-year programmes in higher education. It excluded two-
year programmes at higher education institutions, tertiary education programmes not
considered to be part of ‘higher education’ as well as graduates from advanced
programmes requiring more than 6 years for study and those awarded a Ph.D. However,
the study might as well include persons who were awarded those advanced and doctoral
degrees during the first four years after graduation which formed the basis for inclusion in
the survey. The CHEERS data, however, do not fully reflect the diversity of provisions of
lifelong learning as equivalencies of forms of higher education especially in the
professional areas.

The extensive questionnaire comprises several sections on, among others, educational
background before entry to higher education, higher education courses, job search and
employment history, current work, skills and their use, further and continuing education,
and socio-biographic data. Here we will focus on those aspects of the CHEERS data that
are useful for the development and interpretation of outcome indicators”.

The data (figures and tables) will be on an aggregate level, that is the total figures of
the graduates on the country-level. The following abbreviations will be used in the tables
and figures: NL (Netherlands), DE (Germany), UK (United Kingdom) and EU (this covers

all European countries in the survey) and JP (Japan).

5.1 External outcomes

Job search and transition to employment

Traditionally, analysis of the relationship between higher education and work did not put
much emphasis on the period and the transition processes from study to employment. It
was taken for granted that the labour market works more or less rational in allocating the
labour force as closely as possible according to the job requirements. In the last two
decade, however, it became clear that the transition itself became more complex and
problematic as it became more difficult for young people to integrate in the labour market,

as is reflected by increasing unemployment duration, job shifts and job mismatches.

5 For some basic reports on the CHEERS project see Teichler et al (2000); Brennan et al (2001);
Allen & De Vries (2001); Yoshimoto (2002).
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Although graduating from higher education does not automatically imply a transition to
work, the vast majority of graduates follows the regular pattern of entering the labour
market after graduation. About three-quarters of all graduates have looked for work since
graduation (table 3.1). This percentage varies quite considerably between countries, from
88% in the UK to 70% in Germany to less than 60% in other European countries. The

Netherlands is just below the overall European mean.

Table 1 Job search since graduation (percentages)
NL DE JP UK EU

Yes 73 70 80 88 74
No, self-employed 2 1 0 0 2
No, job before 5 3 1 4 8
graduation

No, further study 6 7 12 3 8
No, job without search 13 16 4 3 11
No, other 2 3 2 1 3
N 3065 3334 3411 3433 32844

In discussions concerning the transition from school to work, a central role is assigned to
the length of time it takes to obtain the first regular employment in an acceptable job. The
speed with which graduates obtain their first employment provides a first indication of the
relative smoothness of the transition from higher education to work and failure to find
work quickly is most likely to give rise to high material and psychological costs for the
graduates. However, there are different ways in which search duration could be measured.
First of all, it needs to be decided what kinds of jobs are to be included under the
definition of the first job. The figures presented here refer to any job not considered by
the respondent to be a casual job or even regular employment in a job considered by the
graduates themselves just as an opportunity to earn money for funding the period of
search. Secondly, the search duration may depend on what point in time one considers to
be the starting point of the search period. It appears that there are large differences
between the countries in the percentage of graduates who already start looking for work
prior to graduation.

It appears that the job search period was a little shorter for Dutch graduates (4.7
months compared with 5.8 months for the European average). Only the UK with 4.4
months is shorter. The graduates who obtain work without actually searching are counted
as having a zero search duration. Table 2 shows the job search duration for the first job

not considered to be a casual job.
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Table 2 Search duration for first job (percent)

Months EU DE JP UK NL
0 33 48 86 32 39
1-3 35 26 5 41 38
4-6 15 14 5 14 12
6> 17 12 5 13 11
N 24484 2509 2620 1993 2172

The percentages concern the search duration between graduation and obtaining the first
job and not the total search duration. Since the search time partly occurs while still in
education, the total search duration will be considerably higher. The table suggests that
graduates in the Netherlands less often than graduates from other countries have a job at
the moment of graduation. But graduates do find more often than the EU mean a job one
to three months after graduation.

Although there are subject differences between the countries, there are some fairly
systematic differences between fields of study, which apply across most of the countries.
Relatively many graduates in the fields of humanities and social sciences appear to take a
long time to obtain their first job in most of the countries. A long search duration is
relatively rare for graduates in the fields of engineering, health, natural sciences and
business studies, although there are some exceptions. University graduates in the
Netherlands take more search than graduates from HBO: 28% has searched more than four
months against 19% of their HBO counterparts.

In addition to these figures, it is interesting to see how active graduates are in the
search period, in the sense of the number of employers actually contacted by the graduates
until the first job is obtained. It appears, for example, that graduates with a zero search
duration after graduation actually contacted more employers than graduates with a search
duration of 1 to 3 months. This suggests that those who search intensively prior to
graduation often already have a job at the moment of graduation. In this respect in the UK
the number of employers contacted before the first job is obtained is three times higher

than in the Netherlands. Germany and Sweden are in between.

Graduates entering employment
The analysis of the early career on a month-by-month basis was undertaken for the first
three and a half years. This cut-off point was chosen because from that moment on the
number of respondents from which information is available drops substantially.

For all respondents, about 20 percent were already employed in the first month after
graduation. This proportion rises to more than 50 percent six months after graduation. The
employment quota of all respondents was below 60 percent one year after graduation,

slightly less than 70 percent two years after graduation and eventually about 80 percent
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three and a half years after graduation. Those not in the labour force comprise about 15

percent about half a year after graduation and gradually level off to about 10 percent.
Table 3 provides information on the destination of the graduates after three and a half

years of graduation. The destination has been determined by asking graduates what their

current major activity is.

Table 3 Current major activity by country (percentages)

EU JP NL DE UK
Employed 77 87 88 79 83
Self-employed 6 2 5 82 4
Not employed, seeking 3 4 2 2 3
employment
Further study/training 7 5 1 5 7
Family care 3 2 2 3 2
Other 3 1 3 2 1
Total 32740 3411 3063 3458 3382

This table shows that the vast majority of Dutch graduates indicate that they are employed
(87 percent) and a further 8 percent self-employed three years after graduation, so
altogether over 92 percent. This is the highest figure compared to the other countries and
10 percent more than the overall mean of all countries in the survey.

Educational activities also vary by country. It is a remarkable finding that a relatively
small part of the Dutch graduates indicate that their major activity is in professional
training or advanced academic study, namely 1.4 percent. In Sweden and the UK a much
higher percentage of graduates (8.1 and 7.1 percent respectively) appear to have further
study as their major activity. It is likely that many Dutch graduates combine advanced
study or training with a paid job. The research assistantship (aio) combines doctoral
education with a paid job. The differences between the position of Dutch graduates from
universities and from HBO are very small. HBO graduates are a little more self-employed

(5.6% against 3.7% for university graduates) and take further study (1.9% against 0.6%).

-122 -



Unemployment rates
Figure 2 Unemployment rates

Figure 2 shows the unemployment rates by country. Although some countries in the
survey show a relative higher unemployment rate, the countries presented here have an
unemployment rate under the European mean of 3.9 percenté. The Netherlands is among
the lowest with 1.7 percent. This percentage reflects the increased demand for high
qualified labour since the end of the 1990s resulting in a very low level of graduate
unemployment. The chances of HBO graduates to become unemployed are a little smaller

than for university graduates, namely 1.5% against 1.9% for university graduates.

Earnings

Another important labour market outcome is the income that can be generated. Figure 3.3
shows the annual gross income of graduates measured in thousands, fulltime employed in
Euros. The data do not take into consideration taxes, social security costs, price level and
pﬁrchasing power. Among most Western European countries, the German graduates were
the high earners with 38,000 Euro whereas the Dutch graduates earned 28,3000 Euro on

average.

6 It should be noted that the CHEERS data underscores the graduate unemployment as

indicated by the national statistics due to the definition of unemployment.
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Figure 3 Annual gross income (in thousands of Euros)
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Level of job

In the previous framework the level of job is considered as an indicator of external
outcome. As such this is not an aspect included in the CHEERS survey, although there is
some connection with the appropriateness of the level of education for employment and

work (see below).

5.2 Qualification

As indicated before, qualification is used as a potential measurement of achievement: are
students well equipped with the knowledge and skills which are required for a successful
transition tot the labour market? How do employers assess the quality of the graduates?

In the CHEERS survey graduates were asked to rate a list of 36 competences
according to the extent to which they possessed them on graduation, and the extent to
which they were required in their current work. This list includes a broad area of
competences varying from general and field specific knowledge to organisational and
personal skills.

