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SDG 4: Planning for Flexible Learning Pathways in Higher Education

Michaela Martin, UNESCO International Institute for Educational Planning (IIEP-UNESCO) '

Introduction

Higher education systems globally have experienced numerous changes over the past decades,
namely an increase in enrollments, diversification of higher education providers and learners, and
digitalization of teaching and learning. The unprecedented COVID-19 crisis has accelerated change,
and shown the limitations of higher education systems’ ability to deal flexibly with transformation.
Before discussing the response of higher education systems to these changes, it is important to

understand the trends that shaped them.

Over the past few decades, enrollment in higher education has reached unprecedented numbers,
amounting to more than 227 million students globally in 2019; by 2040 enrollment is expected to
rise to 590 million (Calderon, 2018; NESCO, 2018; UIS, 2019). Such expansion of demand for higher
education has influenced the diversification of providers and modes of delivery. Private, open and
distance learning, cross-border, and other types of higher education institutions compete with

traditional state-funded institutions for students, staff, and funding.

Diversity in delivery modes has also emerged, with new technologies enabling the offer of online,
blended learning and part-time courses and programs. Digital learning plays a crucial role in
providing access to higher education for millions of people globally, particularly in the developing
world (WENR, 2018). It has been especially beneficial for non-traditional learners, enabling them to

learn in formal, non-formal and informal contexts.

Together with the diversity of higher education providers, a more diverse student population has
begun to shape education provision. Traditional students now share the lecture halls with adult
learners, higher education returnees, people with disabilities, socio-economically disadvantaged
students, migrants, indigenous groups, ethnic minorities and other less privileged learners. While
the expansion in higher education has benefited some of these groups, higher education mainly
benefits the richer segments of the population in countries with high levels of social inequalities.
Therefore, the gross enrollment ratio for 18 to 22-year-olds has been increasing among the richest
quintile of the population in low- and middle-income countries, where less than one percent of the

poorest are enrolled in higher education (Salmi, 2019).

1 This paper draws broadly from the first chapter of Martin and Furiv’s (2022) Clarifying concepts and dimensions of flexible
learning pathways.




Flexiblelearning pathways can playasignificantrolein responding to the above challenges, as they can
support learners not only in access and movement through higher education but also in transition
to the labor market. Their importance is also acknowledged by the Sustainable Development Goal
4 (SDG4) and the Education Agenda 2030 (or Incheon Declaration), which call for equitable quality
education and lifelong learning opportunities for all. To realize SDG4, the Agenda highlights the
importance of building higher education systems that provide flexible learning pathways to ensure

the development of inclusive and cohesive societies.

Existing research addresses the implementation of flexible learning pathways, but does not provide
a comprehensive analysis of policies, instruments and practices that support their implementation
for all students, particularly disadvantaged groups. To address this research gap, the UNESCO
International Institute for Educational Planning (IIEP-UNESCO) launched an international
comparative project in 2018, titled “SDG4: Planning for flexible learning pathways in higher

education.”

In the context of this research project, this paper applies a definition of flexible learning pathways
used in the Education 2030 Agenda. Flexible learning pathways are understood as “entry points
and re-entry points at all ages and all educational levels, strengthened links between formal and
non-formal structures, and recognition, validation and accreditation of the knowledge, skills and

competencies acquired through non-formal and informal education” (UNESCO, 2015).

The overarching objective of this research project was to generate knowledge and support UNESCO
Member States and higher education institutions in developing or strengthening flexible learning
pathways in their educational systems. The study applied a three-stage methodology that aimed
to explore a variety of approaches to organizing flexible learning pathways in diverse higher
education contexts. First, the study comprised a stocktaking exercise to identify promising policy
approaches and good practices on flexible learning pathways internationally. Second, a global
survey was implemented in all UNESCO Member States to gather evidence on policy and regulatory
frameworks, instruments, and practices that support flexible learning pathways. This international
survey collected baseline data on a policy phenomenon with little existing research, in particular in
the context of developing countries. Third, eight in-depth case studies were carried out in countries
that were developing flexible learning pathways or already had strong policies in place. The country
case studies focused on understanding the effectiveness of policies at the institutional level. The

content of this paper is drawn mainly from the findings of the case studies.
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Definitions and dimensions of flexible learning pathways

In IIEP’s research, flexible learning pathways are understood as an umbrella concept that implies the
availability of multiple well-articulated pathways that serve the needs of diverse students. The term
is based on the concept of “flexible learning.” Flexible learning is the process of learning that is free
from the constraints of time, place, and pace, where a learner can choose the entry and exit points,

learning activities, assessment modes and educational resources (Naidu, 2017).

Flexible learning pathways are also closely linked to lifelong learning, which occurs at all ages and in
a diverse set of contexts (formal, non-formal, or informal). There is, however, a distinction between
flexible learning pathways and lifelong learning. The latter implies continuous learning that does
not necessarily lead to a qualification, whereas flexible learning pathway generally support learners
to gain a qualification to transition into a higher education institution or directly into the labor
market. These terms are closely linked with equity considerations and are well-aligned with the
Education 2030 Agenda, which promotes better articulated higher educational systems to improve

access and ensure equity for all.

Flexible learning pathways allow for alternative access and mobility of learners between institutions,
programs, and levels of study, and towards the labor market. In our research flexible learning
pathways are conceptualized according to three dimensions: pathways for entering into, progressing

through and moving on from higher education.

Numerous mechanisms exist that can facilitate each of these stages to provide access to higher
education and ultimately lead to gaining a qualification and entering into the labor. After analyzing
the dimensions of flexible learning pathways in the eight case countries, the research has identified

mechanisms that can be grouped under the following categories:

First, pathways for entering into higher education generally include facilitating first- and multiple-
time entry pathways through:
+ Alternative admission policies and practices: preparatory programs, open access, and
recognition of prior learning.

+ Equitable admission policies and practices: reservation quotas and compensatory scores




Second, pathways for progressing through higher education include:
« Articulation or transfer policies: articulation agreements, bridging programs (within and
across institutions, programs and courses), and credit accumulation and transfer
« Flexible delivery modes: open and distance learning, flexibility in the pace of study (part-time,
evening, holiday season), and flexible curriculum such across-program or institutional study

and choice-based credit systems

Third, pathways for moving on from higher education concern completion and transition to the
labor market or further study. In the study countries, they are conceptualized under:

+ Combining work and study: work-based learning, internships, and apprenticeships

+ Flexible degree structures: accelerated degrees, and part-time study

« Continuous learning: open entry courses, and courses for adults and employees

Lastly, academic and career guidance services are essential components that support students
during all three stages, namely through: guidance for admissions, introduction and orientation,
academic support and tutoring during studies, and career guidance.

The following section will explore how these dimensions of flexible learning pathways are
translated into practice in the eight case study countries. Each country is at a different stage in the
implementation of flexible learning pathways, hence there are differences in the understanding of

these dimensions. These differences will be highlighted as well.




01. Flexible learning pathways for entering into higher education

This section explores flexible learning pathways for getting into higher education through alternative
admission policies. Table 1 shows the state of development of flexible learning pathways for getting

into higher education in the eight case countries.

Table 1. Flexible learning pathways for getting into higher education

Alternative admission Equitable admission

Preparatory Recognition of Reservation quotas &
Open entry . .
programs prior learning compensatory scores
For upper- _ Some institutions
Often in .
i secondary ) have recognition of
Chile vocational ' ' Compensatory scores
students to access o prior learning for
' _ training centers _
higher education specific programs
For upper- recognition of prior
Through open _
) secondary learning for access,
Finland entry courses No data
students and , ., defined at the level
- (‘open studies’)
immigrants of HEls
In some higher Reservation quotas in all
) _ Through open .
India education - Under development institutions, mandated
S universities
institutions by law
recognition of
prior learning is
. used by vocational
In some higher S
' institutions in
i education
Jamaica No data the assessment No data
institutions )
of an applicant
for the award
of a vocational
certification
Accreditation of
) Pre-university In open prior experiential
Malaysia _ o _ No data
studies universities learning for access

or for credit




Country Alternative admission

Equitable admission

In public
open-entry
Morocco No data universities for

baccalaureate

holders
South Pre-vocational
) No data
Africa learning programs
Foundation year
United ) At the Open
) (preparation for
Kingdom University

higher education)

Source. Elaboration by the authors

Under development No data

Recognition of prior
learning for access
to learning and
advanced standing
(joining studies
mid-way) and for

credit
Access to higher

education Diploma,
accreditation of
prior certificated/
experiential

learning

Compensatory scores

Contextualized
requirements for
admissions in some

higher education

* This table is non-exhaustive. Further details are given in each country case study

Full-fledged implementation of the practice at the system level

Partial or institutional implementation of the practice

No data, rare implementation, or under development

Each of these dimensions will be explored in more detail in the sub-sections below.




Alternative admissions pathways

Alternative admission ensures access to higher education through pathways that do not adhere
to traditional admissions requirements (for example, secondary school leaving certificates or
university entrance examinations). Non-traditional students who may not meet the traditional
criteria for access (e.g. adult learners, working professionals) can benefit from this pathway (Unger
& Zaussinger, 2018). Our research found that alternative admissions in the case study countries
occurred as both national and institutional initiatives, facilitated through preparatory programs,

open access policies and recognition of prior learning.

Preparatory programs

The case study countries with preparatory programs defined them as flexible access pathways
between general or vocational upper secondary level* and higher education (e.g., Finland, South
Africa, Jamaica, the United Kingdom). Usually, in these countries, preparatory programs support
learners to fulfill general entry requirements for higher education. The programs are focused on
providing learners with broader skills and knowledge in the academic setting. Preparatory programs
can be organized as introductory or orientation courses (e.g., Finland), or remedial programs (e.g.,

Chile, South Africa) (see Box 1).

Box 1. Preparatory programs in Chile

In Chile, the Program for Effective Access and Support (PACE) is organized in upper secondary
school, jointly with universities, to ensure the transition of students into higher education.
High performing students from lower socio-economic background receive workshops and
classes (organized on evenings or weekends) in the last two years of upper secondary school
to prepare them for access to higher education by emphasizing academic skills needed for
students to cope in higher education. Students also receive mentoring and guidance during

their first year of university to prevent dropout and support learning outcomes.

Source. Lemaitre et al, 2021

In some of the countries studied, preparatory programs were also understood to be a means of
supporting access to higher education for candidates from vocational education and training
backgrounds. In this case, preparatory programs support both entry and progression through higher
education. Since vocational upper secondary programs mainly provide learners with occupation-

related knowledge and skills, learners who wish to transfer to higher education lack necessary skills

2 Usually provided in upper secondary schools.
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to succeed, and therefore tend to complete undergraduate studies at a lower rate than those with
a general upper secondary qualification (Martin & Godonoga, 2020; UNESCO, 2018; OECD, 2014).
The emphasis on supporting occupational learners with broader skills to improve transfer between
occupational institutions and academic institutions can be found in the United Kingdom as well

(see Box 2).

Box 2. Foundation degree in the UK

In the United Kingdom, a foundational degree exists between colleges and universities. The
foundational degree has lower entry requirements than a university degree. To complete a
degree, students have to spend two years in a college, during which they gain broader academic
and vocational skills and knowledge. After completing the degree, students can transfer to a
partner university starting from the third year to gain a full bachelor’s degree. This pathway

supports those candidates who could not meet universities’ general entry requirements.

Source. Brennan, 2020

Open entry policy

Open entry is a popular route in six out of eight case study countries (Finland, Chile, Malaysia,
India, the United Kingdom, and Morocco). Typically, this pathway does not lead to a formal degree,
but can facilitate access of non-traditional and disadvantaged students. Several higher educational
institutions have begun offering digital credentials or opportunities (e.g., Finland, India) to recognize
a certain share of open entry credits when a student enrolls in a formal degree program.

Open entry policies are frequently implemented through open or dual mode universities offering
both face-to-face and distance learning. Open entry options are mostly delivered through open
and distance learning program, however, some countries (e.g., Finland, Malaysia) have open entry

universities that provide face-to-face courses.

Recognition of prior learning

Open entry is also facilitated through recognition of prior learning in six of the eight case countries
and is under development in India and Morocco for the Technical and Vocational Education and
Training sector. The UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (UIL) defines recognition of prior
learning as a practice that acknowledges different kinds of knowledge and skills obtained in formal,
non-formal and informal contexts (UNESCO-UIL, 2012). A few case countries have strong national
systems to facilitate the recognition of prior learning (e.g., South Africa, Malaysia), while in others,
initiatives tend to be either an institutional responsibility (i.e., Finland) or delegated to external

accreditation and validation providers (i.e., the UK).
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In most of the case study countries, open entry programs are offered to anyone without an entrance
examination; however, Malaysia has created a process called Accreditation of Prior Experiential
Learning, through which candidates take an aptitude test and submit a portfolio to have their
previous learning assessed and considered for admission to the open entry pathway.

Countries with national systems and procedures for recognizing prior learningare typically supported
by national qualifications frameworks, which support learners to seek recognition for their learning

if they do not meet formal admission requirements (see Box 3).

Box 3. Recognition of prior learning in South Africa

In South Africa, recognition of prior learning has become a mainstream pathway for access
to the post-secondary education and training system. Qualifications and professional
designations can be awarded in whole or in part through this mechanism. The qualifications
are evaluated against learning outcomes described in the national qualifications framework.
Overall, the process includes extensive counseling, preparation for the assessment, moderation
and feedback. It is worth noting that implementation of this mechanism differs across
institutions. Some common principles applied across most institutions are “deep caring” and
“walk-in advice” Potential candidates can receive guidance in their home-language and are
able to inquire about the process to gain recognition of skills gained through non-formal or
informal learning. The process usually requires candidates to take a placement test or submit
a portfolio of evidence.

Source. Bolton,et al,, 2020

Research has found, however, that recognition of prior learning is not a mainstream route in most
of the case countries, with the exception of South Africa. It is more often practiced by vocational
institutions for recognition of labor competencies, rather than academic institutions. This finding
was also supported by the international survey administered by IIEP in 2019 which showed that
only one third of the 75 responding countries have formally regulated bridging programs, that
enable progression from vocational short-cycle programs (ISCED level 5) to academically oriented
bachelor’s programs (ISCED level 6) (IIEP-UNESCO, 2019). This clearly indicates a difficulty linking

vocational and academic institutions’ qualifications through recognition of prior learning.




02. Flexible learning pathways for progressing through higher education

This section explores flexible learning pathways for progressing through higher education:
articulation or transfer policies and flexible education delivery modes. It looks at how the eight
case study countries define these, and what commonalities or differences in understanding exist
between them. Table 2 presents the state of development of flexible learning pathways for getting

through higher education in the study countries.

Table 2. Flexible learning pathways for progressing through higher education

Articulation pathways Flexible delivery modes

Credit Open and Flexibility
Transfer ) ) . Flexibility in
accumulation distance in the pace )
programs ) curriculum
and transfer learning of study
Between Online and
the higher blended
At the level ' ' Part-time At the level
education learning
of higher study and of higher
Chile _ institutions of ~ provided at the : _
education evening education
L the Council level of higher L
institutions o _ courses institutions
of University education
Rectors institutions
higher
Through education
_ open entry  institutions
European Online courses
National system courses have elective
Credit Transfer  and Massive
of transfer and offered in courses and
Finland System and Open Online
institutional _ the daytime, specializations,
Diploma Courses ;
system evenings and cross-
Supplement (MOOCs) o
and institutional
weekends programs

(cross-studies)



Articulation pathways Flexible delivery modes

. On a case-by-
India _
case basis

Through the
Jamaica
2+2 model

At the level
of higher
education
institutions,
Malaysia Malaysian
Technical
University
Network

programs

Morocco Rare

National
Academic
Credit Bank in

the making

Through the

2+2 model

80% match is
required for the
credit transfer

to operate

In progress

Strong
emphasis on
open and
distance
learning,
including
through the
SWAYAM
platform for

MOOCs

ND

In open-entry
universities
(credits can be
earned through
MOOQOCs)

In progress

Part-time

study

Part-time

study

Part-
time and
weekend

study

Part-time

study

The choice-
based credit
system, Dual
degrees

and branch
transfers in
some higher

education

ND

At the level

of higher
education, but
little at the

national level

In a Bachelor’s
program, with

the new reform




Country Articulation pathways Flexible delivery modes

Higher
Through Credit ) education At the level
) Systemic and o )
South  accumulation ) ) institutions can  of higher
) specific credit . )
Africa  and transfer offer online education
transfer -
systems and blended institutions
learning
Mostly at the
level of higher )
) Part-time
education
United o study and
. Rare No data institutions,
Kingdom ' block
notably with
courses
the Open
University

Source. Elaboration by the authors

Full-fledged implementation of the practice at the system level

Partial or institutional implementation of the practice

No data, rare implementation, or under development

For low-
achieving
students
through
Extended
Curriculum
Programs

(ECPs)
At the level

of higher
education
institutions,
degrees
with two

specializations

These dimensions will be explored in the sub-sections below. Definitions and understanding of

these terms across the countries will be noted.




Articulation pathways

Articulation pathways are embedded in flexible learning pathways for getting through higher
education. Articulation is understood as a process of transfer of learners between programs or
disciplines within the same institution or across institutions of the higher education sector. Across
the case study countries, the understanding of articulation pathways differs. Articulation can be
arranged through national policies or may be the responsibility of higher education institutions.
Hence, two types of articulation could be identified in the case countries: systemic and specific
or institutional. Systematic articulation applies to all HEls and means that a formal alignment of
learning outcomes and qualifications is supported by the national qualification framework and
quality assurance mechanisms. Specific articulation is arranged when two or more institutions have
an inter-institutional agreement or a memorandum of understanding, which specifies the conditions

of articulation and transfer opportunities.

Transfer programs

Transfer programs in the case countries are understood as a seamless transfer of students between
programs, disciplines, and institutions. The study countries, again, have national systems of transfer
or transfers based on agreements between higher educationls and their programs. In Finland, there

is a well-developed system for the national transfer of students.

It is important to note that transfer is not a mainstream practice across most case study countries.
Transfers between disciplines and programs within the same institution are more common than
across different institutions; and transfers between universities and Technical and Vocational
Education and Training institutions are the least common. In many countries, there is still a need to

ensure linkages between the academic and vocational sub-sectors.

Credit transfers

Credit accumulation and transfer systems (CATS) support recognition and transfer of learning
obtained in formal, informal, or non-formal settings (Reilly et al.,, 2017). In the case study countries,
credit transfers are supported by articulation policies, which facilitate student exchanges and
support the transfer of students from one program to another, or across institutions. Credit transfer

across the study countries takes place at the national or institutional level.

At the national and European levels, Finland applies the European Credit Transfer System to enable

student transfer between disciplines and programs. In India, there are discussions around developing
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a national academic credit bank where students’ data and credits gained can be validated and safely
stored. Jamaica also has an interesting policy for the transfer of credits, which supports multiple

entries and exits from higher education (see Box 4).

Box 4. Transfer of credits in Jamaica

At the institutional level, Jamaica has an advanced model of credit transfer — the “2+2”
model, which allows students to complete the first two years of a bachelor’s program within a
Community College, after which they are awarded an Associate degree. Students can choose
to transfer these credits to continue their degree studies for two more years at the university

level to obtain a Bachelor’s degree, or transfer to the labor market.

Source. Barrett-Adams & Hayle, 2021

In addition, credit transfers tend to be facilitated only between certain types of institutions. In
Chile, transfers take place between prestigious and mostly publicly funded universities through
a transferable credit system. These institutional transfer systems are based on inter-institutional
agreements. However, credit transfers institutionally can be a challenge due to the lack of trust

between institutions at the national level and differences in curricular design.

Flexible delivery modes

Flexibility is the second dimension of flexible learning pathways for progressing through higher
education. While there is a great deal of divergence between countries and higher educationls
regarding flexibility in their programs, it typically takes the form of:

« Open and distance learning (open studies in Finland, a national platform for MOOCs in India);

« Flexibility in the pace of study (part-time, evening and holiday season programs);

« Flexibility in the curriculum (multi-disciplinary programs, specializations and “cross-studies”

in Finland, the Choice Based Credit System in India).

Open and distance learning

Open and distance learning enables flexibility in terms of location of learning and pace (Muyinda,
2012). Open and distance learning aims to expand access to education and enable continuous
learning opportunities for diverse types of students, for reskilling or further study. Open universities
(usually these are single-mode institutions) generally facilitate open and distance learning programs,

but they can also be facilitated by dual-mode institutions that provide face-to-face programs
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(Varghese & Piittmann 2011). Across the eight studied countries, most institutions operate programs
in dual modes. Malaysia has an interesting open and distance learning framework practiced by its

institutions (see Box 5).

Box 5. Open and distance learning programs in Malaysia

Open and distance learning programs were introduced in 2006 as part of the Open Entry
policy and practiced mainly by open universities. Regular universities have now begun offering
such courses. At Universiti Teknologi MARA, courses are offered in distance mode for one
week, this is called “delivery without walls.” During that week students learn in industry or the
community. Wawasan Open University offers blended learning, where classes are delivered
partly online and partly face-to-face (usually once a month). The university mainly caters to

working adults who study to progress in their occupations.

Source. Morshid. et al,, 2020

Open and distance learning programs are also offered in other studied countries (e.g., Chile, Finland,
Morocco, India). India has an interesting policy framework that has favored the development of
open and distance learning programs by open universities, through national platforms for online
courses called SWAYAM. The platform aims to provide access to MOOCs and other e-learning
content developed by various education providers. An important aspect of MOOCs hosted on
the SWAYAM platform is their potential to receive recognition by higher educational institutions.
Under current provisions, a student entering a higher education study program in a university can

transfer up to 20% of credits from relevant online courses completed on SWAYAM.

Flexibility in the pace of study

Flexibility in the pace of study means that rather than full-day study, students can choose how
to combine their studies and work, including through studying part-time, evening, during the
weekend, or over the holiday season. In the United Kingdom, part-time provision is well developed
throughout the post-secondary sector, with 24% of students studying part-time and completing
a bachelor’s degree in four to six years. This flexibility enables students to cover their tuition fees
while working. In Chile, 23% of students are enrolled in full-time evening studies, while some 70%
are enrolled in a traditional learning mode (daytime and full-time). The former pathway is preferred
by adult learners, or learners with caring responsibilities. Flexibility in the pace of study is provided

in all eight case countries and understood similarly.




Flexibility in curriculum

Flexibility in the organization of the curriculum can also ensure that learning suits students’ needs
and particular pathways. It is usually organized at the level of individual institutions via elective
courses, cross-institutional/departmental exchanges or joint degrees (e.g., in Finland, India). India is
also a good example of a county where flexibility in the curriculum is organized through a national

initiative (Box 6).

Box 6. Choice Based Credit System in India

In India, the Choice Based Credit System was introduced in 2015 to promote more
interdisciplinary approaches and offer more flexibility in course choices. The University Grants
Commission has published guidelines for the implementation of the system in central, state
and deemed universities. The system enables students to select from the prescribed list of
core, elective, or minor/soft skills courses. Types and sequencing of courses are flexible, making

curricula more interdisciplinary.

Source. Malik, G. & Annalakshmi, N. 2020

Modularising study programs can also ensure flexibility by breaking down units of learning (with
workload and credits associated) into modules that can be pursued independently from one
another. This enables learners to take separate modules at different times and still receive course

credit or a degree(see Box 7).

Box 7. The Liberal Arts and Natural Sciences (LANS) degree at Birmingham University

In the United Kingdom, some institutions, like Birmingham University, have introduced great
flexibility into the curriculum. In the four-year Bachelor program in Liberal Arts and Natural
Sciences, the responsibility of the curriculum content is transferred to the students who can
tailor it to their needs and interests by choosing modules across the University, or spending
a year abroad, according to their focus area. They also have the opportunity to choose a

“learning entrepreneurial skills” option during their last year.

Source. Brennan, 2020




03. Flexible learning pathways for moving on from higher education and into
the labor market

This section explores the dimensions of flexible learning pathways for moving on from higher
education towards graduation and transition to the labor market. Table 3 presents the state of
development of policies and practices in the eight case countries: flexible degree structures
combining work and continuous learning programs. Policies and practices vary across the eight

studied countries.

Table 3. Flexible learning pathways for moving on from higher education

Continuous education

Country Flexible degree structures
programs
Chile Very little and at the level of higher education At the institution level
Finland “Studification of work,” internships At the institution level
India No data No data
Jamaica Part-time degrees, 2+2 model At the institution level
Malaysia No data At the institution level
Morocco  Apprenticeships At the institution level
South Africa No data No data
United . o
) Sandwich degree, Accelerated degree At the institution level
Kingdom

Source. Elaboration by the authors

* This table is non-exhaustive. Further details are given in each country case study

Full-fledged implementation of the practice at the system level
Partial/ Institutional implementation of the practice

No data/rare implementation/under development

Pathways for getting out of higher education tend to be the least developed. Some countries support
flexibility in degree structure and organization of studies to enhance graduation and employability,
while others focus mainly on providing work-based learning or continuous education programs for

working adults.
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Flexible degree structures

Flexible degree structures can allow learners to combine study and work. Such pathways mainly
cater to non-traditional students, including working adults, part-time students, returnees to higher
education, socio-economically disadvantaged students, and migrants. Such pathways are usually
created through close collaboration between higher education and businesses (e.g., UK, Finland,

Morocco).

Box 8. Four-year bachelor’s program in Morocco

One of the aims of the planned four-year Bachelor's degree, which is part of the ongoing
Moroccan higher education reform, is to offer programs better aligned with the labor market.
The four year Bachelor's degree can be taken on a work-study basis. Graduates will be better
prepared to enter the workforce than under the three-year model. Courses and programs
will be developed to respond to the increasing need for digitalization of professions and the
world of work in general. The new Bachelor’s degree also emphasizes courses that will provide

students with transversal skills useful for professions of the future.

Source. Kouhlani & Benchekroun, 2020

Combining work and study

Finland is a prime example of a country that has attempted to strengthen the linkage between higher
education and the labor market. To improve graduates’ employability, Finnish higher education
institutions collaborate with the labor market based on the principle of “studification of work,
through which all higher education institutions allow learners to combine work and studies. This
modality allows students to gain credits towards their degree in working life or through embedded
internships and student exchange periods. The “studification of work” has been supported by
multiple national projects by the Ministry of Education and Culture, which helped higher education

institutions develop internship practices, guidelines, and a work-based pedagogy.

Accelerated degrees

Flexibility in completing degrees is intended to enhance the employability of graduates. In the
United Kingdom, there are opportunities to complete degrees in longer or shorter periods, or to
combine work and study. Accelerated degrees shorten the time needed to complete a degree. They
were recently introduced to allow students to complete a Bachelor’s degree in two years instead of

three, by devoting more weeks per year to their studies.
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Continuous education programs

Continuous education programs also provide flexible opportunities for transitioning to the labor
market. In Chile, higher education offer specializations through continuous education programs.
These programs are oriented towards working adults who already possess a degree or a title but

would like to receive a specialization and develop new competencies required by the labor market.

Conclusion

This paper aimed to detail the varying understandings of flexible learning pathways in eight case
study countries. While these countries have policies and practices associated with flexible learning
pathways for entering into, progressing through, and moving on from higher education, the flexible
learning pathway concept is rarely addressed holistically at the policy level. There are no overarching
and unifying policies on flexible learning pathway FLPs at all stages. Instead, there are targeted policies
on lifelong learning, recognition of prior learning, CAT, and others. Therefore, the understanding of

flexible learning pathways across the countries varies.

The understanding of flexible learning pathways for entering into higher education through open
entry policies, alternative admission, and recognition of prior learning is shared among most of the
case study countries. Alternative admission is often used to improve accessibility of higher education
for non-traditional and disadvantaged learners, as well as for continuous learning, upskilling, or
updating of competencies and skills. It is also associated with recognizing the value of knowledge
obtained in diverse contexts. Approaches to preparatory programs across the study countries were
applied with a similar purpose: to support more students with relevant knowledge and skills to
enter higher education. Generally preparatory programs in the case study countries rely on the
collaboration between higher education institutions, upper secondary schools, and vocational
institutions to ensure linkages between vocational, academic and professional skills, and knowledge

and qualifications.

In the eight case study countries, there was a great deal of convergence in how flexible learning
pathways were used to support progression through higher education. Some pathways were
implemented through national systems, and others were through institutional initiatives. Their
implementation was uneven across the countries. For instance, CAT systems were frequently
facilitated through national policies (e.g., South Africa, Malaysia, Finland, Jamaica), but transfer
programs were often the responsibility of individual or selected higher education institutions

operating through inter-institutional agreements. Transfers between institutions and programs
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were sometimes introduced to avoid the repetition of learning and to increase student retention.
Flexibility in delivery modes was also quite different between institutions. Some provided flexibility
in the choice of courses, while others provided an opportunity for specializations and dual degrees.
Flexibility in the pace of study (via part-time, evening, or holiday season courses) and provision of
open and distance learning are almost universally implemented by higher education n in the case

study countries.

Understandings of flexible learning pathways for moving on from higher education showed the
most divergence across the case study countries, and were less commonly implemented than
pathways for access and progression. In the case study countries that have such pathways, they
were associated with policy objectives such as enhancing competitiveness of the economy through
human resource development, and are mostly facilitated through institutions, although in some
countries, there are practices supported by national initiatives. Continuous education programs are

most commonly implemented across countries and institutions.
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Future economic and student demographic trends: The implications

for the future of higher education in Arab and Gulf Cooperation
Council countries
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Abstract

The governments of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries are pursuing an important
strategic agenda of human capital formation. Higher education has a central role to play in these
efforts. To devise the appropriate policies and strategies, both governments and higher education
institutions must understand the broader economic and demographic trends that influence the
higher education sector. This paper presents eight strategic priorities and 20 guidelines to align
higher education policies and governance with the most significant economic and demographic
trends in GCC countries. Across all eight strategic priorities, there is a common recommendation
to build partnerships between higher education institutions and external stakeholders, including
enterprises, institutions, and non-profit organizations. These partnerships will support cross-
fertilization of ideas and peer learning, pooling of resources and sharing of infrastructure; overall
they will drive enhanced excellence, competitiveness, and attractiveness of institutions in the region.
Partnerships are also suggested among higher education institutions within cities, regions, and
countries, as well as possibly those based in the GCC countries or the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region more broadly. Importantly, in achieving its core missions, including innovation
and entrepreneurship, higher education must not only focus on achieving economic indicators
and development, but also on its social impact, particularly societal development and addressing
societal challenges. Finally, to build on the impressive intellectual and cultural heritage of this region,

higher education must maintain support for rigorous study and research in the humanities.
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Introduction

The countries of the GCC* are pursuing an important strategic agenda of human capital formation,
defined as “the knowledge, skills, and health that people accumulate over their lives to make them
more productive” (World Bank, 2019, p. 37). This agenda is part of the GCC countries’ broader
structural reforms aiming to diversify economic sectors, create jobs, and strengthen institutions.
The GCC countries rank lower on the World Bank’s Human Capital Index than other countries with
comparable levels of income. The World Bank states that “the most pressing challenges slowing
human capital formation in the GCC relate to learning outcomes and adult survival rates” (World
Bank, 2019, p.8). Human capital formation happens throughout the entire education vertical, with.
higher education playing a central role in the governments’ efforts to foster it.

To devise appropriate policies and strategies, both governments and higher education institutions
need to follow broader economic and demographic trends that have implications on the higher
education sector. This paper first discusses the economic and demographic trends most relevant for
developing policies and strategies for higher education, then outlines strategic priorities for higher

education.