Competences that are most often mentioned by graduates in the different countries
are: learning abilities, working independently, loyalty and integrity, adaptability, power
of concentration, and written communication skills. The knowledge-specific competences
are to a lesser degree mentioned by the graduates. This appears to be rather common
among in the self-ratings of the graduates in all European countries.

There are interesting differences between the countries. The following table lists the
8 competences graduates believed they possessed at the time of graduation. German
graduates hardly score competences higher than the standard mean and therefore do not

occur in this table.
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Table 4 ‘Top’ competences possessed at the time of graduation’

Europe

JP

UK

NL

1 Learning abilities

Loyalty, integrity

Learning abilities

Learning abilities

2 Power of Power of Working Working
concentration concentration independently independently
3 Working Adaptability Written Loyalty, integrity
independently communication
skills
4 Written Getting personally Working in a Adaptability
communication involved team
skills
5 Loyalty, integrity  Learning abilities =~ Working under Power of
pressure concentration
6 Field-specific Field-specific Accuracy, Working in a
knowledge theoretical attention to detail team
knowledge
7 Getting personally  Fitness for work Power of Getting
involved concentration personally
involved
8 Critical thinking Initiative Oral Field-specific
communication theoretical
skills knowledge

Whether the large differences in these self-rating reflect greater competences or greater

egos is impossible to judge from these data alone. There are only two area where Dutch

graduates rated their competences substantially lower than their European counterparts (a

10% difference in those rating them highly). These were ‘cross-disciplinary

thinking/knowledge’ and ‘documenting ideas and information’.

Turning to the competences which graduates perceived they needed in their current

work, rather different lists emerge. In general, the seven most highly rated required

competences mentioned by European graduates are:

Table 5: Top 7 competencies required

in current employment

Europe

Japan

1 Problem solving ability

1 Problem solving ability

2 Working independently 2 Fitness for work

3 Oral communication skills 3/4/5 Oral communication skills;

4 Working under pressure Accuracy, attention to detail

5 Taking responsibility and decisions | Adaptability

6 Working in a team 6/7 Working in a team;

7 Assertiveness, decisiveness, persistence Working under pressure

7 Graduates were asked to indicate on a five points scale to indicate whether they possess
respectively require competences (scale of answers from 1 = to a very high extent’ to 5= ‘not at
all’) For this table and further analyses the responses 1 and 2 have been taken together as

indicator of the importance of a competency.

-125-




There were four competences which the Dutch graduates perceived to be required in their
current work to a greater extent than their European counterparts (a 10% difference in
those rating them highly): ‘accuracy, attention to detail’, ‘time management’, ‘critical
thinking’, and ‘initiative’. Lower levels of competency requirement were ‘economic
reasoning’, ‘fitness for work’, and ‘manual skill’. It is interesting to note that the top-
rated required competence in the Netherlands and Continental Europe ‘problem solving’,
does not even figure in the UK top ten list of required competences.

Comparing the self-ratings of possessed and required competences, a picture of the
discrepancies between supplied and demanded competences emerges. In the ideal
situation there is a match between these competences on either side of the spectrum.
There is a gap when a graduate faces higher competence requirements than possessed, and
a surplus when an existing competence of a graduate is not required in current

employment. Table 3.5 lists the largest competency gaps for the countries.

Table 6: The 7 top competency gaps (in order of highest gap)

EU JP NL DE UK

1 Negotiating Economic Planning, co- Economic Assertiveness,
reasoning ordinating, reasoning decisiveness,

organising persistence

2 Planning, co- Negotiating Negotiating Negotiating Negotiating

ordinating,

organising

3 Taking Planning, co- Time Planning, co- Taking

responsibilities ordinating and  management ordinating, responsibilities
organising organising

4 Time Accuracy, Initiative Taking Planning, co-

management attention to responsibilities ordinating,
detail , decision organising

5 Computer Problem- Working under Time Time

skills solving ability  pressure management management

6 Assertiveness, Computer Assertiveness,  Leadership Applying rules

decisiveness, skills decisiveness, and regulations

persistence persistence

7 Leadership Time Documenting Computer Computer skills
management ideas and skills

information

Although there are several overlaps between Dutch graduates and graduates from the
other countries as far as their competency gaps are concerned, there are some differences.
There are three competences which are part of the Dutch list but do not appear on the list
in other countries: initiative, working under pressure, and documenting ideas and
information. But the proportion of Dutch graduates who felt that these abilities did not
reach the required level was not large, namely less than 5 percent higher than the
European average. Quite different is the situation in the UK and Germany. The proportion

of German graduates who felt that their ‘economic reasoning’ did not reach the required
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level was more than 10 percent higher than the European average. The same can be said of
UK graduates as far as their ‘assertiveness, decisiveness and persistence’ are concerned.

Apart from this list of top seven competency gaps, there were no Dutch gaps that
exceeded that of the European gap. It is noteworthy that the gaps in “’field-specific
knowledge’, ‘computer skills’, ‘critical thinking” and *’taking responsibilities, decision’
were smaller in the Dutch graduate labour market by 8 percent.

Regarding the competency surpluses, that is the proportion of cases when a graduate
competency was not utilised in employment, it appears that the number of competences
was far smaller than the proportion of competency gaps. Even ‘foreign language

proficiency’ showed a surplus only in about one-third of the cases.

Table 7: The competency surpluses compared between Europe and Japan

Europe Japan

1 Foreign language proficiency 1 Foreign language proficiency

2 Field specific theoretical knowledge 2 Field specific theoretical knowledge
3/ 4 Broad general knowledge 3 Manual skills

Learning abilities 4/5 Cross-disciplinary thinking

Field specific empirical knowledge
5 Manual skills

6 Field specific empirical knowledge 6 Getting personally involved

7 Critical thinking 7 Critical thinking

There are some competences which were reported to be possessed to a greater extent than
required more frequently in the Netherlands than in any other European country. These
are: ‘learning abilities’, ‘fitness for work’, and ‘manual skill’.

In the preceding tables the major competency gaps and surpluses are less related to
more cognitive aspects of higher learning. In the survey a distinction was made between

four categories:

e Broad general knowledge
e Cross-disciplinary thinking/ knowledge
o Field-specific theoretical knowledge

e Field-specific knowledge of methods

Regarding these four categories the most noticeable differences concern cross-specific
and field-specific theoretical knowledge. In a way they mirror each other: a more positive
score on the one will likely result in a negative score on the other. All countries show a
competency gap on cross-disciplinary knowledge, whereby German and Dutch graduates
indicate the highest gaps and are above the overall European score. On the other hand, the
field-specific theoretical knowledge shows for all countries a surplus. This was reported

to be possessed to a greater extent than required more frequently in Germany and Sweden.
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5.3 Allocation
We have defined the allocation function of higher education as the extent to which higher
education prepares students adequately for employment or for additional studies. This

concerns the following indicators:

e match between education and job,
o skill utilisation,

e proportion of graduates searching for another job.

Match between education and job

In various respects, the CHEERS survey addressed the question to what extent the
graduates consider their education as matching their employment and work. Some
questions addressed primarily the link between educational attainment and occupational
status, others the relationship between knowledge and utilisation, and others the extent to
which employment and work meet the expectations and is viewed as satisfying. One
general question is whether graduates considered their study useful for present work tasks.
The appropriateness of field of study and area of work is more precisely operationalised

in terms of its exclusiveness as shown in figure 4.

Figure 4 Usefulness of field of study as preparation for current employment

Field of study is the only
possible / by far the best
field

F1 Some other fields could
prepare for the area of
work as well

I Ancther field would have
been more useful

‘B Field of study does not
matter very much

B Higher education studies
are not at all related to
my work area

Others

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

It appears from this figure that only a minority of graduates believe that their field of
study is the only one or by far the best for their work. Actually, 39 percent in Europe
stated this—as many as those believing that some other field of study could prepare for
the work equally well. The views differ considerably according to country. Dutch

graduates consider their field of study to a much lesser degree as the only possible or by
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far the best field for their work (28% against 40% in Germany, 37% in the UK and 46% in
Sweden). The option that some other fields could prepare for the area of work as well, on
the other hand, scores in the Netherlands substantially higher than anywhere else. Taken
these first two categories together, the Netherlands is with 80% the highest score. The UK
remains behind in this respect.

This finding is an indication that there is in the Netherlands a less direct match
between field of study and job than elsewhere. It is probably better to state that Dutch
higher courses are less exclusive in their relationship to the labour market than in most
other countries. Few Dutch graduates thought that field of study did not matter or that
higher education studies are not at all related to their work area. UK graduates were more
likely to think so.

Figure 5 shows that more than two-thirds of the graduates consider their level of
education appropriate for their employment and work. Swedish and Dutch graduates are
most likely to be in appropriate work (78% and 73% respectively) whereas British

graduates are in less appropriate positions.

Figure 5 Appropriateness of level of education for employment and work
(percentages)
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Overall in Europe 12% indicate that their employment requires a higher level of study,
with the UK having the highest proportion (16%). Also 12% believe that a lower level of
higher education could be more appropriate. If the two categories ‘a lower level of higher
education ’and ‘no higher education at all’ are taken together 19% of the European
graduates say this. This can be considered as an indication of over-education. For Swedish

graduates this is 9% and for Dutch graduates 16%. Among the British and German
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graduates 25% and 22% respectively consider higher education as superfluous for their

level of employment.

Skill utilisation

Graduates were also asked about the utilisation of the knowledge and skills acquired in
their higher education course in their current work. The question being asked was: ‘If you
take into consideration your current work tasks altogether: to what extent do you use the
knowledge and skills acquired in the course of study?’ The scale answers extends from 1,
‘to a very high extent’, to 5, ‘not at all’. Figure 3.6 presents the percentages of all those in

employment rating usefulness ‘to a high or very high extent’.

EU NL DE JP UK

Figure 6 Use of degree knowledge and skills in current job

Dutch graduates were slightly less likely to reply positively than the overall mean in
Europe, but slightly higher than the graduates in the UK and notably higher than in
Germany.

These figures relate to all graduates from all fields of study. It might be expected that
the variation between fields of study is larger than the national variation on an aggregate
level. Although data on fields of study are not presented here, it is interesting to note that
the differences according to country are —although slightly—more striking than
according to field of study. Presumably national systems of higher education and the

characteristics of national labour markets play a role.

Proportion of graduates searching for another job
The proportion of graduates searching for another job was not an item in the CHEERS

survey.

Higher Education in retrospect
At the start of a higher education course, students have certain expectations regarding the
job they can get after graduation. In the extent to which the current work situation of

graduates meets these expectations was measured on a five point scale from ‘much better
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than expected’ to “‘much worse than expected’. It appears that Dutch graduates had at the
start of the course the highest expectations about their future job. Furthermore, 42 % of
the Dutch graduates rate their current work as better than expected (against Sweden and
Germany around 40 % and the UK 37 %). Regarding the option ‘equal to expected’, Dutch
and British graduates show the highest rates (49 %). In other words, a relatively small part
of the Dutch graduates (10 %) consider the current work situation to be worse than
expected. It is actually the smallest part compared to the overall European figure (22 %)
as well as compared to their European counterparts in the UK, Sweden and Germany.

The extent to which the work situation matches initial expectations is an indicator of
the utility of the higher education study. If utility is measured by ‘finding a satisfying job
after finishing your studies’, Dutch higher education is rated by these graduates above the
European average. Sweden came out best in this respect. If utility is measured in terms of
‘your long-term career prospects’, Dutch graduates rated this around the average. The UK
and Sweden did much better. Finally, utility measured by ‘developing the personality’,
Dutch higher education appears strong: Dutch graduates are 10% more likely than
European graduates on average to rate this aspect highly, along with British graduates.
Figure7 shows the utility of studies for the countries (% of graduates to the two response

categories towards ‘to a high extent’ on a five-point scale).

Figure 7 Utility of study viewed retrospectively (% of graduates to the two

‘@Findinga
| satisfyingjob
; aﬁé; graduation

‘@ Your long-term
| career prospects

i

'CDewelopment of

- EUNLDE JP UK . ycur persgna ‘y

Finally, graduates in the survey were asked whether —in retrospect-——they would choose
the same course of study and the same institution. This measures indirectly the extent to

which they are satisfied with the course and their institution. Figure 8 shows the results.

-131-



Figure 8: retrospective study decisions of graduates

same higher no study
course degree

Graduates were also asked how likely it is, given they were free to choose the same
degree course again, that they would choose a higher degree level of higher education.
Taken the responses ‘very likely’ and ‘likely’ together, German and Dutch graduates rate
this relatively low (17% and 25 % respectively compared to the European mean of 35%).
The British graduates (43%) give a much higher rate. Particularly the British graduates
would prefer a degree beyond their first degree. In other words, most German and Dutch
graduates see the first degree more as an ‘end’ qualification than the British graduates.

25% of Japanese graduates would chose a lower level against 7% the EU mean.

6. Concluding remarks

This paper proposed a framework for indicators as a means to measure the achievements
of higher education. The central focus is on the qualification and allocation function of
the higher education system, which evidently fulfils other functions besides preparation of
an adequately trained workforce. As pointed out, any indicator system to monitor the
operation of the system has inherent limitations because a causal linkage between the
indicators and the economic outcomes cannot be supposed. It is clear that there is as yet
no one key outcome indicator in particular.

It is argued that a multiple set of indicators is more appropriate to get hold on the
complex interaction of supply and demand. Such a multiple set combines both objective
indicators, such as earnings and unemployment rates, and more subjective indicators, such
as the extent to which knowledge acquired during the course of study is eventually
utilised on the job. Although a ‘weighting’ of these indicators is too premature, some
coherence in these indicators can be assumed. A higher score on income, for example, is

likely to correlate with a match between education and job in terms of degree level and
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field of study. In that case, fewer discrepancies between the ratings on qualifications
possessed (achievements) and competences required in the workforce can be predicted.
Empirically, the CHEERS survey carried out three to four years after graduation has
clear advantages compared with national surveys conducted in many countries. Surveys
within a year after graduation are too early for comprehensive outcomes assessment
purposes. The CHEERS survey encapsulates both the first destination and later career
aspects of the graduates. The empirical findings, collected across national borders,
provide a picture of the respective national higher education systems. Most of the
indicators as occurring in the framework have been covered by the CHEERS data, with
the exception of the proportion of graduates searching for another job. The
operationalisations used are meaningful, although further refinements could be possible.
To conclude, the indicators have been applied on an aggregate, national level,
without taking into account variances in the demand for graduates in specific subject areas
or the economic conditions of nations, regions or economic sectors. In order to catch these
contextual conditions and to get a more robust composite picture, a regular monitoring of
the changes of graduate employment and the impacts of study on subsequent career and
work tasks is needed. The value of CHEERS would substantially grow if the core themes
were surveyed on a regular basis. For the further elaboration of impact indicators
decisions must be made which outcomes are more important than others. The essential
indicators must be developed, not the desirable, easily quantifiable, readily available ones.
Furthermore, the framework as explored here, should be developed further to trace labour

market outcomes back to the learning environment.
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Features and challenges of higher professional education in the Netherlands

Egbert de Weert

(University of Twente, the Netherlands)

1 INTRODUCTION

It is a pleasure for me speak about the Dutch HBOs. This is the more so, since I am convinced of
the important role of HBO in Dutch society and, as I shall emphasise here, this role will become
increasingly important in the coming years. I say this as a university researcher who feels
sympathetic towards the HBO. My research field is on labour market issues and I participate in an

international network of researchers. In this network prof. Yoshimoto is a prominent member.

It is not by accent that the Dutch HBO is discussed in comparison with the Junior Colleges in
Japan since both types of institutions have several elements in common. Both types aim at
conducting in-depth teaching and research in specialised subjects and at developing abilities in the
students which are required in vocational and/or practical fields. The names of the institutions in
the national language are very different:

Junior Colleges: tanki daigaku

HBO: Hogescholen voor Beroepsonderwijs.

The Dutch name can be translated as: colleges for professional education.

In the international context the HBOs have adopted the name 'universities for professional

education’. But formally in the Netherlands they have no university status and they cannot

promote themselves as such.

In this presentation I a shall outline some major features of HBOs and the place of HBO in the
Dutch higher education system. In the second section I shall sketch the most important trends in
HBO and innovative developments which currently are taking place. But allow me first to make a

few remarks on the comparability of the Japanese and Dutch Higher Education System.
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2 JAPAN — NETHERLANDS COMPARISON

Both the Junior Colleges and the HBOs were accepted in the mid 1960s as permanent institutions
belonging to the higher education system, although both types have a longer history. But their
position in the respective system is very different. In order to understand their position it is
important to note major differences between the higher education system in both countries. Ina
chapter prepared for a book which soon will be published comparing Japan and the Netherlands
with regard to the transition of higher education graduates to the labour market, we (dr. Nogata,
dr. Yoshimoto and myself) came across important differences. It appears that Japan and the
Netherlands are opposites. In some key words:

Japan: large, private education; diversified; hierarchical.

Netherlands: small, public, egalitarian, binary.

Size of the system: this is incomparable as in Japan there are 649 four-year universities and about
572 Junior colleges. In the Netherlands there are 13 universities and at present 47 HBO
institutions.