Basic scan of the key trends relevant for higher education policies and
strategies

The GCC countries have been experiencing significant population growth , which is expected to
continue (Arab Development Portal, n.d.). Population growth has notable implications on demand
for education as well as on job creation, social services, urban infrastructure, effective governance,
and so forth. The result of population growth in the GCC countries has led to a significant share of
the population being between the ages of 15 and 24. According to the Arab Development Portal
(n.d.), 27% of the population in this region are youth and adolescents. This demographic situation

indicates the rising demand for jobs and potentially higher education.

According to the Arab Development Portal (2020): “the challenges that mark the labor market are
in general related to low labor force participation, especially among women, high unemployment
rates, especially among youth, large but decreasing shares of public sector employment, and high
prevalence of informal employment.” Youth unemployment in the region is significant. The 26%
youth unemployment rate is the highest in the world; the rate of unemployment among female
youth rises to 39% (Arab Development Portal, n.d.). In general, this region shows lower levels of

economically active population than other regions (Arab Development Portal). Another distinct

4 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Kingdom of Bahrain, State of Kuwait, Sultanate of Oman, State of Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates
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characteristic is “a wide mismatch between labor supply and labor demand resulting in high
unemployment rates in many countries, especially among youth. This mismatch is largely the
result of the structure of the economy in most countries, whereby it is locked into low value-added

activities” (Arab Development Portal, 2020).

In the Arab region, 12 million adolescents and youth are out of school, comprising 6% of out-of-
school youth and adolescents in the world (Arab Development Portal, year). In 2020, 41.1% of the
relevant age group was enrolled in tertiary education. There has not been much improvement since

2015, when the enrollment rate was 40.7% (World Bank, 2017).

Strategic priorities to align higher education policies and governance with
economic and demographic trends

In this section, | present three thematic areas with eight strategic priorities and 20 guidelines to align
higher education policies and governance with the aforementioned economic and demographic
trends in GCC countries. These thematic areas include:

1. Relevance, quality and attractiveness of higher education study programs.

2. Diversity and resilience of higher education institutions.

3. Building city (municipality), regional and national innovation ecosystems.

Relevance, quality and attractiveness of higher education study programs

Youth unemployment, labor skills shortages and skills mismatches have been identified as key
challenges in the GCC countries. While higher education alone cannot resolve these challenges, it
hasasignificant role in addressing them. The higher education sector can most effectively contribute
to addressing youth unemployment, skills shortages, and skills mismatch when working in close
partnership with stakeholders from industry, government, and non-profit sectors. In other words,
stakeholders from the sectors that employ graduates from higher education are invaluable partners

to higher education institutions working to prepare graduates for the labor market.

Here | offer four propositions (see summary in Table 1). First, deeper and multilayered partnerships
will be longer lasting and more effective in enabling higher education institutions to design study
programs that are of high quality and relevant to labor market needs. These partnerships can make
programs more attractive for home and international students by supporting graduates to find
employment, enable high job performance, and secure their wellbeing. Second, inter-institutional

partnerships within the country and or the region can facilitate sharing of resources, capacity
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building and strengthening of cultural, economic, and political ties. Third, an important aspect of
relevant, high quality and attractive study programs is the implementation of student-centered
learning and teaching approaches which strengthen student agency. When students become more
independent learners they are able to navigate educational opportunities and resources and shape
the trajectory of their own learning. Fourth, focusing exclusively on higher education’s contribution
to economic development overlooks its crucial contribution to societal development, including
improving governance, strengthening institutions, driving effective urban development, and
supporting innovations in schooling and higher education. Equally important is higher education’s
role stewarding civilizational advancement, cultural heritage, and the intellectual legacies of the
GCC countries and MENA region more broadly. Rigorous scholarship and study of arts and societies

is crucial for civilizational advancement and preservation of cultural heritage of the region.

I. Build educational offering in partnership with industry, government, and non-profit sectors
to ensure relevance and foster real-world experience and skills matching

This first set of strategic priorities focuses on higher education institutions building partnerships
with industry, government and non-profit sectors. This can be achieved, for example, by developing
work-based or service-based courses as part of the study programs requirements. Such courses
include apprenticeship or traineeship components with the involvement of external stakeholders
or with students based at the partner institutions. Such practices are common in study programs
like architecture, nursing, and medicine, and should be leveraged more broadly. Another approach
is to develop a pool of internships, research collaborations, and innovation labs which connect
the educational offering with real-world activities. This allows students to gain work experience or
support for their research, innovation or entrepreneurship ideas. Involving external stakeholders as

guest lecturers can also facilitate such partnerships.

To address shortages in the active workforce, skills shortages, and skills mismatch, higher education
institutions can offer upskilling and reskilling programs with micro-credentials to certify learning
outcomes. Such programs integrate lifelong learning into higher education’s offerings, enable fast
translation of skills needs into learning opportunities, and overall support the preparation of lifelong
learners for fast-changing labor markets. Digital skills are particularly suitable for such programs, but
upskilling and reskilling programs are relevant for a broad range of needs. Partnership with external
stakeholders in developing upskilling and reskilling programs with micro-credentials can help
increase the relevance of these programs for the labor market. Quality assurance is as important
in these programs as in degree study programs. Micro-credentials could be used to recognize prior

learning and work-acquired competences.
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In many higher education systems there is a symbolic ranking of professions according to prestige.
Medicine, engineering and law tend to be at the top of such hierarchies. Yet, our societies need
people educated to be plumbers, nurses, carpenters, electricians, farmers, and construction workers
as much as we need people educated to be doctors, lawyers, engineers and academics. These
vital professions are an indispensable part of everyday life and ensuring a functioning society and
economy. Governments and higher education institutions must invest in study programs that lead
to these professions just as they do those deemed more “prestigious”. Efforts are also needed to

promote and raise the symbolic value and worth of these professions.

Il. Build partnerships across the GCC countries and MENA region for enhanced
internationalization

Relevance, quality,and attractiveness of the higher education sector can also come from partnerships
between higher education institutions across the GCC countries (and the broader MENA region).
Such partnerships can have different levels of intensity, including research collaborations, joint
degree programs, staff and student exchanges, and comprehensive bilateral or alliance-based
institutional partnerships(Klemenci¢ 2015, 2017; Hazelkorn & Klemenci¢ 2022). The benefits of
such deepened and expanded internationalization through regional cooperation are manyfold.
First, pooling of resources, such as research infrastructure, can increase the competitiveness of these
partner institutions, and the country they are based in. Second, internationalization contributes to
capacity building through exchange of best practices and peer learning. Finally, it nurtures regional
cultural, economic, and political bonds, which are essential for regional trade and politics. Specific
measures can include student and staff exchange programs; joint educational offerings, such as joint

degree programs; and research collaboration through joint projects, programs and centers.

lll.Implement student-centered approaches in learning and teaching to strengthen student
agency, foster students’ capabilities to be independent learners, enable them to navigate
learning and educational opportunities, and support them to take responsibility for their

own learning and education pathways
Student-centered learning and teaching (SCLT) are essential for enhancing the relevance, quality,
and attractiveness of educational provision, as well as for student outcomes. SCLT improves
student outcomes and better prepares graduates for work and life after higher education. SCLT
can understood as an overarching approach to designing higher education processes, which has
student agency as its conceptual foundation; SCLT primarily concerns the capability of students
to participate, influence, and take responsibility for their learning pathways and environments

in order to achieve the expected learning outcomes (Klemenci¢ et al., 2020). Important to note
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here is that SCLT does not only happen in the classroom. A shift to centering students requires
the development of a student-centered institutional and national ecosystems (ibid.). SCLT moves
beyond the classroom to construct inclusive and supportive learning and teaching environments
within higher education institutions, their subunits, and national and regional higher education
systems. Such institutional ecosystems include ten mutually reinforcing core elements according to
Klemencic et al 2020:

« Policies, rules and regulations enabling student-centered learning and teaching.

+ Student-centered curriculum and pedagogy.

+ Student-centered assessment.

+ Flexible learning pathways.

+ Learner support.

+ Teaching support.

+ Active learning spaces and academic libraries.

+ Learning technologies infrastructure.

« Community learning connections and partnerships.

+ Quality assurance supporting student-centered learning and teaching.

Some measures to strengthen student agency and foster student-learning approaches include
developing teaching support centers and professional development opportunities for teaching
staff to advance their teaching practice. Furthermore, higher education institutions can offer
services that help students study and navigate educational opportunities, and build skills to be
successful, independent learners, such as effective study skills, self-regulation, time management,
and self-direction. All of these help strengthen students’ agency as capabilities to navigate and
influence learning and educational opportunities and take responsibility over their own learning
and education pathways and environments (Klemenci¢, 2015; Klemenci¢, 2020; Klemenci¢ & Hoidn,
2020; Hoidn & Klemencic, 2020; Klemencic 2023a; Klemencic 2023b). Inserting flexibility or choice
in curricular offerings, such as through elective courses and research topic options all boost student
agency and motivation to learn. Flexibility in educational offerings is especially helpful for lifelong
learners, including mature students with work and family responsibilities. Approaches may include
scaffolding, support, and choice in the how, when, at what pace, what and to what purpose they

learn.

In sum, teacher-centered learning and teaching tends to primarily see students as passive recipients
of knowledge, while deep learning only happens when students actively participate in the process

(Klemenci¢ et al 2020). Student-centered learning and teaching, on the other hand, set expectations
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for students to take responsibility for their learning, enables students to actively participate in
the construction of knowledge, and helps develop learner autonomy through self-reflection and
learning skills (Klemenci¢, 2015; Klemenci¢, 2017; Klemencic, 2018; Klemencic, 2020; Klemencic et
al, 2020; Hoidn and Klemencic¢, 2020).

IV. Nurture the scholarly tradition of approaching the arts and humanities with rigor
Many countries are facing declines in student enrollment in arts and humanities. Some institutions
are lowering their standards to attract students to these fields. To maintain national pride in the
intellectual and cultural heritage of the GCC countries and broader MENA region, it is imperative
to maintain the high standards and academic rigor in the study of arts and humanities. The study of
language, literature, history, and other humanities is an important part of education - it encourages
students to appreciate the traditions of art, ideas, and values inherent in their cultural heritage. This
allows students to think critically and reflectively about their own culture and history, as well as
those of others, and the influence these cultures have had on one another and the students’ own
identities. For higher education, it is not enough to train narrowly focused professionals - engineers,
doctors, computer scientists, etc. They too should be well-rounded, with a deep understanding of
their cultural and literary heritage. This way higher education institutions are better rooted in the
societies that gave them life and purpose, and do not produce a generation of rootless individuals

who contribute to the “brain drain” that afflicts many societies in the region.

The GCC region is home to one of the richest intellectual and cultural traditions in world civilization,
which for centuries cultivated medicine, astronomy, logic, mathematics, law, and philosophy at the
highest level.> Scholars like Ibn Sina, al-Ghazali, Ibn al-Haytham, Ibn al-Shatir and many others have
made a crucial mark on the intellectual traditions in world civilization.®* The GCC countries and
MENA region cannot afford their future economic, political, intellectual and cultural leaders to be

unaware and unappreciative of this sophisticated intellectual, cultural and literary heritage.

5 For this point, | thank Professor Khaled El-Rouayheb, James Richard Jewett Professor of Islamic Intellectual History and Chair of
the Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations Department at Harvard University.

6 Ibid.
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Table 1: Strategic priorities on relevance, quality and attractiveness of higher education study
programs

I. Build educational offering in partnership with industry, government and non-profit

sectors to ensure relevance, and foster real-world experience and skills matching

Develop work-based/service-based courses
1. (apprenticeship, traineeship) and challenge-based

courses

Develop industry, government, and non-profit sector
2. internships, research collaborations, innovation labs,
entrepreneurship labs

Address youth unemployment,

Raise prestige of all study programs and professions _ _
skills shortages and skills

3. typically given less symbolic value that these education '
mismatch

and train for

Offer upskilling and reskilling programs with
4. microcredentials in partnership with external

stakeholders

Il. Build partnerships across the GCC countries and MENA region for enhanced

internationalization

5.  Facilitate student and staff exchange programs

Facilitate the pooling of
o resources, capacity building, and
6.  Develop double or joint degree and doctoral programs
deepening of regional cultural,

economic, and political bonds

7. Develop joint research projects, programs, or centers




lll.Implement student-centered approaches in learning and teaching to strengthen student

agency, foster student capabilities to be independent learners, enable them to navigate

learning and educational opportunities, and support them to take responsibility for

their own learning and education pathways

Develop teaching support centers and professional

8.
development opportunities for teaching staff
Offer support to help students study, navigate
educational opportunities, and build skills to be
9.

successful, independent learners (effective study skills,

self-regulation, time management, self-direction, etc.)

Insert flexibility and choice in curricular offerings, such  Enhance student learning and
10. as optional courses, choice of research topics, to boost  increase attractiveness of higher

students’ motivation to learn education sector

. Offer flexibility in degree and non-degree program s for
" lifelong learners

IV. Nurture scholarly tradition of rigorous arts and humanities

Maintain high standards and academic rigor in study Maintain national pride in the

and scholarship in arts and humanities, and support intellectual and cultural heritage
12.

their continuous intellectual advances build on the rich  of the GCC countries and

intellectual traditions of this region broader MENA region




V. Diversity and resilience of higher education institutions
Diversity and resilience of higher education institutions can support the advancing and “future-
proofing” of higher education systems. Here | offer two propositions (see summary in Table 2).
First, diversity of higher education institutions enables the sector to contribute to a broad variety
of national strategic objectives, such as research and innovation, and educated graduates in a broad
variety of trades and professions. Furthermore, diverse higher education institutions with diverse

institutional missions and profiles cater to different student needs and expectations.

Second, the COVID-19 pandemic was a powerful reminder of the need to build institutional resilience
in wake of crises. Institutional resilience is synonymous with the sustainability of institutions, and

is an indispensable aspect of development towards excellence in all an institution’s core missions.

Maintain diversity of institutional missions and profiles

Supporting diversity of higher education institutions within each national system should thus
be an imperative of governments. Funding regimes as well as national and world rankings can
enforce isomorphic tendencies of higher education institutions to copy those perceived to be most
successful in pursuing competitive funding or gaining higher position in league tables. Recognizing
that “excellence” occurs across all the core missions — learning and teaching, research and innovation,
knowledge use and diffusion, engagement and service to society and institutional governance and
management helps governments develop policies that support institutional diversity (Hazelkorn
and & Klemencic, 2021). Supporting only a few “flagship universities” in a country tends to undermine
social and national cohesion, and lower the aggregate societal contributions and attractiveness of

the higher education sector as a whole.

One way of supporting “inclusive excellence” across national or regional higher education systems
is for governments to promote and incentivize inter-institutional partnerships. The European
Union has done this with the European University Initiative (Hazelkorn & Klemenci¢, 2022), and in
other cases some countries have incentivised institutional mergers. While broad macroeconomic,
social and political conditions are difficult to control in raising the attractiveness of study
locations, cities and universities can attract foreign students and researchers through collaboration
(Klemenci¢, 2017). In short, collaboration between universities and cities, along with favorable
policy interventions from governments, can resolve the predicaments of peripheral locations with
regard to internationalization (Klemenci¢ 2017). Such partnerships can help build the capacity and
attractiveness of the entire higher education sector. Some competition between alliances would

inevitably remain to encourage continuous striving for strategic institutional development.
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Many authors have argued in favor of an integrated institutional approach ( Klemenci¢, 2017).
As discussed by Klemencic¢ (2017), the more internationalization is integrated across institutional
structures, processes and operations, the more likely synergistic effects of activities and processes
will follow. Such synergistic effects are especially called for in peripheral university locations
because of the imperatives described above. To achieve this, “internationalization gears” need to be
developed as part of the strategy. These have been identified as international profiling, institutional
cooperation, mobility and recruitment (Klemenci¢, 2015; Klemenci¢, 2017). In machines, gears
are used for transmitting power from one part of a machine to another. In universities, these
internationalization gears create more power within core functions of teaching, research, and third
mission. For institutions in peripheral locations, the four gear functions of internationalization
are paramount in light of limited resources and international visibility of their locations; yet their
development depends greatly on whether institutional climates and higher education system

conditions enable and support internationalization (Klemencic, 2017).