Private/ public: In Japan higher education consists of a small public sector controlled by central
and local governments, and an enormous market-driven private sector. 87% of the Junior
Colleges is private containing around 91% of the student population in this sector. In the
Netherlands private higher education hardly exists. All universities and HBOs are publicly funded
(N.B. in HBO this concerns the initial or bachelor degree, the master degree is privately funded,
except for a few cases). Only recently some private organisations are becoming active in this field
but on a very limited scale.

Hierarchical and diversified versus egalitarian: Japan has a very diversified and hierarchical
structure: prestigious national universities, middle-class universities, and junior colleges/ colleges
of technology and science. Overall, the system is quite selective. The Dutch system is strongly
egalitarian. There is a basic distinction between universities and HBOs, but within each sector of
the binary line the differences in terms of status or quality are non-existent and generally

universities can be compared on equal terms.
So compared to Japan, the Netherlands has a rather simple system. But on the systems level there

are many issues that are on the policy agenda and I shall come back to this later. First 1 shall give

some basic features of HBOs.
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3 FEATURES OoF HBOS

Although institutions which we now call HBO, existed for a long time back to the beginning of
the 20" Century, it was not until 1968 when HBO was introduced as a separate type of education.
Legally HBO remained in the area of secondary and vocational education. This situation involved
a very detailed regulation of institutional affairs, severely restricting the further development of
the HBOs. It was not until 1987 when a special law on HBO was implemented. This law in its
turn has been incorporated in the Higher Education Law (1993) which applies to universities and
HBOs. With this law HBOs are legally recognised as constituting part of the higher education
system.
The development of the HBO was seen as attractive because
- in the process of massification of higher education, universities were not able to absorb large
quantities of students, which from the government perspective was too expensive;
- there was an increasing need for institutions which, contrary to universities, are more
vocationally oriented and prepare students for high qualified positions in the workforce. HBOs
would be more responsive to employer’s needs than universities who are less practically oriented;
- The HBO could be attractive for a varied student group who would otherwise not have

entered higher education: students with various entrance levels, part-time students, students of

different age groups.

Since its existence the relationship between HBOs and universities have been subject to much
debate emphasising the similarities and the distinctions. For example, universities are more theory
and research oriented, HBOs more vocational and applied. The orientation towards the respective
professional sectors constitute the core of the identity of HBOs. Traditionally the links between
HBO and the employment sector have been quite strong. Employers’ organisations and branches

of trade have been involved in education policies and advice on general curriculum matters.

Whatever the exact differences, let me just say that the relationship between universities and HBO
is not a static one with clear demarcations between them. The distinctions are becoming more and
more blurred. Moreover, the last few years show a growing collaboration between the two

systems and some universities and HBOs have established close institutional arrangements.

For the development of HBOs in the Netherlands, it is important to know that HBO institutions
were originally rather small institutions each focusing on a very specific employment segment (for
example, nursing schools, technical schools, schools for social work etc.). In order to strengthen

the HBO sector, the government advocated a major structuring of the HBOs involving a
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considerable increase of institutional size through merging institutions. The idea was to establish a
limited number of multidisciplinary, medium sized institutions. This process started in the mid
1980s and the outcome is that the original 350 institutions merged into large to very large
institutions. At present there are 47 HBO institutions, some of which are very large (larger than
universities).
It is notable that merging took place between institutions which could be very different: technical
school merging with nursing, with arts etc. This was seen as an attractive aspect of mergers.
Departments which are very divergent in nature could benefit from each other in many respects.
Multi-purpose institutions provide opportunities for students to take a minor in a field which can
be far away from their major study. This is becoming an actual strategy nowadays whereby
students are enabled to broaden their study programmes, as a contrast to narrow specialisation (I

come back to this later).

Another fact is that Dutch HBO, because of their size, cover a very broad range of studies. This is
a particular feature compared to other non-university institutions in most other European countries
(like Fachhochschulen in Germany which are more specialised in particular areas, or institutions
in France). This broad range explains the large enrolments in HBOs compared to universities as

the following figure shows.

Figure 1: Enrolment in Universities and HBOs 1992-2003
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This figure concerns all students in higher education (about 65 % in HBO and 35% in
universities). In 2003 there are about 324.000 students in HBO and 22 percent of them is
studying part-time. Furthermore, 48% are men and 52% are women, an interesting fact compared
to the student population of the Junior Colleges. This may also be explained by the enrolment in

the different disciplinary areas as figure 2 shows.

Figure 2: Enrolment at Junior colleges and HBO by discipline (%).
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Total figures: Junior Colleges 327680; HBOs: 323600

The HBOs show a larger enrolment in economics and in engineering. The variety of subject fields
in each of these areas is in HBOs quite large. Economics, for example, distinguish different fields

(in the sphere of commercial economics, finance, management and law).

The general course length in HBOs has undergone some changes. Originally there was quite some
variation in duration between 2 and 4 years. Gradually these have been raised to a standard
four-year. Some short-cycle programmes which are two or three years (the so-called ‘associate
degree’) still exist, but these will no longer be recognised as a formal degree, but will be
embedded as part of the four-year course from 2007 on. The general idea behind this
standardisation of course length is related to the general qualification structure of HBOs. A

four-year HBO course is in principle considered as a terminal qualification which is comparable to
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a Bachelor degree (in the Bachelor-Master system which is currently being implemented in many
European countries). HBO graduates have the opportunity to take additional courses in
universities, but this is not a standard way. But increasingly HBO provide in the context of the
bachelor-master system postgraduate courses (such as the ‘professional master’) and other
advanced courses.

The standard four-year course is contrary to short-cycle courses in other countries such as in
Japan, US, France and lately also in the UK where the so-called ‘foundation degrees’ have been
established. It is generally adopted that these courses are not only terminal qualifications for the

labour market, but provide also an opportunity for later progression to a full degree.

Admission to universities and junior college is granted to those who are graduated from upper
secondary schools. Actually, there are in principle three levels of secondary education which
qualifies for a HBO course: two levels in general secondary education and the middle-level of
vocational education. It is interesting to add that 58% of entrants in HBO are also qualified and
actually have the possibility to enter university. In other words, many prefer a HBO course above

university, indicating that HBO is a very attractive option.

Several other features of HBO cannot be touched upon here. I shall discuss the topics of quality
assurance and labour market issues more in detail at other meetings during my stay in Japan
(written material available).

Generally speaking, the quality assurance system combines self-evaluation by the institution and
an evaluation by independent, external experts. This system is being improved with the
introduction of a system of accreditation for degree programmes. Programmes that receive a
positive assessment are awarded a sign of quality by the independent accreditation organisation.
Regarding the labour market, employers attach much value to the knowledge and skills HBO
graduates have acquired. Graduates are generally well prepared to enter the world of work and

their position on the labour market is well established.

4 CURRENT DEVELOPMENTS IN HBOS

In this second part I would like to touch upon some trends which presently are very actual in
HBOs. The essential underlying theme concerns the strengthening of partnerships with industry.
Looking at Japan, a similar theme has been mentioned by the Chairman of the Japan Business
Federation, Mr. Hiroshi Okuda in his key note address at the World Gas Conference in Tokyo

(June, 2003) entitled: “Challenges and perspectives of the Japanese economy and industry”. He
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mentioned one area of particular importance, namely to look for new approaches to strengthen the
partnership ties among industry, academia, and the government. One approach Mr. Hiroshi Okuda

mentioned was the promotion of personnel exchange between academia and companies.
In line with this I shall discuss four trends regarding the HBOs in the Netherlands.

4.1  Contribution of HBO to knowledge transfer and circulation
As in Japan the linkages with industry, employers and professional bodies are considered essential
for higher education institutions to respond to their external stakeholders. There is increasing
awareness that the idea of a linear process of generating, acquiring, and applying knowledge is
no longer appropriate. In a knowledge-based economy, specific knowledge in its context is
becoming more important than the classical scientific knowledge which is structured according to
discipline. The Dutch National Advisory Council on Science and Technology Policy and the
Educational Council in a joint report consider knowledge production as a circular process with
feedback between knowledge that is generated through dissemination and application on the one
hand, and through fundamental research on the other. These two councils advocate a
strengthening of knowledge circulation by creating more systematic partnerships between higher
education institutions and their external constituencies. Examples of concrete policies are: more
exchange of personnel (including internships for teaching staff in industry), more collaboration on
research and educational projects, more working visits, and more visiting lectureships from
business.
In a similar vein the working group of the national employer’s organisation and the HBO-council
proposed to advance networks and encourage the circulation of knowledge between higher
education institutions and industry. In particular HBOs should be transformed from an
educational centre to a ‘knowledge gate’. The government should facilitate this development
further, for example, in the fiscal sphere and by utilising national budgets for innovative projects
focused on knowledge circulation.
Quite recently, several HBO institutions have established partnerships with external organisations

and signed covenants with the aim to strengthen the mutual orientation on developments in their

professional field.

4.2  New staff category and formation of knowledge groups

Since last year the government has made funds structurally available (for a four-year period) to
appoint lectures in HBO institutions. A lecture should not be associated with the traditional rank
of lecturer or reader at universities. Being a lecturer in HBO has a highly qualified profile with

much expertise in the subject field and in the professional domain. The leading idea is that
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lecturers will not be appointed as isolated staff members, but as leaders of a so-called
‘knowledge group’ consisting of a group of 10-15 staff members. The knowledge group aims to
enhance contacts and knowledge exchange with industry (for example in the field of applied and
developmental research, and consultancy). Through such a circle the lecturer plays a crucial role
as the ‘external face’ to strengthen the linkages between HBOs and industry and other
organisations in a particular subject field. Lecturers are expected to acquire contracts from
outside and to develop well-functioning professional networks.

The appointment of lecturers and the creation of knowledge groups will introduce more variation
in the content and level of teachers’ jobs. The teachers in a knowledge group will be able to
further enhance their expertise through research activities and knowledge exchange with industry
and public institutions. In 2002 about 60 lectors have been appointed, a number that will increase

substantially in the next few years.

4.3  Professional profiles and competence-based learning

In the last decade the HBOs have extended the number of courses to such an extent that
employers complained that they lost the overview of the various programmes. Basic criticism was
that the various programmes had been labelled with very exotic names which were
non-transparent in terms of goals and content. As a response various committees tackled the
question how to enhance the transparency of programmes for the labour market. The essential
outcomes of these efforts were to design educational programmes according to a structure of
national qualifications. In such a structure, the profile of a programme indicates as clear as
possible what qualifications the graduate of a programme should possess. This has resulted in the
agreement that 70 percent of the curriculum should consist of the common core and determined
nationally. The other 30 percent is at the discretion for each individual institution with the
purpose to stress distinctive features and to respond to regional labour markets. Basic idea is that
for each educational programme professional profiles should be developed on the basis of three
criteria:

e  occupational standards should be developed by and determined by employer lead bodies
(external validation);

e description of requirements from the world of work should be met by graduates;

o the context of organisations, (cluster of) jobs, the core activities and job tasks should be
formulated.

From these professional profiles, accorded by the HBO-council, the educational profiles are to be
derived. The professional profile contains the key qualifications. These qualifications comprise
knowledge, understanding, professional skills as well as attitudes and personal skills that belong

to the key elements of a particular occupational field. This policy of articulating the connection
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between education and the labour market has been subject to much debate. Although it is
generally believed that qualifications should be flexible and broadly applicable, enabling the
graduates to transfer to other functions within the professional field or to pursue a particular

career, there is also the risk of over-simplification and inflexibility.

A relatively new development is the tendency to formulate professional profiles in terms of
competencies and to develop competencies as a basis for curriculum design. This is well
established in medical education and it is gaining ground in other areas as well.
Competence-based curricula vary from the emphasis on input, that is the features of a person
(combination of knowledge, attitudes and skills that have to be acquired) and approaches that
emphasise the outcomes, that is the performance of a person. Competencies are derived from
work activities, tasks, professional roles, features of the professional attitudes, as well as
dilemma’s and developments in the occupational practice. In the latter approach the future
functioning of students in the workplace is taken as a touchstone.

Recently, the Dutch Inspectorate concluded in her evaluation report that competence-based
learning in HBO has contributed substantially to the innovative character of HBO regarding new

learning methods and the orientation toward the professional work.

The policy debate on competence-based curricula has been inspired further in the context of the
discussion of the development of the bachelor-master structure in higher education. In the
context of the Bologna Declaration (1999) an equivalence between degrees is sought with the
underlying notion that graduates from different national higher institutions are able to perform

similarly in the same job.

Apart from the movement to develop generic competencies for the different levels of degrees and
diplomas, there is a trend to develop competency-based curricula according to behavioural and
constructivist learning principles. The challenge is to develop learning environments in which
students are challenged to learn in an active way and define competencies that enable them to
function appropriately within a particular context. In this view competencies are part of a
coherent whole in which the specific subject matter, knowledge, learning practices, practical and
problem-solving skills, and individual skills are integrated and focused on a particular domain.
This implies that these skills have a limited transferable value and are not easily applicable in
other contexts. Rather than devising an extensive list of competencies, the basic idea of
competence-based learning is the clustering of knowledge, skills and attitudes within the total

curriculum, in combination with a clear link with the professional field. To prepare students for
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the labour market implies that they are able to utilise their knowledge, skills and attitudes

optimally and that they have the ability to acquire new knowledge and skills.

4.4  Co-operative education

The notion of partnerships between education and industry is also expressed in the promotion of
co-operative education or work-based learning. This involves a combination of learning and work.
In the last few years, arrangements between HBOs and other organisations have been established,
mostly on a contractual basis. In these arrangements the responsibilities of each partner have been
identified and the learning objectives throughout the learning path defined. Partners can be an
individual firm, a consortium of firms and sometimes intermediate organisations like employment
agencies. Another important characteristic is the requirement that the student has a contractual
employment relationship with the employer in which the responsibilities and expectations are

agreed.

Co-operative or work-based learning ( in Dutch the term ‘dual education’ is common) covers
varying constellations of alternating work and learning. They differ in the momentum in which the
confrontation with the workplace takes place. For example:

° Following a full-time first year at the institution, students alternate three periods in the
workplace and six periods at the institution. Each period consist of a half year.

e In their fourth and last year of study students alternate working and learning particularly in
small and medium sized companies (SME’s).

o Combination of working and learning throughout the HBO programme. From the first year
on students are three days at the workplace and two days at school. This seeks to achieve a
far-reaching synergy between working and learning without exceeding the nominal study

duration. Credits can be eamned for both practical and theoretical training.

It is important to stress that cooperative education is more than ‘internships’ which are standard in
HBOs. The basic premise of cooperative education is that the workplace is a crucially important
site for learning and access to learning. Students do a considerable part of their programme at the
workplace, but this constitutes an integrated part of the HBO curriculum. This on-the-job learning
is particularly interesting for:

e individuals who do not opt for a fulltime higher education course and want to combine their
studies with work,

e  organisations who want to increase the educational level of a substantial part of their

employees to a higher education level,

° individuals who otherwise would not opt for a higher education course at all.
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The latter group is especially interesting for subject areas in which shortages on the labour market
are occurring such as in the technical fields. For example, in the field of Life Science &
Chemistry as well as in Civil and Chemical Engineering, programmes have started (in
collaboration with the industry, for example with the Dutch Association for the Chemical
Industry, VNCI) which attract an increasing group of students - mainly secondary level school
leavers who are more interested in earning money in the short run than staying a long period in
higher education. Rather than adopting all kinds of occasional jobs, they are offered a learning
path in combination with a paid job. There is no doubt that for these different target groups
cooperative education constitutes an attractive option. This is the more interesting since these
programmes are linked with qualifications achieved in the vocational streams on the secondary

level.

Figure 3 shows how the enrolment of students in cooperative programmes has increased quite
consistently between 1998 and 2002.

Figure 3: Enrolment of cooperative students in Dutch HBO (Source: HBO-council)
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Altogether in 2002 there are 33,712 students in these programmes, economics being the most
popular, followed by the health sciences and the technical subjects. The proportion of these
students compared to the standard programme varies considerably. In the health sciences this is
about 10% (nursing amounts to 26%), whereas economics, technical subjects and social work are
around to 3-4%. Teacher education and social work are still lagging behind but it is expected that

these will have the potential of growing substantially due to the higher employment demand and

the strong connections with their respective employment segments.

Since the number of graduates are still rather small, it is too early to investigate the effects of

cooperative education on the labour market. But first data suggest that students who developed
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their knowledge and skills in a realistic working context are better prepared for the world of work
than their counterparts form the standard programmes. Graduates from cooperative education
consider their current employment more appropriate to their level of education and to their

knowledge and skills acquired in the course of study than those who did the standard programme.

4.5 Towards an open educational system

In the context of the discussion of the knowledge society, there is a growing awareness that
learning is not limited to educational institutions: people learn everywhere and the demand for
well-educated knowledge workers increases. Apart from specific expertise, it is considered
important to develop competencies such as the capability to learn, to collaborate and to respond in

a flexible way to changes in the workplace. Against this background government has
acknowledged that vocational education is crucial for the development of the knowledge
economy. Vocational education has been put high on the political agenda and the general goal is
to strengthen vocational education as an equal learning path besides general (liberal) education on

all educational levels.