The integrated institutional approach described above using “internationalization gears” should be
developed as part of a broader city, regional, and national approach to internationalization to allow
for diffusion of ideas and spillover effects (Klemenci¢, 2017). The key is for internationalization efforts
of each individual societal actor within a given community to be connected to and integrated with
others to reinforce their efforts and support those lagging behind. Internationalization practices seen
as advantageous for performance may be imitated by others, prompted by competitive pressures or

the pursuit of creativity and innovation (Klemenci¢, 2017).

VI.Build institutional resilience
Five core measures to build the resilience of higher education institutions should be highlighted.
First, higher education institutions need elaborate communication channels to spread timely
and effective information, and to enable two-way communication with all members of a higher
education institution. Similarly, governments should have elaborate communication channels for
timely and effective communication with higher education institutions and other higher education
stakeholders within the national systems. Second, sophisticated institutional research, including
data collection and analytics practices are essential for institutional strategic development, including
fostering institutional learning, and for external reporting and accountability checks (Klemenci¢
2016; Klemencic et al 2015). Third, clear career progression pathways for staff, along with mentoring
programs and professional development opportunities are essential for professional advancement
and wellbeing, which impacts job performance and retention. In building institutional resilience,
it is important to conduct regular institutional research -on workplace climate and the wellbeing
of staff and employees. This is to plan interventions as needed and address challenging issues early

before they escalate and require more time and effort to resolve.
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Table 2: Strategic priorities on diversity and resilience of higher education institutions

V. Maintain diversity of institutional missions and profiles

Support diversity of institutional mission and profilesand  To cater for diverse student
13.  correct for unintended isomorphic effects of funding or and labor market needs and
ranking regimes expectations AND enhance

attractiveness of higher

14.  Incentivize inter-institutional partnerships education sector

VI. Build institutional resilience

Build elaborate communication channels within higher

15.
education institutions and the sector at large
Conduct sophisticated institutional research, including data
‘ collection and data analytics to foster institutional strategic
16.

development, institutional learning, and external reporting

and accountability checks

Build excellence and support
sustainability of higher

: : education institutions
Invest in professional development of staff and develop

17.  clear career progression pathways; check regularly on

workplace climate; and wellbeing of staff and employees

Source: Prepared by the author




Building city (municipality), regional, and national innovation ecosystems

Like other regions in the world, the GCC countries are subject to global long-term challenges such
as climate change, pandemics, loss of biodiversity, aging populations, and increasing poverty and
inequalities. Some of these challenges are further magnified in the case of the GCC countries, and
some challengesaredistinct to thisregion, like youth unemployment, health,and diversifyingindustry
sectors from over-reliance on oil resources. The GCC countries need to build robust knowledge
innovation systems to work on solutions to address these challenges and to drive further economic
and societal development, including job creation. The higher education sector has a vital role to
play in building innovative ecosystems at the city (or municipality), regional and national level.
However, innovation ecosystems per definition consist of multiple actors and strong relationships
between these, such as universities and other research and technology organizations, governmental
institutions, business enterprises, and non-profits organizations. Innovative ecosystems also require
robust infrastructure for research and technology as well as financial and policy considerations.
Development of new digital technologies is particularly relevant for all sectors and all types of

innovation - product, process, organizational or social.

There are two strategic priorities | wish to highlight here. The first pertains to investment in research
on social and economic innovation as well as social and economic entrepreneurship infrastructure.
Furthermore, governments and all actors involved need to create enabling conditions, incentives,
and appropriately valorize their staff and students’ engagement in research, innovation and
entrepreneurship. This is to ensure that staff and students are informed about opportunities, have
skills and knowledge to take advantage of these opportunities. This is to remove obstacles and raise
motivation to engagement. Few staff and students will be motivated if opportunities to engage in
innovation through, for example, a university innovation lab is only an add-on activity, not integrated
into the university operations and not properly recognized and valorized. Business enterprises,
governmental institutions and non-profit organizations also need to create proper mechanisms
for informing and incentivizing engagement in innovation activities, especially in cooperation with
higher education institutions through aforementioned partnerships. Again, without incentives,

such opportunities might appear as additional workload, and staff will not be motivated to join.

Second, as mentioned earlier, digital technologies are becoming an increasingly important part of
the infrastructure of basically all sectors of society, including higher education. Digital technologies
are an indispensable part of innovation ecosystems and one of major objects of research, innovation,
and entrepreneurship. With the increased use of digital technologies, it is necessary to develop

appropriate governance arrangements to ensure digital trust(worthiness) of digital technologies,
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digital services, and the organizations that provide them. Concretely, this means that it is necessary
to develop rules, guidelines, and governance structures on cybersecurity, privacy, interoperability,
transparency, and fairness. This is to ensure the inclusive, ethical, and responsible use of digital
technology and services (and digital data), as well as the ethical conduct of digital technology
providers and users. In this way, digital (education) technology can support the advancement and

excellence of higher education in an ethical, inclusive and responsible way.

Table 3: Strategic priorities on building city (municipality), regional and national innovation
ecosystems

VII. Invest in research, (social) innovation and (social) entrepreneurship

Invest in research, (social) innovation and (social)

entrepreneurship infrastructure; create enabling

. ) . . For higher education to
18. conditions, incentivize and valorize staff and 8

: : . i i
student engagement in research, innovation and o e rpne sl 2nd

. meaningfully to individuals’
entrepreneurship

advancement and wellbeing, and
cities’(municipalities’), regions,
Build sustainable and mutually beneficial cooperation 4,4 countries’ societal and

19.  models with different stakeholders in local, regional,  .-onomic goals

and national ecosystems

VIIl. Develop governance of digital technology in higher education to build digital

trust(worthiness)

Develop rules, guidelines, and governance For digital (education)
structures on cybersecurity, privacy, interoperability,  technology to support the
transparency, and fairness for inclusive, ethical and advancement and excellence of
20 responsible use of digital technology and services in higher education in an ethical,
higher education, and the ethical conduct of digital inclusive and responsible way

technology providers and users

Source: Prepared by the author




Conclusion

This paper presents eight strategic priorities and 20 guidelines for higher education in the GCC
countries on:
« Micro level in respect to the relevance, quality and attractiveness of higher education study
programs.
« Meso level in respect to the diversity and resilience of higher education institutions.
« Macro level in respect to building city (municipalities), regional and national innovation

ecosystems.

These strategic priorities have been chosen to align higher education policies and governance with

the most significant economic and demographic trends in the GCC countries.

Across all strategic priorities, the meta recommendation arises to build partnerships between
higher education institutions and external stakeholders from business enterprises, governmental
institutions and non-profit organizations. This is to achieve cross-fertilization of ideas and peer
learning, pooling of resources, and sharing of infrastructure, and can drive enhanced excellence,
competitiveness, and attractiveness of institutions in the region. For the same purpose, partnerships
are also suggested among higher education institutions within cities, regions, countries, as well as
potentially higher education institutions based in other GCC countries or throughout the MENA
region. These partnerships are key to higher education addressing the challenges common to the
GCC countries and the world more broadly, as well as to drive societal and economic development
and support the resilience and wellbeing of citizens. Importantly, the focus of higher education
and its core missions, including innovation and entrepreneurship, must not be only on economic
indicators and development, but also on higher education institutions’ social impact - its
contribution to societal development and the addressing of societal challenges (Nuno, Teixteira, &
Klemencic, 2021). Finally, higher education must maintain support of rigorous study and research
in the humanities, which are key to maintaining the impressive intellectual and cultural heritage of

the region.
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The Role of Higher Education in Bridging Current and Future Skills
Gaps

Ulf-Daniel Ehlers & Laura Eigbrecht, DHBW Karlsruhe’

Abstract

In a rapidly changing world, discussions related to Future Skills are some of the most important in
educational research, and have been for some time. Future Skills discussions initially focused on
graduate attributes; the topic is often intangible due to conceptual complexity about how to define
skills and competencies. Future Skills are often only referred to in a limited focus on digital skills. The
research presented here is based on an empirical, multi-method approach conducted by NextSkills

studies.

The intention of the project is to explore the demand for specific Future Skills in more detail and
then, in a second step, to substantiate them in terms of educational theory. These Future Skills
are classified by the “Future Skills Triple Helix-Model of Capacity to Act in Emergent Practical
Contexts”. More specifically, these are skills such as ambiguity competence, ethical competence,
self-competence, and others. Moreover, four developmental strands that will strongly influence
the future development of higher education institutions are identified: Future Skills focus, Multi-
institutional Study Pathways, Personalization of Academic Learning, and Lifelong Learning in Higher
Education. Higher education will play an important role in helping to make our societies resilient
and future-proof, but new, proven structures and models are required for higher education moving

forward. Higher education institutions need to become more reflective and future-thinking.

Introduction: Future Skills in Future Higher Education

The following text fragment was generated based on the query “write an introduction on the subject
of the role of higher education in bridging current and future skills gaps”:
Higher education playsa critical role in bridging the gap between current and future skills.
With the rapid pace of technological advancement and the changing demands of the job
market, it is essential for individuals to continuously acquire new skills and knowledge
in order to remain competitive in their careers. Higher education institutions, such as
universities and colleges, provide individuals with the opportunity to do so through

a variety of academic programs and professional development opportunities. These
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programs are designed to help individuals acquire the skills and knowledge they need to
succeed in their current jobs and to prepare them for future careers. By providing access
to a diverse range of academic programs and experiential learning opportunities, higher
education institutions help individuals to stay up-to-date with the latest developments
in their field and to gain the skills and knowledge needed to adapt to changing job
markets. In this way, higher education plays a vital role in bridging the gap between
current and future skills, helping individuals to thrive in an increasingly competitive and

dynamic job market. (Open Al, 2022)".

This introduction was written by ChatGPT, a chatbot by OpenAl based on Artificial Intelligence (Al).
In a time where Al can produce meaningful texts, generate entire student essays, and synthesize
knowledge, — the role of higher education needs to be clearer than ever. Ultimately, given a rapidly
changing world, higher education must take its responsibility to prepare graduates for emerging

futures in an uncertain world.

Future Skills are more indispensable than ever, and it is critical to ensure their development within
higher education learning experiences. In our research, we define Future Skills as competences that
enable individuals to solve complex problems in a self-organized manner and to act successfully in
highly emergent contexts. Future Skills are based on cognitive, motivational, volitional, and social
resources; in addition, they are value-based and can be acquired through a learning process (Ehlers,
2020, p. 53). In the public discussion on higher education concepts, Future Skills have contributed
to a shift, which we refer to here as the Future Skills Turn (Ehlers, 2020, 2022c). Future Skills has
gained enormous influence, not so much as a tailored and empirically operationalized concept, but
rather as a conceptual condensation of broadly diversified bundles of arguments and objectives

(Ehlers, 2020; 2022a; Placke & Schleiermacher, 2018).

Future Skills first gained attention given the diagnosis that higher education presently does not
confront the pressing challenges of our societies in a way that is fit to purpose for future social
or economic challenges (Hippler, 2016; Kummert, 2017). Global challenges are exacerbated by a
constantly accelerating globalization process and ever faster digital progress. This digital acceleration
is characterized by persistent uncertainty, which makes constant creative responsibility a necessity
(Ehlers, 2020). It is our responsibility to make the best of the possibilities and find ways to deal with
this uncertain future. This is about nothing more and nothing less than the preservation of our

planet and our livelihoods.
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The institution of higher education is faced with the challenge of reinventing itself at a time when
it is undergoing an enormous growth process. 70 percent of one age cohort or more is predicted to
undertake higher education worldwide by the year 2050 (Ehlers, 2020). Higher education institutions
must address the question of what Future Skills the graduates of tomorrow will need and how they
can support them in acquiring them. To do this, it is first necessary to describe these Future Skills
in terms of educational theory; this can be done using the Future Skills Triple Helix Model, which
was developed within the framework of the Next Skills Studies (Ehlers, 2020). This paper presents
research evidence on Future Skills that matter for higher education students and introduces 17 Skills
Profiles for the future. It then discusses higher education’s role in promoting these skills profiles. It
aims to inspire education experts worldwide to reflect on their personal and institutional roles in

preparing learners for today and tomorrow’s challenges.

Methodology of the NextSkills Study

The NextSkills study used a multilevel and multi-method research design, including desk research,
document analysis, expert evaluations, semi-structured qualitative interviews, and Delphi surveys.
The aim was to create an inventory of skill needs for the future and analyze and cluster them to create
future skill profiles. A second research phase was used to identify existing theories that complement
the skills inventory. The study was conducted as follows:

1. Identification of Future Organizations - June 2015: Desk research was conducted to identify
organizations with experience in implementing competence models and designing future work
contexts. From the initial list of 140 organizations, a jury panel of nearly 50 experts analyzed and

narrowed the list to 20 organizations for the next step of the study.

2. Interview Study — December 2016 to December 2017: Interviews were conducted with HR
managers of the selected organizations and, in some cases, students who studied there as part
of (dual) degree programs. The interviews used guiding questions and were open-ended, semi-
structured, and problem-focused. Constructs were extracted from the interview data to reconstruct
contexts, values, processes, and dependencies for competences considered important for individuals

in the future.

3.International Delphi Study — September to October 2018: In order to further refine and validate
the qualitative results, a Delphi study was conducted with an international panel of experts. The
Delphi study, entitled “Future Skills — Future Learning and Future Higher Education,” included two
rounds of interviews. Fifty-three international experts from different organizations and institutions

were invited to participate in the study.
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4. Analysis of existing Future Skills approaches — End of 2021: After a screening of international
and German-language Future Skills studies published over the last five years, German-language

research was analyzed to identify skills profiles and transfer them into a Future Skills framework.

5. Expansion of the analysis to include the media skills model — 2022: Future Skills studies
published in the German-speaking world in the last five years were analyzed using Baacke’s media
skills model to describe the extent to which Future Skills approaches include digital skills or go

beyond them.

Future Skills for future graduates: A comprehensive model of Future Skills

Future Skills are competencies of a specific nature (Agentur, 2021; Ehlers, 2020). For example, if the
task is to develop a solution to a new problem, the ability to change perspectives, flexibility, openness,
and interdisciplinarity are important. In the NextSkills study, these competencies are summarized
in a “Future Skills” profile with the label “design-thinking competence” (Ehlers, 2022a; 2022b). If,
for example, another area involves finding one’s way professionally in roles that are increasingly
networked, unclear,and complex, skills such as dealing with ambiguity, acting in uncertain situations,
and dealing with heterogeneity are important. All these skills are summarized in the NextSkills study
as a “Future Skills” profile under the label “ambiguity competence.” The NextSkills study contains
17 such Future Skills profiles (Ehlers, 2022a; 2022b). While this definition of Future Skills is valid for
all individuals, other definitions focus on “working lives in the next five years” (Agentur, 2021), or
stress that Future Skills should be conceived “to navigate towards the future we want, individually

and collectively” (OECD, 2019).

Since 2017, when the first explicit Future Skills study was published in Germany, the interest in
Future Skills for the field of academic education has multiplied; it has influenced discussions about
key competencies and other related concepts, such as 21st-century Skills, Graduate Attributes,
and soft skills. There are many reasons for this shift, which lie in societal megatrends such as
digitalization, demographic change, and the development of an educational society (Ehlers, 2020).
These megatrends lead to an increasing importance of Future Skills as precisely those abilities that
allow individuals to possess or regain the ability to shape their own lives and social contexts in a

world of constant change and in future emergent and rapidly changing situations.

Future Skills are therefore competencies of particular importance for the ability to act in future
situations that repeatedly produce new, complex problem situations for which preparation

through education in knowledge transfer is no longer feasible. The concept of emergence serves as
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a differentiating dimension between Future Skills and current or previous competencies required; in
other words, contexts that exhibit highly emergent developments, require Future Skills. Emergence
is thus the dividing line between traditional and future areas of work. This boundary is not clearly
defined, but fluid in nature. Given that many organizations are moving from mildly to highly

emergent work contexts, the need for Future Skills is also an evolving domain.