The government has launched two reports which address the principal question how educational
institutions can prepare students for their professional work, in society and for lifelong learning.
One of the central policies is to improve the connection between the various vocational streams,
both vertically within the vocational sector as well as between vocational and general education.
Generally these policy papers envisage to increase the flexibility of the system and tailor-made
programmes adapted to individual interests, ambitions and abilities of students. This flexibility
aims to enhance the mobility of students within the various educational sectors. At the same time
a more open system is envisaged in which ‘to learn in practice’ is a dominant feature. The
permanent learning process will enhance a further advancement of competencies and skills
necessary for the world of work. In such a view the boundaries between initial and post-initial
education will be blurring. As the report states: ‘what for one person is initial education, can be
taken by somebody else in the framework of a post-initial course’. Especially in the vocational
streams the distinction between initial and post-initial education is depending on the phase of the
career of the individual student. The HBO plays a crucial role for providing courses in a flexible
and tailor-made way, taking into account the individual needs and demands from student groups

as well as the different qualities of students themselves.
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5 CONCLUSION

Let me conclude by saying that the HBOs in the last two decades have developed very strongly
both in terms of student growth, quality, and meeting societal demands. Similar to the Junior
Colleges, the HBOs increasingly respond actively to the educational needs of a diverse range of
students: not only people in the traditional student age group, but for a much wider group of
students. In the context of the emerging knowledge economy, the HBOs are increasingly playing
an important role. The chairman of the Dutch HBO-council states that the image of HBO still has
to be improved, especially the revaluation of vocational education in broad sense. In his words:
“In the biotope of merchants and preachers, vocational education in the Netherlands is often
considered as a minor version of the general and academic education”. So in his view the
merchants’ aspect is undervalued which, as he argues, should be changed and vocational

education should be rewarded more in society.

This reference to merchants draws me back to the 17" century when the Dutch merchants were
the only ones who were allowed to trade in Japan - and not the Portugese who were more priests.
This took place through the Dutch trade post at Deshima, the artificial island in the bay of
Nagasaki. The recent anniversary of 400 years of Japanese-Dutch relations could be used to
strengthen the image of vocational education in both countries.

Thank you for your attention.
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ZE8HR (3)
THE EVERLASTING CONCERN ABOUT QUALITY:
QUALITY ASSURANCE, INDICATORS AND ACCREDITATION

Egbert de Weert
(University of Twente, the Netherlands)

1 INTRODUCTION

In Western societies quality assurance has been high on the agenda for the last twenty
years and governments are obsessed with the fear of loosing quality in their higher
education systems. In many countries much energy has been devoted to develop and to
improve the quality assurance system. Principal questions concern the function of
quality assurance: has quality assurance basically a control function (accountability
oriented) or should it have primarily an orientation towards the improvement of
education and research? What is the role of external bodies in evaluating the quality of
education? These and other questions have resulted in various quality assurance
practices which can be quite different depending for example on the complexity of the
higher education system in different countries (compare for example Japan and the
Netherlands).

In my presentation I shall first discuss whether there is a quality assessment model (of
teaching) which has a general applicability and which underlies most of the practices
across countries. Next, the practices and experiences in the Netherlands will be
discussed which strongly are based on self-evaluation reports by faculties themselves

(internal evaluation process).

In the second part I shall pay attention to European developments regarding quality
assurance in the context of the Bologna process. This involves a large-scale
harmonisation of European higher education systems with the introduction of an
educational system based on two main cycles (bachelor-master). In this context most
countries have taken initiatives to implement an accreditation system in order to
enhance transparency and compatibility of higher education systems across Europe. The
recognition of bachelor and master degrees is the central outcome of this process.
Moreover, governments are looking at each other in evaluating educational programmes

and consider whether the quality of education can meet international standards. The
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development of performance indicators for monitoring higher education, and the
development of so-called descriptors are a case in point. These descriptors tend to be
defined in terms of competences of graduates for the different levels of degrees and
diplomas and in the form of subject benchmarks which are suited for international

comparability.

In a way, quality assurance, the development of indicators/ descriptors and
accreditation are rather close, and there are overlapping elements, but they are different
in nature and they serve different purposes. It is an intriguing question whether these

can be brought together in an overarching framework of quality assurance.

2  COMPARING JAPAN AND THE NETHERLANDS

In comparing the Dutch system of quality assurance with Japan, it is important to note
major differences between the higher education in both countries. In a chapter prepared
for a book on the transition of HE graduates to the labour market we (Naoyuki Nogata,
Keiichi Yoshimoto and myself) came across important differences. It appears that Japan
and the Netherlands are their opposites:

- the size of the system in both countries is incomparable: for example in Japan there
are 649 four-year universities. In the Netherlands there are 13 universities and at
present 47 HBO institutions.

- In Japan higher education consists of a small public sector controlled by central and
local governments, and an enormous market-driven private sector. In the Netherlands
private higher education hardly exists and only recently some private organisations are
becoming active in this field but on a very limited scale.

- Japan has a very diversified and hierarchical structure: prestigious national
universities, middle-class universities, and junior colleges/ colleges of technology and
science. The Dutch system is strongly egalitarian. There is only a distinction between
universities and HBO (institutions of professional education). Within each sector the
differences in terms of status or quality are non-existent and generally universities can

be compared on equal terms.
These differences in size and hierarchies have to be taken into consideration by

discussing quality assurance systems in different countries and by considering the

general applicability prevailing in one system to the other.
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It should be added that in the Netherlands there is at present much debate on the
egalitarian attitude in the current quality assurance system. For example, the
Educational Council advocates to make quality differences more visible and the council
expressed the view that the higher quality programmes should receive more funding. So
the link between quality and funding, is on the policy agenda now. Also regarding
research the current political climate is much in favour of performance-related pay,
although the discussions have just started on the measurement of research quality. Is
this according to the British method of the Research Assessment Exercise according to
which each research group gets a mark between 1 and 5 and this mark determines the
amount of money from government? Or are other indicators also involved, such as the
amount of contract research? There is also a trend away from research funding on a

broad scale, towards the setting of priority areas for research funding.

Despite the tendency towards more quality differences it is fair to say that the current
Dutch system is quite egalitarian particularly as far as the quality of education is
concerned. There are separate procedures for the assessment of teaching and research.
In the following we concentrate on the quality assessment system of the educational

process.

3 AUTONOMY AND QUALITY

The system of quality assessment in the Netherlands emerged from the new government
strategy to strengthen the autonomy of the higher education institutions. This was
presented in the influential policy document called HOAK (“Hoger Onderwijs:
Autonomie en Kwaliteit”; Higher Education: Autonomy and Quality”) published in 1986.
By increasing the autonomy, the government seeks to create conditions to strengthen
the adaptive capacity of higher education institutions to respond to the rapidly changing
demands of modern society. The HOAK paper states that “We have to find mechanisms
that stimulate the flexibility of the system; we have to increase the higher education
system dynamics”. It is assumed that more autonomy with more responsibility will
benefit the overall performance of the HE system, especially with regard to the two
core components of education and research.

Essential in this view is that instead of an ex ante control of the performance of higher
education (through detailed control of all kinds of inputs), an ex post evaluation of
quality should be developed. The government would only check afterwards whether the
self-regulation of the higher education system led to outputs in an acceptable range.

Such a quality control system should not only consist of the monitoring and evaluation
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activities of the institutions, but also of an ‘independent’ quality assessment by
government.

So in this new steering philosophy autonomy and quality are closely linked: the higher
education institutions were given more institutional autonomy on the condition that

they would show that they ‘deliver’ quality.

In the development of a quality assurance system some important themes on the
purposes of such a system became apparent which to date are still very actual:

- has the quality assurance system primarily a control function (accountability) or
should it lead towards improvement of education and research? Although both aspects
are considered important, the emphasis on one aspect may provoke unintended
consequences for the other.

- is quality assurance predominantly an internal affair or a matter for some external
agency?

. what is the focus and level of such a system? Should the level be the distinct
disciplines, each study programmes or the institutions as an entity (incl. management)?
Is the focus separately on teaching, on research, on management, other student support
services (like library, administration, information technology) or would there be some

interrelation between these?

Approaches towards these themes affect to quite some extent the institutionalisation of
quality assurance. For example, there has been much debate about the tensions between
accountability and improvement and the place of some external agency. If an external
body can exert too much influence on the process and the desired outcomes, this may
have unintended consequences for the internal process of quality control. In the
Netherlands this tension became manifest in the role and responsibility of the
inspectorate. Originally, the inspectorate was given much influence in developing and
implementing a self-regulating system of quality control, but this task was claimed by

the Dutch Association of Universities (VSNU), respectively the HBO-council.

Approaches regarding focus and level may be influenced by the diversity and
complexities of the national systems. For example, in some countries with a
rather diversified structure there is a focus on the whole of activities of an
institution. Examples are the US and France. In other countries such as the
Netherlands with a rather equal structure (within each sector of the binary
line), the focus is on teaching assessments at programmatic level across the
whole country.
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4 QUALITY ASSESSMENT MODEL

The system of quality assurance as it developed in the Netherlands has been has been
quite influential for quality assurance systems as these developed in many (continental)
European countries. Before discussing the Dutch system more in detail, the question
arises whether there is a general quality assessment model which can be regarded as

having general applicability and underlying most of the practices across countries.

On the basis of the national assessment systems in Europe and influenced by US
accreditation systems, the European Union and others proposed a general model of
quality assessment (see Brennan & Shah, 2000). This model contains the four main

elements:

(a) a national body_with responsibility for co-ordinating and setting out the procedures
and methods to be used by HE institutions for the assurance of quality. Such a body
should have legal status but be independent of government.

(b) based on the procedures and methods set out by the national co-ordinating body,
institutions should undertake regular sel/f-evaluation and report to the co-ordinating
body on a regular basis. For this process to be effective, the self-evaluation should be
undertaken by the academic staff of the institution.

(c) The institutional self-evaluation would form the basis of an external peer
evaluation. Such an evaluation should include discussions with academic and
administrative staff, students and alumni.

(d) A published report setting out the findings of the peer review visit should be made.
The main purpose of the report should be to make recommendations to institutions in

order to help them improve the quality of their teaching and research.

This general model appears widely applicable and it has been influential in shaping
developments in Europe during the last ten years. Certainly, there are differences
regarding each of these elements. For example, the national body can be set up by
government, or like in the Netherlands by the Association of Dutch Universities
(VSNU) and HBO-council, or by an independent body like in France by the National
Evaluation Committee (CNE). In other countries no single national body can be
identified at national level (in Germany each state has its own agency) and more bodies
exist along each other (such as in the US in the system of accreditation where each

specialised field has its own body). Also Japan recognises two bodies, the National
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Institution for Academic Degrees (NIAD), which has established a system for the
evaluation of the national universities, and the Japanese University Accreditation
Association (JUAA).

5 QUALITY ASSURANCE IN THE NETHERLANDS

It was equally self-evident that the universities and the hogescholen (HBOs)' developed
separate approaches to quality assessment, although after a few years they ended up

with very comparable procedures.

In deﬁeloping the system, the Minister of Education & Science and the umbrella bodies
of the universities, the Association of Universities in the Netherlands (VSNU) and the
Association of hogescholen (HBO council), agreed in 1986 that the umbrella bodies
would co-ordinate the procedures to assure the government that they ‘produced’ quality
teaching. The focus was on accountability with a special emphasis on drop out ratios
and time to degree. In the spirit of self-regulation, the government would not use the

" outcomes of the quality assessments for further changes to funding of higher education
after the cut-backs of the period before 1985. So there is no direct link between the
outcomes of the quality assessments and the funding of programmes. However, if a
study programme was shown to be of low quality, and no improvements took place over
a number of years, the government reserved the right to strike this study programme
from the official register, meaning that its diploma would no longer be recognised
officially and that it would no longer be funded by the government, nor would students
have a right to the study grant every student of a recognised programme is given. For
this purpose, the government introduced the Inspectorate for higher education (an
agency which before 1993 did not exist for the universities). The major task of the
Inspectorate is to carry out a ‘meta-evaluation”, that is the evaluation of the procedures
and outcomes of the quality control system and to advise the minister on the results of
follow-up actions undertaken by universities. This important role of the Inspectorate in
the overall system of quality assurance has, however, not prevented that in the hands of
the umbrella bodies, the governmental goals of accountability and quality improvement

changed to quality improvement and accountability, in that order.

! HBOs: Universities for Higher Professional Education.
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5.1 Principles and procedures

An essential characteristic is that assessments are undertaken at the programme level,
that is the collection of courses leading to the degree level (equivalent to the Master’s
level). Programmes are assessed discipline by discipline on a six-year cycle on a
nationwide level. VSNU together with the universities are responsible for the
organisation and design of the system.

The procedure closely accords with the elements of the general model as outlined

before. The sequence is in the following four steps:

a. Self-evaluation (internal)

The procedure starts with a self-evaluation which is the cornerstone of the system and
which is intended to outline the strength and weaknesses of the programme. The
emphasis is on the contents and academic level of the programme. The VSNU
guidelines specify that the following issues should be covered in the self-evaluation:

- Mission, objectives and goals (level and profile of the programme)

- Structure and content of the programme

- Learning and teaching environment (including examination methods)

- Number of students and completion rates

- Curriculum organisation (including counselling and supervision)

- Graduates and how they fare on the labour market

- Organisation and personnel policies

- Facilities and infrastructure (lecture halls, library, laboratory, computers etc.)

- International elements of the programme

- Internal system of quality assurance (e.g. systematic recording of student progress,

systematic programme evaluation etc.).

These issues contain both quantitative and qualitative material. Quantitative material is
strongly contextualised: to understand basic figures not in an isolated way, but to relate
them to other aspects of the programme (compare also the recent discussion on

indicators in: Yonezawa & Kaiser 2003; Arimoto et al 2003).

b. Visiting committee (external)

A visiting committee is appointed by the VSNU/HBO-council and consist of four
experts from with the discipline itself. Care is taken to ensure their impartiality. In
addition there is someone with expertise in educational evaluation and a student

member. These experts are normally sought in the university, professional organisations
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and societal organisations. More than in universities it is quite standard in the HBOs to
have also representatives of employers organisations.

The same visiting committee visits all the programmes in the same discipline in all
universities. The committee bases its work on the self-evaluation report and on their
own observations during two-day site visits to each of these faculties interviewing a
very extensive group of staff members on different positions in the faculty. In addition,
the committee considers examination papers, syllabi, masters theses (a cross-section of
these are reviewed).

At the end of each visit, preliminary comments and judgements about the study
programme are given by the chair of the visiting committee. The final version of this
text, after being commented by members of the department concerned, is included in

the national, public report of the visiting committee.

¢. Published report and follow-up

This national, public report contains a comparative analysis of all the programmes as
well as a separate discussion of each individual programme indicating their strengths
and weaknesses.

To accomplish the two goals of improvement and accountability, the report of the
visiting committee must give an indication to the institutions of the quality of their
programme and how this can be improved, and must provide an insight into the quality
of the different programmes in the discipline. Regarding the improvement aspect, the
university organisation (faculty board, central management of the university) are

important as is the Inspectorate of Higher Education.

As said before, the Inspectorate is charged with a meta-evaluation, that is the
evaluation of the procedures and outcomes of the whole quality assurance process. In
addition the Inspectorate can, if desirable, organise its own quality assessment
procedures. Furthermore, the Inspectorate monitors the measures being taken in a
university to address the recommendations made by the visiting committee. It advises
the Ministry on the results of follow-up actions undertaken by institutions if the
outcomes of the report of the visiting committee show that the quality of a particular
programme needs extra attention.

Although, as said before, there is no direct link between quality and funding, the
Ministry might on the basis of the analysis by the Inspectorate decide to withdraw a
particular programme from the register of recognised (and government funded)

programmes.
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Thus, the role of the Inspectorate should not be obscured in the Dutch quality assurance
system. Although the VSNU is the national co-ordinating body with responsibility for
undertaking the external quality assessment, the overall evaluation and follow-up of the
outcomes of the evaluation for each individual programme is the responsibility of the

Inspectorate which reports directly to the Ministry of Education.

The following figure represents the whole cycle of the quality assessment system.

Fig. 1 Self-evaluation and Visiting Committees in Assessment of Teaching
(Source: Westerheijden, 1997).
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This procedure is in operation since the academic year 1987-1988. Every year the VSNU
appoints a number of ad hoc visiting committees to evaluate all programmes of study in
their respective disciplines, thus covering all programmes of study in a six-year cycle.
In the HBO-sector the procedures are essentially the same. The guidelines for self-
evaluation emphasise more the applicability and job orientation of programmes.

There are also differences regarding the composition of the visiting committees in both
sectors. While the VSNU mainly appoints academic peers, the HBO-Council searches for
members who are active in those professional areas related to the educational

programme under review.