While numerous publications on Future Skills list skills profiles, they have theoretical shortcomings
(Ehlers, 2022b). For example, they are often not based on clearly defined Future Skills conceptions,
are not well-founded in educational and competence theory, or argue from a purely employability-
oriented perspective. On the other hand, the Future Skills framework presented here is anchored
in educational and competence theory and empirically based. We conceptualize Future Skills as
competencies and thus complex constructs that are based on cognitive, motivational, volitional,

and social resources, intended to enable successful action in emergent contexts.

Based on in-depth interviews and the assessment of a global expert survey, 17 Future Skills profiles
were constructed that are of particular importance for future university graduates (see Table 1 for
a shortened description and reference competencies; the complete descriptions can be found in
(Ehlers, 2020)). Each profile consists of a bundle of reference competencies The various Future Skills
profiles can be assigned to three dimensions: individual development-related, solution or object-

related, and organization or social system-related.

The Future Skills Turn (Ehlers, 2022c) is already taking place and is necessary for the universities of
the future. Here, the focus is no longer on the function of knowledge transfer — instead, students
should be supported in developing dispositions for action in dealing with complex, unknown

problem situations through reflection, values, and attitudes.




Table 1: Future Skills Profiles in an Overview

Future Skills Profiles

Reference

competencies

Short description

Learning - Subject development-related competencies

Learning literacy

S

« Self-directed learning

« Metacognitive skills

Learning literacy is the ability and
willingness to learn in a self-directed
and self-initiated fashion. It also entails

metacognitive skills.

Self-efficacy

)

. Self-confidence

Self-efficacy as a Future Skills Profile refers
to the belief and confidence in one’s own
ability to master the task at hand, relying on
one’s own abilities and taking responsibility

for one’s decisions.

Self-determination

7/
N
-— -~

« Autonomy

Self-determination describes an individual’s
ability to act productively within the field
of tension between external structure and
self-organization, and to create room for
self-development and autonomy, so that
the individual can meet their own needs in

freedom and self-organization.




Self-competence

Self-management
Self-organization
competence
Self-regulation
Cognitive load
management

Self-responsibility

Self-competence as a Future Skill is the
ability to develop one’s own personal and
professional capabilities largely independent
of external influences. This includes other
skills such as self-motivation and planning,
but also goal-setting, time management,
organization, learning aptitude, controlling
success through feedback, cognitive load
management and a high degree of personal

responsibility.

Reflective Critical thinking Reflective competence includes the
competence Self-reflection willingness and ability to reflect by
competence constructively questioning oneself and
others for, and holistically assess underlying
behaviors, thoughts, and values.
Decision Responsibility-taking | Decision competence is the ability to
competence analyze decisions and evaluate different

v 11X

alternatives, as well as making a final

decision and taking responsibility for it.

Initiative and
performance

competence

(Intrinsic) motivation
Self-motivation
Motivation capability
Initiative-taking
Need/motivation for
achievement
Engagement
Persistence

Goal-orientation

Initiative and performance competence
refers to an individual’s ability to motivate
themselves, and their desire to achieve.
Persistence and goal-orientation form the
motivational basis for performance. A
positive self-concept also plays an important
role, as it serves to attribute success and
failure in such a way that the individual’s

motivation to perform does not decrease.




Ambiguity

competence

Dealing with
uncertainty
Dealing with
heterogeneity
Ability to act in

different roles

Ambiguity competence refers to an
individual’s ability to recognize, understand,
and productively handle ambiguity,
heterogeneity, and uncertainty, as well as to

act in different roles.

Ethical competence

N

Development — Object-related competences

Ethical competence comprises the

ability to identify whether a situation is
ethical through a process of perception

of conceptual, empirical and contextual
considerations, evaluation of the

relevance, weight, justification, binding
nature, and conditions of application of
prescriptive premises, and the ability to
form judgements and check their logical
consistency, their conditions of use and their

alternatives.

Design-thinking

competence

Flexibility and
openness
Versatility
Ability to shift
perspectives

Interdisciplinarity

Design-thinking comprises the ability to

use concrete methods to carry out open-
ended creative development processes and
to involve all stakeholders in a joint problem

identification and solution design process.

Innovation

competence

Creativity
Innovative thinking
Willingness to

experiment

Innovation competence includes the
willingness to promote innovation as

an integral part of any organizational
object, topic and process and the ability
to contribute to the organization as an

innovation ecosystem.
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Systems

competence

%Duﬁ
= A

=

« Systems-thinking

« Knowledge about
knowledge structures

+ Navigation
competence within
knowledge structures

« Networked thinking

« Analytical competence

« Synergy creation

« Application
competence

+ Problem-solving

« Adaptability

Systems competence is the ability to
understand complex psychological, social,
and technical organizational systems

and understand their consequences, as
well as to conduct coordinated planning
and implementation processes for new

initiatives within the system.

Digital literacy

« Media literacy

+ Information literacy

Digital literacy is the ability and disposition
to use digital media, the skills to develop
digital media in a productive and creative
way, the capacity to critically reflect on
digital media’s usage and the impact it has
on society and work, and the understanding
of the potentials and limits of digital media

and their effects.

Co-Creation - Organization-related competences

Sensemaking

« Meaning creation

« Value orientation

Sensemaking comprises the willingness

and ability to construct meaning and
understanding from the rapidly changing
structures of meaning within future work
and life contexts, to further develop existing
structures of meaning, or to promote the
creation of new ones where they have been

lost.




Future and design

competence

@D

Willingness to change
Ability to continuously
improve

Future mindset
Courage for the
unknown

Readiness for
development

Ability to challenge

oneself

Future and design competence is the
ability to master the current situation with
courage for the new, willingness to change,
and forward thinking. This competence is
needed to develop situations into other,
new and previously unknown visions of the

future and to approach these creatively.

Cooperation

competence

Social intelligence
Team-working ability
Leader as a coach
Intercultural
competence
(organizational
culture)

Counseling

competence

Cooperation competence is the

ability to cooperate and collaborate

in (intercultural) teams either in face-
to-face or digitally-aided interactions

within or between organizations with the
purpose of transforming differences into
commonalities. Social intelligence, openness,
and advisory skills play a key role for this

competence.

Communication

competence

o

Language proficiency
Presentation
competence

Capacity for dialogue
Communication
readiness

Consensus orientation
Openness towards

criticism

Communication competence entails not
only language skills, but also discourse,
dialogue, and strategic communication,
which - taken together - serve the individual
to communicate successfully and in
accordance with the respective situation
and context, taking into account their and

others’ needs.

Individuals can develop Future Skills in three interrelated “poles”:

o Subject-related: skills developed in relationship to themselves.

o Object-related: skills developed to deal with a task, topic, or object.

» World-related: Skills developed in relation to the organizational environment or social system.
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In highly emergent contexts, all three poles and their relation to each other are always determinant
in every action. Because of the close interconnectedness of all three poles, we refer to this concept
as the Future Skills Triple Helix model. The resulting concept is suitable for the formal description of

actions in highly emergent contexts.

The classification criterion for Future Skills profiles are as follows:

1. Subject or time dimension - learning: Relation of an individual to themselves in the present,
past or future.

2. Object dimension - development: Relation of an individual to a certain object.

3. Social dimension - co-creation: Relationship of an individual to a person or a group in the
world.

4. All three dimensions are in turn interrelated and influence each other. The three dimensions
thus form the Future Skills Triple Helix DNA, in which the three skill dimensions interact in
concrete actions. This model enables a better understanding of the factors that make up

future action skills.

Future scenarios in higher education

With Future Skills becoming more important for all domains of living and learning, higher education
must not only focus on transmitting knowledge but also reflecting on and promoting Future Skills.

Today, higher education is still strongly tied to a single institution. In general, a student enrolls in an
institution directly after graduating high school and later graduates from that institution. They study
a predefined curriculum with predetermined content to achieve prescribed learning objectives,
usually derived from a specific occupational field or academic discipline. Degree programs are

located within an academic discipline or faculty uni.

The NextSkills research project identified four potential future scenarios that could influence the
future development of higher education institutions, shifting this status quo. These scenarios are: a
Future Skills focus, Multi-institutional Study Pathways, Personalization of Academic Learning, and

Lifelong Learning in Higher Education.




Future Skill
University

Multi-
institutional
Network
University

Personalised
MyCurriculum
University

Lifelong
Learning
University

Scenario 1: The Future Skill-University

In this scenario, Higher Education is mainly focused on developing the Future
Skills of its graduates. Such an organization goes beyond the mere teaching of
skills for knowledge application and transcends the focus on defined curricula
for fixed job profiles. Students are instead engaged in reflection, application, and
creative development of new knowledge and academic methods. The main focus
is thus on the development of Future Skills, which should enable students to act

successfully in unknown future contexts of their professional field and beyond.

Scenario 2: The Multi-Institutional Network University

This scenario showcases how the standard study experience at universities is
shifting from mono- to multi-institutional, with large parts of degree programs
offered by alliances of several institutions. Study paths are increasingly organized
in a multi-institutional and patchwork manner. Cooperation and digital import
and export of curricula play an important role. From the student perspective,

institutional boundaries are becoming less important.

Scenario 3: The Personalized MyCurriculum University

In Scenario 3, student autonomy increases significantly. Students are guided
by professors, teachers, and advisors to put together their own curriculum by
compiling their academic study portfolio from different courses and offerings
from different institutions. Disciplinary boundaries of study programs become
more flexible. The main focus is on students’ growing degree of autonomy and

their personal study needs as well as their future professional context.

Scenario 4: The Lifelong Learning University

In the fourth scenario, seamless lifelong higher learning becomes as important as
initial higher education. Professionals make up the majority of students. Students
select their modular portfolio according to their personal skills needs and
competency requirements with a high degree of autonomy over their lifetime.
Institutions offer micro-credentials that students can acquire individually

according to their own interests and needs.




The role of higher education in promoting Future Skills

If the current higher education model is transferred to a Future Skills model, which structures
will gain in importance? If one takes the changed framework conditions in an educational society
and the pressure affecting academic qualification processes as a basis, new demands on higher
education institutions for a modern, further developed higher education model arise from this.
Higher education must be restructured to play its important role in helping to make our societies
resilient and future-proof. The following aspects (Table 2) are the outcome of a thought experiment;
they display the development corridor in which higher education institutions are currently situated.

The university of the future will have to position itself to these key points.

Table 2: Projecting higher education into the future

Future higher education model

Dimension Current higher education model

(postmodern)

from... (possible development path) ...to

Degrees The aim is to achieve a clearly The program consists of small
defined comprehensive study study units, which can also come
degree, with the degree from different (higher education)

designations being awarded by the | institutions. There will be more
higher education institution on a short courses, certification courses,
statutory, sovereign basis. refresher courses. This results in
patchwork studies that can then be
combined into larger final degrees
or certificates, such as a final
degree, and certified by a higher

education institution.

Recognition of Recognition is possible, but thereis =~ A great deal of recognition of
prior learning, little actual recognition practice. prior learning focuses on practice,
knowledge & and higher education institutions
experience develop professional processes

for competence measurement
and the recognition of previous

performance and experience.




Certification

Current higher education model

Teaching/transfer (tutoring,
courses), examinations and
certification are linked within the

framework of an institution.

Future higher education model

(postmodern)

Teaching/transfer (tutoring,
courses), examinations and
certification (final examination) are
decoupled and can be offered by

various institutions.

Study pathways/  The course of studies is clearly The course of studies is flexible

timing defined by study and examination | and determined by a wide range of
regulations and is mostly electives.
predetermined. Studies are structured on the basis
Studies are structured according to  of content criteria. More flexible,
time units. individualized time structures
Clear differentiation between part-  and more extra-occupational and
time and full-time structure. lifelong models are used.

Curriculum Clearly defined qualification goals ~ The study content is increasingly

are set in the degree course, which
apply equally to all students and
from which the contents and
methods of the modules are
derived during the course of study.
Professional profiles are used as

a normative paradigm for course

material.

oriented towards long-term
employability and individual
educational goals, interests, and
needs. The focus is on more
fundamental action competences
and the capacity to acquire and use

comprehensive skills.

Methods and contents are oriented
towards faculties and disciplines in

a canonic way.

The curriculum is oriented towards
central issues of an area of practice.
Problem orientation calls for a

more interdisciplinary focus.

Little digital import of curricula

Strong digital cooperation and
digital interaction between

academic institutions
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Current higher education model

Future higher education model

(postmodern)

Science and
research structure
or institution

structure

Higher education institutions are
structured in faculties, which are
decisive in terms of content and

structure of studies.

Higher education institutions are
organized by interdisciplinary and
transdisciplinary cooperation.
Studies are organized on the

basis of comprehensive issues

as well as interdisciplinary and

transdisciplinary work units.

Learning model

Learning primarily follows the idea
that a knowledge divide exists and
must be compensated for.
Teaching is expert-oriented.
Teachers organize knowledge

transfer.

Learning follows students’ ideas
and teachers forming a learning
community (this could be seen as a

renaissance of the Universitas ideal).

Learning is oriented towards
examinations. Study is focused on
certification.

Many exams are conducted for a

detailed module structure.

The learning experience is central,
feeding on the students’ interests
and self-developed issues.
Examinations take place on a larger
scale on overarching topics and

competences.

Examinations

Many exams are module-oriented
and often designed to reproduce

knowledge.

Examinations are competence-
oriented, multimodal, take place at
greater intervals, and cover larger

areas.

Organizational

framework

Institutional Structure: A higher
education institution acts as study

place and provider

Institutional diversity: Several
academic institutions are involved.
Students organize study
frameworks and flexible study

processes adapted to their needs




Current higher education model

Future higher education model

(postmodern)

Reputation

The institution’s reputation
determines the value of the degree

on the labor market.

Students tend to document

their skills and experience in
assessments, including qualitative
elements like portfolios. The value
of the degree is based above all

on the practical relevance of the
studies, the experience gained and

the demonstrated capacity to act.

Permeability

There are clear thresholds between
academic and non-academic
programs in school, vocational

training, and higher education.

Permeable continuum between
fields of education such as school,
vocational training and higher
education, as well as between

the respective compatible levels
of education of national and

qualifications frameworks.




Conclusion

What is the role of higher education in bridging current and Future Skills gaps? The answer is not
a singular one, because contexts and challenges vary across countries, institutions, individuals, and
disciplines. However, itis clear that higher education institutions must take responsibility in reflecting
on their roles in empowering students to master today and tomorrow’s complex challenges and by

promoting Future Skills throughout their programs.

This can take place on many levels, from whole-institutional approaches to small learning nuggets
being included in single classes. However, it is central to reflect on the changing role of knowledge
and its consequences for higher education. As evidenced by the introduction of this article, which
was created by artificial intelligence, knowledge is easily accessible and cannot only be located
within the walls of higher education institutions. It is the steps afterwards that institutions must
focus on: building values, attitudes, and skills to enable students to become reflective, autonomous,
and ethically responsible individuals that are able to imagine and work towards better futures

collectively with others.

For this, future higher education institutions need to enter a joint dialogue on which Future Skills
matter and what a good future should look like. The dialogue must engage a range of stakeholders,
such as students and teachers, to create the future of higher education (Ehlers & Eigbrecht, 2021;
Eigbrecht & Ehlers, 2022). Students should be understood as active learners, and not only future
employees, but citizens and social beings who act and learn in multiple contexts and are already

co-creating the future.
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04

Student-Centered, Student-Ready: The Future of Higher Education

Bruce M. Mackh, Vice Provost for Assessment and Chief Accreditation Officer at Wright State

University

For centuries, higher education was a privilege available to only a limited segment of the world’s
population, usually linked to wealth and social class. Traditional “college-ready” students were
financially dependent on their relatively afluent parents, were 18-22 years old, possessed a strong
academic background, and were both unmarried and childless. Beginning in the 19* and 20%"
centuries, colleges and universities grew and expanded, shaped by social and cultural norms. Today, a
college education has become a reality for more people worldwide, many of whom no longer fit that
“traditional” profile. Many are financially independent, over the age of 25, come from lower-income
families, have children and may or may not be married. They also tend to have an average academic
background that may not have adequately prepared them for success in college. Meanwhile, our
institutions have not kept pace with the changing identities of our students. As Byron White, Vice

President and Chief Diversity Officer at Cleveland State University, explained:

Colleges and universities, for the most part, have been equipped to serve one fairly narrow
population of students, which institutions have conveniently defined as college-ready.
Meanwhile, for decades, higher education has passively accepted the conventional wisdom that
minority, low-income, and first-generation students disproportionately underperform other
students because they are the unfortunate casualties of inadequate systems — low-achieving

public school systems, poor neighborhoods, unsophisticated households - that leave them

woefully unprepared for college success. (2016)

In other words, students do not underperform because they come to us with disadvantages
compared to their “college-ready” peers — they underperform because our systems were built to

serve a narrow segment of society that no longer reflects our students’ identities.

What does it mean to be student-ready?

Instead of expecting that our students will be college-ready, the future of higher education depends
upon our willingness to become student-ready. This means being prepared to teach all the students
in our classes, not only those we assume we have or believe we ought to have. Student-ready
educators know their students by name and need, then meet those needs to deliver a high-quality
learning experience (McNair et al., 2016). To meet this challenge, we must dispel several assumptions

educators have long held about their students:
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«  We cannot assume students possess the skills associated with “college readiness” before they
enter our classrooms. They may not read at a college level or possess basic mathematical skills,
and they might struggle with writing.

« We cannot assume they have participated in meaningful co-curricular activities, have
experienced a comprehensive high school curriculum, or can afford to pay for extras like
project supplies.

« Because many of our students are independent adults from lower-income families, we cannot
assume they have a social or financial safety net. They must hold down jobs in addition to
their studies and may have significant family responsibilities that prevent them from devoting
as much time to their studies as we could expect from our traditional (young, single, childless)

students.

Becoming student-ready educators means accepting the reality of our students’ identities and
seeing them for who they are — people doing their utmost to improve their futures through higher

education to make a better life for themselves and their families.

What does it mean to be student-centered?

The Glossary of Educational Reform (2014) defines student-centered learning as: “a wide variety
of educational programs, learning experiences, instructional approaches, and academic support
strategies that are intended to address the distinct learning needs, interests, aspirations, or cultural

backgrounds of individual students or groups of students.”

Does this definition describe traditional approaches to

Disciplinary
Knowledge

teaching and learning in higher education? Historically,
faculty have focused on conveying their disciplinary
expertise to students through lectures. Our teaching

environments reflect this pattern. Lecture halls are often
Professor

large rooms with theater-style tiered seats all facing the

sStudents :&a ‘.a Students
- - - front of the room. The professor delivers a lecture from
Students .&. . A .&. Students
o TR Se0 2 behind a lectern, often standing in front of a screen, large

Students

whiteboard, or chalkboard where the professor can write
Figure 1: Traditional Model of Instruction _ _ S

important points. The implication is clear: the professor,
and to a lesser degree the material, is the center of attention. This description embodies faculty-

centered teaching, which has been the model in higher education for millennia.
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Traditional approaches to education might be termed “instructivism,” rooted in John Locke’s notion
that the human mind is a blank slate at birth. Therefore, education has been conducted in the belief
thatstudents’ mindsare empty until filled by the professor, whois responsible for delivering a carefully
planned program of study. Learners are presumed to possess the academic skills and self-discipline
to pay attention to the information presented by the professor and remember concepts even if they
don’t fully understand them (Hase & Kenyon, 2001). In this model, instruction is mainly conducted
through lectures because students are seen as passive recipients of transmitted information. Exams
test students’ memory of the information presented through lectures and readings, but they offer
few opportunities to see whether students can apply their knowledge in real-world contexts or even

whether they truly understand the course content.

Student-centered learning relies on constructivism, as proposed by Jerome Bruner (1966), who
identified learning as an active process through which students build new knowledge upon prior
learning — a belief consistent with recent research into cognitive neuroscience (Jang et al., 2019).
Student-centered pedagogies employ active participation in the learning process: students might
design their own projects, work in collaborative teams, or pursue avenues of research aligned with

their interests and career goals.

Student-centered learning demonstrates three key characteristics (McNair et al., 2016):
+ Instruction accommodates learners’ goals, needs, interests, aspirations, and cultural
backgrounds.
« Assessments measure students’ acquisition of the knowledge, skills, and competencies
specified in the course’s objectives and outcomes.
« Learning activities reflect student voice and choice: subject to parameters determined by the
professor and the institution, and students determine how, what, where, and when they will

learn.

However, student-centered learning does not imply that students control every aspect of the
learning environment. The professor remains the subject-area expert, establishes expectations
for learning within the classroom, and evaluates students’ work. Nevertheless, students are not
passive recipients of transmitted knowledge in a student-centered classroom. The professor sets the
purpose for learning and provides background information sufficient to empower students on a
journey of discovery. Students engage in active learning tasks designed by the professor to construct

disciplinary knowledge and skill.
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Learning occurs at the point of contact between the student, the faculty member, and the course
content, occurring within the dual contexts of the discipline and the institution. To be student-
centered is to recognize and value the five components of this equation and recognize that each

exerts an influence over the most important activity at our universities: student learning.

The benefits of becoming student-centered

LEARNING  institutions are compelling. Focusing on
Facult , :

y student  success  increases  retention,
promotion, and completion, which is good for

both students and institutions. Successful

Course

Student
uden Content

graduates produce robust alumni outcome
data and bolster institutions’ reputations. At
Discipline the same time, graduates who are satisfied
Institution with their educational experiences are our

. . institutions’ best brand ambassadors. They
Figure 2: Learning-Centered Model of

Instruction (Mackh, 2018) form strong alumni networks, increase our

base of prospective donors, and encourage
their children to enroll. In other words, our students’ success is our success as institutions and as
individual educators.A further rationale for adopting a student-centered mindset is that teaching is
a service-oriented profession, as is medicine and law. Doctors serve their patients. Lawyers serve
their clients. Likewise, professional educators serve their students by providing an education. They
serve theirinstitution by meeting contractual obligations for service, such ascommittee participation.
They also serve their professional discipline through research or creative practice and training the

next generation of disciplinary professionals.

A service-oriented, student-centered mindset means caring about students as people and being
concerned for their wellbeing. It does not dilute academic rigor or demand we say “yes” to every
student request. Rather, it means being willing to prioritize students’ success over rigid enforcement
of classroom policies or convenience. Most of all, a service-oriented, student-centered mindset is
about letting go of expectations for who our students “should” be and choosing to meet their needs

where they are so every student can succeed.




The Big Six

Research shows that faculty members play an outsized role in students’ academic achievement and
lifelong success (Woodside et al.,, 1999). The 2014 Gallup-Purdue Index (Seymour & Lopez, 2015)
concluded that where a student goes to college is far less important than how they go to college.
This survey of more than 30,000 graduates measured workplace engagement, elements of wellbeing
(purpose, financial, social, community, and physical), and alumni attachment to their alma mater.
Researchers identified six factors that are “so strongly related to graduates’ lives and careers [it] is
almost hard to fathom . .. yet few college graduates achieve the winning combination.” Only 3% of
all those surveyed reported having all six of these key experiences. Even those who had just three
or more experienced higher degrees of wellbeing and career engagement. Gallup-Purdue dubbed
these factors the “Big Six” (2014):

« Professors who made students feel excited about learning.

+ Professors who cared about students as people.

« A mentor who encouraged students to pursue their goals and dreams.

« The opportunity to work on a long-term project.

« Taking part in an internship or job where students could apply what they were learning in the

classroom.

« Being extremely active in extracurricular activities and organizations during college.
The following sections examine each of these factors more closely.

Professors who make students feel excited about learning

As professors, our passion for our disciplines is contagious. The more excited we are about what
we teach, the greater the positive effect on our students. We can communicate this excitement to
students by sharing our ongoing research or creative practices, bringing interesting examples to class,
and demonstrating enthusiasm for our course content. We can also ignite our students’ excitement
for learning by using teaching techniques that foster student engagement, such as discussion,
projects, fieldwork, and workplace connections. Where lecture remains the primary teaching

method, employing techniques to engage the audience’s interest can generate engagement, such

as an energetic and positive speaking style, multimedia content, and appropriate humor (Chingos,

2016).




Professors who care about students as people

Every interaction between students and faculty has the power to make or break the student’s
learning experience. Demonstrating empathy and compassion has a more lasting impact than
insisting on rigid adherence to classroom policies (Chingos, 2016; Carrell & Kurlaender, 2020; Miller

& Mills, 2019).

A mentor who encourages students to pursue their goals and dreams

Mentoring can occur formally or informally. Mentors take a personal interest in a student and
verbalize their belief in their potential for success. Students need to know that someone on campus
“has their back”, that there is someone they can turn to who understands their needs and aspirations,
and who can be counted on for support and encouragement (Trolian, et al; Pascarella & Terenzini,
1978; Pascarella et al. 1978; Endo & Harpel 1982; Woodside et al, 1999; Umbach & Wawrzynski,
2005; Cho & Auger, 2013).

The opportunity to work on a long-term project

Projects that last for a semester or more allow students to engage deeply with the topic of
investigation. This aspect of the Big Six overlaps with the High-Impact Practice of involving
undergraduate students in faculty research (discussed further later in this paper) (Gartner et al,
2020). Participation in long-term projects fosters the development of the “Four C’s” — skills and
competencies in high demand in the workplace (Strauss, 2017). These are:

+ Collaboration and the ability to work well with others.

« Communication across contexts and audiences.

« Critical thinking and the ability to solve complex problems.

+ Creativity and innovation.

Taking part in a job or internship where students can apply what they are learning in
the classroom

Learning is most effective when it is meaningful and relevant to students’ lives or aspirations. Building
classroom connections to the workplace provides opportunities to apply learning to real-world
contexts, building students’ understanding of its value. Workplace connections also help students
build a professional network, broaden their understanding of career options, and introduce them
to workplace norms and behaviors, all of which are essential to professional achievement (Nunley,

Pugh, Romero, & Seals, 2016).
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Being extremely active in extracurricular activities and organizations during college

Participation in purposeful co-curricular activities fosters positive results in retention, persistence,
and academic achievement. Students experience an enhanced sense of belonging, capacity for
humanitarianism, and growth in interpersonal and intrapersonal competence. Asco-curricular
activities take time away from students’ studies, this point may seem counterintuitive to their
success. However, the more involved students are, the more connected they feel to the institution
and their peers, and the greater their likelihood of high academic achievement (Shea, 2018). Here

are a few suggestions as to how we might apply the Big Six in our classrooms:

+ Professors who make students feel excited about learning: Study how you can improve
your instructional delivery to become more dynamic and inspiring, in order to make students
feel excited about learning.

+ Professors who care about students as people: Set a personal goal to know every student by
name and need from the beginning of the academic year.

« A mentor who encourages students to pursue their goals and dreams: Professors should
think of themselves as mentors, directly connecting with their students. It might not be
possible to adopt this role with every student taught, but those majoring in your discipline,
especially those you've taught in more than one course, could and should receive more than
cursory attention from you. Check up on those students regularly and provide academic and
emotional support as needed and appropriate.

« The opportunity to work on a long-term project: Utilize project-based learning to engage
student interest, provide a meaningful context for acquiring academic skillsand competencies,
build interpersonal relationships, and acquire disciplinary knowledge related to the project.

« Taking part in an internship or job where students could apply what they were learning
in the classroom: Incorporate internship or practicum experiences, if appropriate, including
partnerships with local businesses, organizations, or agencies. Practical experiences could also
include volunteering or opportunities for community service.

« Being extremely active in extracurricular activities and organizations during college:
Promote engagement in co-curricular opportunities and strongly encourage students to join
these organizations. This can include field trips, service projects, group outings to off-campus

locations, or events connecting classroom learning to real-world settings.




Moreover, the characteristics of student-centered teaching reflect the ethos of the Big Six (Finley &
McNair, 2013; Holden, 2017; Kuh, 2008; Kuh et al., 2013):
+ Faculty communicate subject-area knowledge through learning activities that foster higher-
order thinking.
+ Learningactivitiesaccommodate students’ differences as learners, allowing for student choice,
which increases motivation, engagement, and participation in the learning process.
+ Faculty establish the classroom environment as a community of learners that supports all
members and fosters collaboration, respect for others’ perspectives, exploration,and reflection.
« Faculty provide ongoing formative assessments and constructive feedback on students’ work.
« Criteria for assessments are clear and aligned with the course’s objectives and outcomes.
+ Faculty adapt instruction to meet students’ needs, both for the whole group and for individual
students.
+ Faculty remain flexible in their approaches to instruction and engage in continuous reflection

and improvement of their curricula and pedagogies.

Student-centered educators also practice inclusion, accommodating learners’ differences and
addressing systemic inequalities by creating a classroom where every student is valued, supported,
inspired, and encouraged. Inclusive educators adjust their teaching in response to formative
assessments. They also monitor students’ progress and engagement, following up with them as

soon as they fall behind or develop a pattern of absenteeism or non-participation.

Our attitude toward our students is not the only aspect of our teaching that changes when we
as educators become student-centered. We also change our approach to assessment, measuring
students’ success in achieving the course objectives and outcomes, not just their exam scores. In
other words, success is determined by whether the student learned what the course was designed to
teach. Authentic assessment uses methods such as projects, performance tasks, observations, and
reflective essays in combination with traditional assessments such as exams. It also includes making
our assessment criteria transparent by explaining how students can demonstrate their achievement
of course objectives and outcomes, providing a rationale, and making explicit connections to the

application of students’ learning beyond the course.

One of the most important aspects of being a student-centered educator is committing to seeing
students as individuals. Although not every faculty member can undertake the responsibility of
mentoring every student in every class, we all choose to be kind, empathetic, and supportive in

our interactions with every student. Student-centered educators reject the time-worn attitude that
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their responsibility ends with “setting the table” for students; they take ownership for encouraging
students’ achievement in their courses. Student-centered educators are not content to allow
students to fall through the cracks. Instead, they are proactive and reach out to students whose

grades or attendance are falling.

Generations of faculty have seen problems as residing within the student rather than in socio-
cultural inequities. This attitude often masks implicit biases, such as the belief that certain groups of
people lack the intellectual capacity for college-level study, or the assumption that people who live
in poverty are lazy or financially irresponsible. Student-centered educators reject these perspectives

and strive to address inequalities instead of accepting them as inevitable or irremediable.

High Impact Practices

George Kuh identified “High Impact Practices” (HIP) that significantly benefit students, especially
those from populations historically underserved in higher education (AAC&U, 2021). These
practices demonstrate one or more of the following Key Elements (Kuh et al,, 2013):

« Performance expectations set at appropriately high levels.

+ Assignificant investment of time and effort by students over an extended period.

« Interactions with faculty and peers about significant matters.

+ Experiences with diversity.

+ Frequent, timely, and constructive feedback.

+ Periodic, structured opportunities to reflect and integrate learning.

« Opportunities to discover the relevance of learning through real-world applications.

+ Public demonstration of competence.

First-YearSeminarsand Experiencesaimtoincreaseretention bystrengtheningstudentengagement
and fostering academic success by helping students connect with the institution, become familiar
with the campus’s resources and services, and develop academic skills (Hickinbottom-Brawn &
Burns, 2015). Although First-Year programming generally occurs at the institutional level, every
course can incorporate elements of First-Year Seminars or Experiences. For example, instructors can:

+ Explain the connection between the course and students’ subsequent studies or adult lives.

« Provide information about relevant campus services and resources (Writing Center, Tutoring

Center).
+ Incorporate direct instruction in crucial academic skills.
« Address personal competencies such as time management and attendance.