5.2 Experiences and results of the quality assurance system

Two cycles of the quality assurance process have been carried out now. The whole

procedure is quite satisfactory, although certainly issues arise about the investment that
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is needed for such a procedure, the quality of the reports, and the follow-up of the
recommendations by the visiting committees. Since the second round which started in
1993, the Inspectorate checks whether the universities react adequately on the visiting
committee’s remarks (also in a mid-term review, three years after a visiting committee
report is published). The Inspectorate does not prescribe a certain way of follow-up, but
only requires that some follow-up is planned. If this does not take place, the Ministry
can issue a ‘yellow card’, i.e. a warning that unless thorough improvements are made
soon, the programme would be removed from the central register of educational
programmes. To date, only in a very few cases a warning was issued, indicating that

this threat of sanctions has been sufficient to induce the wanted improvements.

According to Frederiks who researched the follow-up in Dutch universities 53% of the
recommendations were followed by action. 7% were discussed and resulted in actions
before the visit of the committee. 34% were discussed but not followed by action
because the faculty believed that the recommendations were wrong, too costly or still
under consideration. In 6% of the cases the recommendations were neither discussed
nor followed by action (Frederiks, 1996). It is a generally adopted view that sanctions
will not follow, when institutions seriously consider the recommendations and
observations of the visiting committees in the context of their policy regarding the
quality of teaching, and argue why recommendations are not followed. But in practice

the Inspectorate and universities may have different views on this.

An important question is whether the self-evaluation study as carried out by the
department is just an information-gathering exercise or whether it is a genuinely
critical self-evaluation. In the former case the self-evaluation is meant to meet the
requirements of the external visiting committee. Experiences learn that self-evaluation
is not conceived just as a form of window-dressing: to show the external world how
well we perform. Rather, it is common that the self-evaluation reports contains the
strengths and also the weakness of the programme. This is confirmed by the fact that a
large portion of the recommendations of the external visiting committee are in fact
drawn from what the faculty itself had concluded in their self-evaluation report. So in a
way the external visiting committee ‘legitimises’ changes that were already considered
desirable from within the faculty. In such an ideal form the self-evaluation study should
perform the following functions (Brennan & Shah, 2000):

- promote processes of internal quality assurance;

- serve as internal preparation for a visit of the review committee;

- provide background information for the review committee.
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If these functions are performed well the self-evaluation reports are the cornerstone of
the quality assurance system. Through the self-evaluation process, faculties should
become aware of their strengths and weaknesses. This constitutes a basic condition for
quality assurance systems which have a built-in facility for learning and change, even if
no external committee were invoived. As Jeliazkova & Westerheijden (2002) put it:
‘quality assurance systems need to be able to evolve, while maintaining the delicate
balance between the functions of improvement and accountability, even if all other

conditions (i.e., external aspects) remain equal’ (p. 434).

6 NEW DIRECTIONS OF QUALITY ASSURANCE

6.1 European developments

The last few years have witnessed a large-scale restructuring of higher education
systems across Europe with the introduction of a system essentially based on two main
cycles, undergraduate and graduate’. Reasons for this operation as expressed in the so-
called Bologna Declaration (in 1999) are:

- to increase ‘the international competitiveness of the European system of higher
education’ and

- to promote mobility within Europe by overcoming obstacles both for students

during their studies and for the graduate labour market.

In restructuring the national systems, an important role is attached to quality assurance
as being the mechanism to provide transparency and compatibility of the higher
education systems in the European countries. The Bologna Declaration, however, uses
rather broad terms when it states: ‘Promotion of European co-operation in quality
assurance with a view to develop comparable criteria and methodologies’. The
following Prague meeting in 2001 is more explicit: ‘Ministers recognised the vital role
that quality assurance systems play in ensuring high quality standards and in
facilitating the comparability of qualifications throughout Europe’.

In line with this Bologna-process, the European Network of Quality Assurance (ENQA)
has advocated ‘a common framework of reference’ for action at the European level, in
addition to national-level activities. In a critical essay Westerheijden (2003) has
challenged the extent to which this Europeanisation of quality assurance has added-
value and considered this from the side of quality assurance ‘supply’ and from the point

of view of the customers of quality assurance information.
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Apart from the possible added-value, it is interesting to see what developments are
currently taking place on the European level. Generally, national systems are
developing accreditation systems thereby linking recognition issues (common standards
on degree-level) and quality issues. An inventory (Westerheijden, 2003) shows that in
2003 almost all European countries defined their system as including some type of
accreditation’. The pattern, however, is quite divers. Some countries have established
national agencies, whereas others have accreditation only for professional fields by
professional associations, others regard the state ministry as ‘accreditation agency’. As
the inventory shows, comparable methods for accreditation schemes are virtually absent
and the types of evaluation processes underlying the approval decision in accreditation

schemes vary widely.

6.2 Descriptors and indicators

In order to arrive at a common understanding of academic degrees, a first step has been
made by accepting a set of descriptors (by several accreditation bodies) or standards in
a way that would contribute both to harmonisation and to progress in assessment
methodology. These descriptors focus on the output side of the educational process,
namely in terms of the competencies of graduates. One project concerns the Joint
Quality Initiatives’ Dublin Descriptors (2000) which defines competencies at the
bachelor and master level independent of disciplinary areas. It should be noted that the
level of descriptors are minimum qualifications which every graduate should at least
have. However, these descriptors tend to define the qualifications in terms of credit

points and years of schooling.

Another initiative is the project ‘Tuning Educational Structures in Europe’, which
attempts to

formulate a set a competencies for a number of disciplinary areas in order to arrive at
international benchmarking standards. The discipline benchmarks are not meant to be
obligatory, but serve as guiding principles on what the respective disciplinary
community

considers a ‘good’ graduate. Another follow-up project is TEEP, the Transnational
European

Evaluation Project. This projects consists of applying a single set of outcome-oriented

criteria to evaluations of study programmes.

2 Only Denmark does not see any value in shifting from its well-functioning evaluation
scheme in combination with state approval to an accreditation scheme in combination with
evaluation activities.
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Accreditation bodies in the future will have to collaborate with each other in
developing

international standards. They will invite international experts in their subject field to
formulate domain-specific standards which can be used by the accreditation bodies in
assessing the quality of programmes. The question can be raised what the linkage will
be

between the accreditation activities and the existing quality assurance system. In order
to

consider this question I turn back to the Dutch context.

6.3 Accreditation and quality assurance

In the Netherlands on January 2003 the National Accreditation Council (NAO) has been
established with the task to ‘accredit’ all bachelors and masters programmes in public
and private higher education institutions. The NAO is organised along the bachelor-
master model, and the reform plans include that accreditation will be mandatory for
programs:

e to award recognised bachelor and master degrees

e to make their students eligible for study grants and loans;

e to receive state funding (for public higher education institutions only).

The NAO has developed a framework existing of six subjects on the basis of which
assessment takes place. The main aspects are:

- objectives of the programme,

- programme,

- use of personnel,

- facilities,

- internal quality assurance,

- results.

In order to be accredited, all aspects have to be assessed as ‘satisfactory’. It should be
stressed that the NAO does not replace the existing quality assurance system as
outlined before. Rather, as the vice-chairman of the NAO states, the accreditation
process should be connected as much as possible with the prevailing quality assurance
system (Dittrich, 2003). This means that the internal self-evaluation report as such will
not be included in the accreditation process. Only the visiting committee should
consider whether the self-evaluation of a particular faculty has been suitable for the

quality assurance process. The argument is that in this way there is more guarantee that
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the faculty will give a fair self-analysis coupled with an internal discussion among all
faculty members. This is a first condition for quality improvements. In other words, the
improvement function of quality assurance will be maintained in the new emerging

system.

Another remarkable position of the NAO is that ranking of programmes or institutions
is not the purpose. The accreditation system is dichotomous: a programme is either
eligible for accreditation or not. The NAO applies a rather broad framework which
allows more differentiation of educational programmes. This makes it more difficult to

draw up rankings and certainly this is not the purpose of the NAO.

7 CONCLUSION

Quality assurance in Europe is entering a new phase due to international developments.
There is convergence regarding a new model in which the accreditation takes a
dominant place. The Dutch system maintains that ultimately the internal system of
quality control and the quality of the graduates are the determining factors for the
quality of the programmes.

The future will learn whether the benefits of national systems of quality assurance will
keep their value and will not be overlooked in times of the internationalisation and

standardisation of quality assurance.

This possible tension between national and international demands is also expressed by
Arimoto et al when they question the impact of the introduction of standardised
indicators among different social contexts. In their words:

“Current trends in globalisation increase the necessity for international discussions
and/ or joint networks to formulate international indicators. At the same time, data
collection by international organisations can be criticised, if insufficient attention paid,
in a balanced way, to the different social needs among the member countries.” (Arimoto
et al, 2003: 170).
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Interesting websites:

For Tuning-project, see:

http://europe.eu.int/comm/education/policies/edu/tuning/tuning_en.html

For more information about the Joint Qualitative Initiative: www.jointquality.org
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