« Establish a personal connection with each student through frequent targeted communication.
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Common Intellectual Experiences are activities that carry through two or more courses to provide
a shared experience (Baker & Pregitzer, 2018). Common Intellectual Experiences usually share these
elements:

« Aninterdisciplinary theme.

« Shared content between courses.

Faculty collaboration.

« Co-curricular connections.

Strategies for active learning.

A “common read” in which the entire campus community reads the same book is a well-established
part of this HIP. Each course could include some elements of Common Intellectual Experiences. As
a few examples, faculty can:
+ Include an activity that builds meaningful interaction between students and faculty, such as
reading an impactful book.
+ Explore themes and ideas that carry throughout the course.
+ Incorporate opportunities to reflect on learning.

+ Include activities that connect the course content to the world outside the university.

Learning Communities include strategies like linked courses, freshman interest groups, meta-
majors®, and living-learning communities. The primary purpose of Learning Communities is to
foster connections between and among students, faculty, and staff by employing three strategies
(Otto et al,, 2015; Tinto, 2003):

+ Shared Knowledge: students register for a pair or group of courses organized around a central
theme, designed to promote higher levels of cognitive complexity than unrelated courses.

« Shared Knowing: students build relationships as they construct knowledge together,
promoting social and intellectual engagement, cognitive development, and appreciation for
others’ perspectives.

« Shared Responsibility: coursework offers frequent opportunities to participate in collaborative
groups through which students develop essential skills in teamwork, cooperation, problem-

solving, negotiation, communication, and accountability.

8 clustered courses within a field of interest providing opportunities for exploration of various majors in the field




As with the previous HIPs, educators can build these aspects into their courses. For example, they

can:

Shared Knowledge: structure the course around a central theme or topic to create a cohesive,
comprehensible, and engaging body of knowledge.

Shared Knowing: build opportunities for peer-to-peer interaction through small group
discussions or collaborative projects.

Shared Responsibility: utilize strategies for active learning such as discussion groups, partner

activities, or collaborative projects.

Writing-intensive courses integrate specific instruction in expectations for written communication

across curricular areas. Characteristics include (Harvard Writing Project, n.d.):

Timely feedback on student writing, both written and spoken, during one or more conferences
between the student and instructor.

Opportunities for revision of written work, including a sequence of draft, feedback, rethinking,
rewriting, peer feedback, and evaluation.

Multiple or sequential writing assignments throughout the semester or a longer paper
completed in installments.

Small class sizes or the capacity for small sections within larger classes ensure students receive
individual attention.

A significant portion of the student’s grade depends on the quality of thought expressed in

good writing.

Writing is a ubiquitous academic activity. Incorporating the characteristics of a writing-intensive

course into existing teaching practices can improve the quality of students’ written communication.

Our task is to teach students the norms and practices of professional communication within our

disciplines by including specific lessons about disciplinary writing as appropriate to the course.

Creativity-Infused Learning (The Missing HIP) addresses deficits created by the environment of

high-stakes standardized testing in which our students were raised, which has instilled beliefs that

are antithetical to creativity (Meng, 2016). For example, students often believe there is one right

answer to a question, and move on after finding it. They believe mistakes to be bad and avoided at

all costs. They study only what will be on the exam. And they think optimal workflow proceeds in a

measured and orderly fashion (Markman, 2016).

76




Creativity is a capacity all humans possess, not a special gift given to only a few fortunate individuals
from birth. Infusing creativity training into our courses can help students move beyond the limiting
assumptions they have acquired and rediscover their innate capacity for creativity, which is among

the qualities most sought-after by employers.

Include opportunities to identify problems or discover multiple solutions to open-ended
problems. Problem-finding asks students to identify missing information or apply intellectual
or imaginative vision, leading students to think deeply and ask critical questions.

+ Ask open-ended questions as students are working. Avoid answering students’ questions
directly. Saying, “I don’t know, what do you think?” sparks further thinking, while saying,
“Here’s a website with a tutorial that shows you how to make a ____" shuts it down.

+ Incorporate both individual projects and collaborative work to meet the needs of students
with different learning styles.

+ Allow students to respond to discussions or assignments creatively, not only in writing but
through poetry, imagery, music, movement, or role-playing.

+ Debrief each project, encouraging students to reflect on what they learned through both

success and failure.

Collaborative assignments and projects build on the idea that learning is an active, integrated,
and constructive process influenced by social and contextual factors, recognizing that emotions
occurring during social behavior directly influence the brain’s processes of learning and memory
(Science Daily, 2015). Approaching learning in the spirit of collaboration rather than by emphasizing
individual achievement offers meaningful preparation for professional engagement in increasingly

collaborative workplaces (IBM CEO study, 2012).

The course’s academic discipline will shape the possibilities for collaborative assignments or projects.
Setting our students up for success by providing overt instruction in collaboration, teamwork, and
problem-solving can prevent some common drawbacks (Scager, et al.,, 2016). We should also establish
clear expectations for group and individual performance, participation, and achievement. We can
amplify student’s learning when we ensure equity of access, integrate experiences with diversity;

and discuss connections between the course’s topic, the academic discipline, and real-world issues.

Undergraduate research experiences tend to occur in two main contexts. Course-based research
embeds student research participation in the curriculum, including an emphasis on teaching
students the norms and practices of research through a combination of instruction and direct

experience. Experiential learning settings such as summer seminars allow students and faculty to
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work together on long-term, meaningful projects. In both contexts, students actively engage in
the research process, working alongside a mentor who guides them, often in an apprenticeship
model. The mentor is usually a faculty member but could also be a graduate student, post-doctoral
researcher, or upper-class peer (Hensel, 2012; Elon University, n.d.).

Because most faculty are active researchers or creative practitioners, we can incorporate research
into our undergraduate courses by: identifying aspects of our research or creative practice that
intersect with the content or topic of the course; sharing our research or creative practice with
students; explaining areas of intersection; and including students in our research or creative practice,

even if on a small scale.

Diversity and Global Learning are increasingly important in the multicultural and globally
connected world students will inhabit after graduation. We build classroom diversity when we teach
students how to learn in collaboration with others rather than learning about others (AAC&U).
Diversity tends to focus on the composition of our immediate culture, while global learning focuses
on our interactions in a global interconnected world. Teaching in these areas emphasizes leading
students to shift their perspective (University of Colorado at Denver, 2016). Some approaches in
this HIP include:

« Problem framing: a purposeful examination of how different people define and experience
local, intercultural, international, and global challenges to human and environmental wellbeing
and problem-solving.

+ Perspective consciousness: insight into one’s own beliefs, values, and assumptions and how
these are like or unlike those held by others at home and abroad.

« Global perspective: the ability to analyze a complex trans-border problem and consider

multiple interpretations of its causes, consequences, and proposed solutions.

Incorporating these strategies into our courses requires that we first reflectively and honestly
examine our own attitudes towards diversity and teach students to think critically and reflectively
to develop an awareness of their own biases and preconceptions as well as examining others’
ideas (Doscher & Landorf, 2018). Providing students opportunities to work in diverse groups and
participate in experiential learning activities in unfamiliar cultures and environments helps expand
their understanding and acceptance of others. We can also provide readings and multimedia that
expose students to the points of view of people different from themselves, and hold follow-up

discussions.
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ePortfolios are both a product and a process. As a product, they are a curated digital showcase
of students’ learning, achievements, and accomplishments (Watson, et al.,, 2016). Portfolios can
include artifacts from coursework and co-curricular activities, work experiences, volunteering, and
more (Tosh et al, 2005). As a process, creating ePortfolios provide opportunities for students to
reflect on their learning, going beyond the simple acquisition of knowledge and skill to incorporate

affective, personal, and self-identity dimensions (University of Waterloo, n.d.).

To build this HIP into our courses, we could incorporate the ePortfolio into the course’s outcomes
and tie assessments of students’ portfolios to their course grades, using a rubric for grading and
providing formative verbal or written feedback during the semester. Faculty can also share examples
of high-quality ePortfolios created by other students, include viewing and commenting on fellow
students’ ePortfolios in assignment requirements, and encourage students to collect artifacts of

their learning throughout the course.

Colleges and universities often maintain that their mission, at least in part, is to prepare their
graduates to become contributing citizens who lead lives of service to their communities. Service-
learning and community-based learning place students in off-campus situations where they
experience the social issues they are studying in the classroom; in addition, students interact with
community members and engage in activities where they can make a difference (Dewey, 1938; Kolb,
1984; Rogers, 1969, 1994). Many courses establish connections with local partners where students
can participate in service or community-based activities related to the course. Prior planning and
preparation are the keys to success, as are the following (Band, 2017):

+ Establishing clear criteria and expectations.

+ Forging connections with community organizations or agencies.

« Clarifying expectations for participation.

« Managing logistics (materials, transportation, and costs).

« Compiling and sharing information with all participants.

+ Providing instruction in problem-solving, critical thinking, and other skills relevant to the

experience.
« Communicating regularly with partnering organizations.

+ Incorporating debriefing and reflection when the project is complete.

Many fields require practical experience as a standard part of student learning. Internships
and practicum experiences usually involve a short-term, part-time position in a company or

organization related to the student’s major. Externships are shorter in duration than internships and
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usually involve job shadowing or observations rather than authentic work experience. Ccooperative
or “co-op” education is a specialized internship, often with pay, in which students work alongside
professionals in their major field. Co-op often requires students to place their other studies on hold,

especially if it is a full-time position (Boyington, 2015).

Although most internships or practicum experiences involve specific coursework or degree
requirements, individual faculty can incorporate externships, job shadowing, volunteering, or other
workplace-based experiences for their students, following the same processes as service-learning or

community-based learning.

Capstone Courses and experiences have been part of higher education for centuries. Doctoral
students have written dissertations as evidence of their ability to produce new knowledge in a field
of study. Students earning master’s degrees have written a thesis, completed a research project,
or presented an exhibition or performance demonstrating their disciplinary proficiency. Capstone
experiences can include a culminating course, comprehensive exam (such as those required for
certification or licensure in some fields), arts performance or exhibition, significant project or
portfolio, or experiential learning such as an internship or practicum experience (National Survey

of Student Engagement, 2007).

We can scale capstone experiences to our courses by incorporating a culminating activity that
allows students to understand what they have learned, how it can apply beyond the classroom, and
how it relates to their lives after graduation. This strategy could be as simple as a final discussion
board, a question on the final exam, or a reflective essay. Faculty might also incorporate reflective
questions into an existing culminating activity. The point is to prompt students to think about what

they have learned and what it means for their futures.




Preparing for the Challenge: Skills for 21**-Century Teaching

Teaching in higher education still requires disciplinary accomplishment and appropriate credentials,
just as it has for centuries. However, becoming a student-centered and student-ready educator
requires more than attaining status as a disciplinary expert. We must also be capable of managing
our responsibilities as educators and delivering a world-class learning experience to our students.
Although some of these skills will come naturally to many educators, most result from formal,
structured professional development. The following is a long list of skills that instructors can acquire

to become student-centered:

—_

. Active Learning Teaching Techniques

Adaptability

Advising

Applied Learning Techniques

Assessment Skills (formative, pre- & post-, summative, in support of various accreditation)
Care (A Culture of Care)

Change Management

Collaboration

Y 0 N o U A W N

Communication (clear, effective, timely--written and verbal)

—_
o

. Compassion

. Confidence

- )
NS

Conflict Management & Resolution

—_
Lad

Consistent & Cohesive Instruction Across Sections with Colleagues

Constructive Feedback

—_ -
AR

Course Mapping

—_
[}

. Creativity

—_
N

. Critical Thinking

Cultural Awareness

- )
© ®

. Decision-making

N
o

. Emotional and Social Intelligence

N
—_

. Empathy
. Ethics

NN
w N

. Goal Setting

()
&

Governance (shared and networked governance)

N
92

. Grading




26. Growth Mindset

27. HIPs (all)

28. Inclusivity

29. Information Literacy

30. Instructional Design

31. Leadership (classroom management)

32. Learning Management System Familiarity
33. Lesson Planning

34. Linked Learning (ability to link learning)
35. Maslow + Blooms

36. Meeting Students Where They Are

37. Mentoring

38. Multitasking

39. Negotiation Skills

40. Numeracy (calculating - grades/percentages)
41. Objectives (writing)

42. Optimism

43. Organization

44. Outcomes (writing, assessment, mapping)
45. Patience

46. Persistence + Retention + Completion + Re-recruiting
47. Persuasion

48. Presentation Skills (lecturing)

49. Proactiveness

50. Problem-Solving

51. Professionalism

52. Program Planning & Mapping

53. Project Management

54. Reflectiveness

55. Resiliency (grit)

56. Resource Management

57. Stress Management

58. Student-Ready

59. Teaching Across Multiple Modalities with the Ability to Pivot
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60. Teamwork

61. TILT (Transparency in Teaching and Learning)
62. Time Management

63. Understanding

64. Work Ethic

This long list of skills includes some overlapping ideas and crossover with the other topics presented
previously. Becoming an excellent educator is not easy, but it’s one of the world’s most important

and rewarding professions.

We can no longer insist on “the way it’s always been” if we are to truly serve our students today. The
future of higher education lies in our willingness to become student-ready and student-centered as

we incorporate the Bix Six and HIPs into our classrooms, programs, and institutions.

Remember

Student-ready educators are eager to teach all the students in their classes. They know each student
by name and need, then meet those needs to deliver a high-quality education.

Student-centered educators care about their students as individuals and are committed to their
success. They utilize teaching methods that prioritize students’ learning (including the Big Six and

High-Impact Practices).
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Exploring Future Directions of the Internationalization of Higher
Education: Future-proofing your Internationalization Plans

Ayse Deniz OZKAN, istanbul Aydin University®

Abstract

The COVID-19 global pandemic has deeply impacted the internationalization of higher
education. The disruption of physical mobility, which previously constituted the core of the
practice of internationalization, has caused a paradigm shift. Alternative and broader approaches
to internationalization that had long been explored and experimented with finally came to the
forefront of the sector. This paper explores the future directions of internationalization based on
these approaches. As an international education professional of seventeen years, | have chosen
to focus on four potential future directions: Internationalization at Home, Digitalization of
Internationalization, Regionalization and transnational education (TNE) partnerships. | have looked
at the instruments, benefits, and challenges associated with each future direction and have made

some policy recommendations to future-proof internationalization plans at the institutional level.

Introduction

The COVID-19 global pandemic resulted in changes to higher education systems around the world,
with impacts on teaching and learning, assessment, quality assurance, and internationalization.
While campus closures and the pivot to online teaching received the most attention, the impact of
COVID-19 on internationalization has also been significant, both in the general practice and daily

operations of international education professionals.

Internationalization of higher education, defined as “the process of integrating an international,
intercultural, or global dimension into the purpose, functions or delivery of post-secondary
education” (Knight, 2003, p. 33), has been part of the operations of higher education institutions
worldwide to varying degrees for more than two decades. It has become part of the mainstream such
that higher education institutions include it in their mission-vision statements. Some institutions
integrate it in their strategic plans and others devote staggering financial and human resources to

developing internationalization.

9 Ozkan.aysedeniz@gmail.com
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International offices of varying sizes and functions have been set up on university campuses around
the world, and a transnational group of international education professionals have flourished.
International education conferences such as the Association of International Educators (NAFSA)
and the (EAIE) draw thousands of professionals. Internationalization has also become a dimension
of university performance in international and national accreditations, quality assurance guidelines,

and global/ regional rankings.

Over the last 20 years, theoretical debates around internationalization have expanded and critical
approaches were developed. In practice, however, internationalization continued to be dominated
by its most visible component: mobility, especially that of students. Recruitment of degree-seeking
international students (degree mobility) and/or semester-long study abroad programs (credit
mobility) have continued to occupy most of the time, effort, and resources of international offices.
Most of the internal reporting and external evaluations have revolved around mobility statistics,
the number of degree-seeking international students and/or incoming or outgoing study abroad

students.

The COVID-19 global pandemic was a real watershed because the closure of borders suddenly
stopped student mobilities. In the early days, the uncertainty was great as to when the borders
would open and student mobilities would resume. Was internationalization over? It was not, but
the disruption was so great that it made international education professionals stop, question their
assumptions, and rethink the practice of internationalization. It was indeed time to go back to the

reasons as to why internationalization was deemed necessary or useful in the first place.

Why Internationalization?

Since 2003, the International Association of Universities (IAU) has conducted surveys on the
internationalization of higher education. The results of these surveys point to many perceived
benefits of internationalization, including: improved quality of teaching and learning, stronger
research capacity, improved student employability outcomes, enhanced international cooperation
and capacity building, increased revenue, and prestige for the institutions. The 2018 IAU survey
revealed that the top two perceived benefits of internationalization were “enhanced international
cooperation and capacity building” and “improved quality of teaching and learning” (Marinoni et
al, 2019). It is interesting to note that student mobility is not essential or even enough to fully realize

these benefits.




Another widely known rationale for internationalization is to prepare students to live and work in
a globalized world where national borders are highly permeable, information travels rapidly, and
communities and workplaces are increasingly multicultural and diverse (Olson et al, 2006, p.x). Many
higher education institutions refer to developing the “global competences” of their students in their
internationalization documents and strategies (OECD, n.d.). The focus on global competences have
grown, as the concept supports the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals framework.
It is increasingly seen as essential to cultivate global citizens who can understand complex global
challenges, and work together across national and cultural differences to solve global challenges.
Internationalization dominated by student mobility falls staggeringly short of fulfilling its raison

detre because so few students undertake either degree or credit mobility.

According to UNESCO statistics, 6 million plus students in higher education were internationally
mobile in 2019, up from 2 million in 2000 (add citation). However, 6 million is still only 2.6% of
the world’s total student population (Sabzalieva et al., 2022, p.7). Student mobility remains highly
exclusive. For degree mobility, the unidirectional flow is from the global South to global North and
is sometimes described as “brain drain”. As for credit mobility, even in the global North, a small,
privileged group of students can benefit from physical semester-long study abroad programs. Even
in the European Union (EU), where Erasmus program funding is available, the target of 20% of

students having a short study or training experience abroad by 2020 has not been reached (Lepori,

n.d.).

Barriers to physical student mobility are numerous. Lack of financial resources, visa restrictions,
and familial obstacles are among the top barriers. Curriculum mismatches and difficulty acquiring
recognition for credits achieved abroad are important barriers for credit mobility (EUROSTUDENT,
n.d.). Students with disabilities also find it difficult to participate in study abroad programs. Finally,
insufficient foreign language skills and low grades can also be barriers to student mobility.

Hence, internationalization is recognized as crucial to developing the global competences of
students. Yet with so few students having access to physical mobility, the question of how to develop

the global competences of “all” students remains critical.




Alternative approaches in internationalization

The concept of Internationalization at Home (laH) was put forward to address this very question.
In the most commonly used definition, laH is “the purposeful integration of international and
intercultural dimensions into the formal and informal curriculum for all students within a domestic
learning environment (Beelen & Jones, 2015, p.69). laH originated in Europe as early as in 1999 and
gained acceptance later; it was included in the European Commission’s education policy in 2013.
In the US, the critical approach of Comprehensive Internationalization (Cl) came about to underline
how internationalization could not be limited to mobility activities. Cl has been articulated by
Hudzik (2011) as follows:

Comprehensive internationalization is a commitment, confirmed through action, to

infuse international and comparative perspectives throughout the teaching, research,

and service missions of higher education. It shapes institutional ethos and values and

touches the entire higher education enterprise. (p. 6)

The American Council on Education has since developed the widely known and referred to Cl
Framework for higher education institutions. Here, mobility is only one of six elements of Cl that
coexist with institutional commitment and policy, leadership and structure, curriculum and co-

curriculum, faculty and staff support, and partnerships (American Council on Education, n.d.).

Despiteall this information, and changes taking place in the field of international education, the
daily operations of an international office in most universities historically remained focused on
facilitating, administering, and reporting physical student mobilities, that is, until the COVID-19
pandemic threw the field into uncertainty. The result was a paradigm shift. Although the information
was already out there, it was previously on the theoretical level, or on the fringes of the field. During
the pandemic, a small percentage of our former daily activities became our praxis and the core of
the field. This has changed the trajectory of internationalization and opened the path for “future

directions” as we move into the post-pandemic era.

Future directions in internationalization

It is ironic to call these directions “future”, as they have roots many years in the past. However,
they are now enjoying the full attention they deserve. As an international education professional of
seventeen years, | can identify these directions as having the staying power beyond the pandemic
and changing the way we conduct our business, our daily operations at the International Office and

the internationalization strategy at the organizational level from now on.
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Here are the four future directions | want to emphasize:
+ Internationalization at Home
- Digitalization of Internationalization
+ Regionalization

« TNE Partnerships

Next, | will briefly explore how each future direction may play out in terms of the instruments
developed and some of the good practices used. | comment briefly on their benefits, perceived
value, and their shortcomings or challenges. This will help us future-proof our internationalization

plans at the organizational level.

Internationalization at home

Physical mobilities are no longer taken for granted in the post-pandemic world. There is an awareness
that they can be disrupted or suspended at any time in the future due to pandemics, geopolitical
conflicts, economic crises, or a global recession. The critique that internationalization based on
physical mobilities is not inclusive has now also taken root. laH is embraced as a way to broaden
access to global learning opportunities for all students. This is the perceived value and benefit of laH.
Two common instruments that are being used for laH are Internationalization of the Curriculum
and Campus Diversity. Virtual exchange will be mentioned in the next section under digitalization.

This is not an exhaustive list of instruments for laH but the most commonly used.

Internationalization of the Curriculum entails going back to the learning outcomes at the academic
program level and embedding an intercultural, international, and global perspective in the teaching
and learning of all students. There is already a multitude of work and scientific studies on this topic
(Leask, 2011). It can be challenging, however, to get buy-in from the faculty to set aside the time
to do it. Given their research and teaching priorities and other administrative tasks, faculty need to
have incentives and tools to engage in internationalization of the curriculum. These can be delivered
only by the university leadership. Incentives can be that curriculum internationalization is part of the
academic performance evaluation of those faculty who are involved and taking the lead. Tools can

be professional development programs, workshops, and preparing compendium of good practices.

The second instrument is to use campus diversity for cross-cultural learning. Creating campus spaces,
facilities, extra-curricular activities, and platforms for diverse groups of students to exchange views
and work together are the key to this instrument. If there are international students on campus,

they are useful resources for intercultural engagement both in and outside of the classroom. Even in
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the absence of a large group of international students, there is cultural diversity on or around most
campuses in the domestic environment, and opportunities for student engagement with “cultural

others” in local society (Jones & Reiffenrath, 2018).

Digitalization of internationalization

Digitalization of internationalization for credit mobility was ongoing before the pandemic. Virtual
exchange programs have been conducted since at least 2011; they are defined as “technology-
enabled, sustained, people-to-people education programs”, which are “based on students engaging
in structured online intercultural dialogue with other learners as part of their regular courses in their
home institutions” (O’Dowd & Beelen, 2021).In the United States, Collaborative Online International
Learning (COIL) programs were used by many institutions since the early 2000s (SUNY COIL Center,
n.d.). There were also many online programs that enrolled international students for degree mobility
before the pandemic. When the COVID-19 pandemic stopped physical student mobilities, digital
internationalization became the only activity International Offices could engage in for a time. So in
lieu of physical study abroad for credit mobility, many universities began to offer virtual mobility
programs, opening their online course offerings to the students of their partner institutions, while
enrolling their own students in online language courses and credit-bearing courses offered by their
partner institutions. Virtual exchange and COIL projects have become widespread, where the whole
or part of a course is offered by faculty in different universities in different countries and students

are involved in international teamwork and structured discussions.

Virtual mobilities, virtual exchange, and COIL fit nicely within the laH framework and are useful
instruments for it. Even as physical mobilities have restarted, most institutions continue with
virtual exchange and COIL projects. Their value is seen in broadening access to global learning and
developing the intercultural competences of all students. Also, it is recognized that digitalization
reduces the carbon footprint of internationalization and is more environmentally friendly. EU
supports the digitalization process via virtual exchange in its Erasmusplus program as a greening
tool. There are now workshops, trainings, and conferences dedicated to COIL. Virtual international
internships and virtual international company visits are a growing area of interest, in which both

learning and employability outcomes can be enhanced for students.

The number of universities offering fully online academic programs for international students is also
growing. Universities in the top destination countries that attract large numbers of international
students rely on international student fees for their revenue. Therefore, they are keen to develop risk

management strategies for when physical mobility of degree-seeking international students may
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again be disrupted. Online programs provide an alternative route to international recruitment, and
are easily scalable. As reported by World Economic Forum (2022), private providers of online courses
are also growing their numbers of online learners, which may turn out to be stiff competition for

traditional universities in the future.

The digital divide presents an important challenge to the digitalization of internationalization.
Access to hardware, software, and fast, reliable internet connectivity is not equal across the Global
North and South (Opp, 2021). We can also see unequal access to digital resources domestically
within many countries. Thus, we must ensure that digital internationalization does not replicate the

unequal access to global learning opportunities seen in physical student mobilities.

Further research is needed to understand whether virtual mobilities or online learning offer the
same level of cultural immersion a student experiences when studying physically abroad. Meanwhile,
hybrid programs could present the best of two worlds, or at least provide students the flexibility to

choose the format of their studies.

Regionalization

Regionalization began increasing before the pandemic, as more students began choosing to study
within the region of their home country. The shift in the geopolitics of the global knowledge
economy lags behind this long-term trend, in which universities in Asia and other regions are
climbing global rankings and challenging the hegemony of top institutions in the United States or
United Kingdom (Baty, 2022). Certainly, with regard to degree mobility, the traditional destination
countries, the United States and United Kingdom have lost their dominance in the last decade and
more diversification has appeared. For example, China shifted from being the number one country
sending students abroad to being a destination country for students, especially from the Asian

continent (Wei et al.,, 2020).

The pandemic has created other reasons for international students to prefer to stay within their
region. Public health and safety concerns, uncertainty relating to international travel, lower cost of
living, and fear of discrimination in the West are among the many reasons students may choose a

study destination closer to home.

The future direction of internationalization in both degree and credit mobility is that regional hubs
will continue attracting more international students. For countries like Malaysia and the United

Arab Emirates, which already have the infrastructure to be regional higher education hubs, there
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are opportunities to grow. It is also possible that new regional hubs will emerge. This will depend on
the existing higher education ecosystem and international partnerships and TNE initiatives that can

help improve that ecosystem.

The positive take on this trend is to celebrate the diversification of destination countries, hence
the more choices students get for international mobility. However, we must also keep the global
sustainability framework of the United NAtions in mind, and continue growing cross-regional
partnerships to ensure students build the global perspective and civic engagement needed to

address problems like climate change.

TNE Partnerships

UNESCO and the Council of Europe (2001) define TNE as:
All types of higher education study programs, or sets of courses of study, or educational
services (including those of distance education) in which the learners are located in a
country different from the one where the awarding institution is based. Such programs
may belong to the education system of a State different from the State in which it

operates, or may operate independently of any national education system. (QAA, n.d.)

TNE has gone in and out of fashion over the last two decades. But TNE is an important tool for
international student recruitment for the universities in destination countries. Especially given
the regionalization trend and COVID-19’s impact on international students’ mobility, the threat
of further disruptions and travel restrictions, universities in top destination countries such as
the United Kingdom, Australia and the United States have turned their attention to TNE for risk

management and in order to retain their revenue from international students.

But what is coming in the post-pandemic era will most likely look different than earlier iterations
of TNE. Rather than making huge investments in satellite campuses and professors’ travel, the
new TNE must take into account the more developed higher education ecosystems and stricter
regulations in the host countries. We are beginning to see more micro-campuses, degrees delivered

in collaboration with local universities and academics, and pathway programs.

British Council (2022) published a report indicating that beyond the economic benefits to the
degree-awarding institutions, TNE partnerships are key drivers of the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals. But it is up to the host countries to make sure that TNE partnerships are

constructed and implemented in a mutually beneficial, equitable, and ethical way. Local governing
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bodies for higher education and institutions of higher education should make sure TNE programs
or campuses contribute to capacity building of the local higher education ecosystem, professional
development of academic and administrative staff, meaningful research collaborations, and
employability skills of students. Another challenge is establishing quality assurance mechanisms to

keep up with the growth of TNE programs and their new formats.

If this direction develops further, it is a harbinger of flexible, modular, and stackable international
degrees. Thiscouldalso be combined with the online courses or pathwaysinherentin the digitalization
trend. It is easy to imagine a near future in which international students study for a year or two in
their home country, another year or two at a regional hub, an online semester, a virtual internship,

a finishing project at the awarding institution, and then getting their degree.

Future-proofing internationalization plans

The following are some recommendations for future-proofing the internationalization plan of
higher education institutions in the post-pandemic era.

Internationalization practices must move beyond the International Office and into faculties and
departments. Academic staff should be increasingly involved because internationalization at home
and of curriculum can only be implemented by being embedded into teaching and learning. The
senior academic leadership of the institution must provide incentives and professional development
programs for the faculty to revisit the learning outcomes at the academic program level and revise
the curriculum to develop the global competences of all students. The United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals can provide an effective and practical framework of reference for curriculum

updates.

Practical workshops and guidebooks for COIL projects or virtual exchange programs can be prepared
for the faculty. The International Office can support the faculty in this process by providing suitable
international partnerships and best practices for virtual exchange . International Offices should also
look into developing hybrid modes of mobility, combining virtual exchanges with physical study
abroad programs. At the institutional level, students who have problems accessing digital resources

should be supported by senior leadership.

In general, senior university leadership should plan to develop the ICT skills of the faculty and invest
more in educational technologies. There are opportunities for recruitment of more international
students to online programs and courses. Online course design and delivery should continue to

be improved, building on what was learned during the emergency online learning that took place
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during the pandemic. As international degree-seeking students will be looking for more flexibility
in the future, hybrid academic programs can be developed, so that a degree-seeking international
student can undertake part of their studies online in their home country, and part face-to-face

overseas on the campus of the awarding institution.

Theregionalization trend suggests that universities should revisit and revise their internationalization
plans, and look more closely to regional markets for international marketing and recruitment. They
can search for suitable academic partners within their region for student exchanges and academic

collaborations.

Creating or expanding mutually beneficial TNE partnerships is an important component of future-
proofing internationalization plans. Whether an institution is looking to increase their international
student recruitment or trying to retain local student and academic talent, TNE can provide deep

and impactful international collaboration opportunities.

In conclusion, internationalization of higher education will remain relevant in the post-pandemic
era. There will be more internationalization, but it will look different. Physical student mobility will
no longer dominate the field. Fortunately, there are alternative approaches that have already been
studied and trialed over the last two decades. We can leverage existing models and good practices

to help future-proof our institution’s internationalization plans.
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How can Higher Education Institutions Support a Future-Proof
Economy?

Maciej Markowski, European Union Agency for Asylum

Abstract

This paper discusses the challenges higher education institutions must address to remain relevant
actors that support future economic and social development. In this paper, universities and their
surrounding environments are analyzed using the volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity
(VUCA) world terminology and approach. Within the VUCA action framework, possible ways
forward for higher education institutions are explored based on verifiable practical examples and
good practices and methodologies described in relevant scientific literature as well as other sources.
This paper aims to provide an overview of possible starting points for higher education institutions
facing the challenges of a VUCA world. Starting points can include focusing on institutional strategic
vision and orientation, shaping educational opportunities and experience based on student needs,
improving clarity of communication and relationships with stakeholders, and agility and innovation

in engaging universities’ full educational potential.

A paradigm shift for higher education institutions: new roles and
responsibilities

Universities' are institutions that have been an important factor in the development of societies,
nations,and humanity for centuries. Since the beginning, their primary role has been the creation and
transfer of knowledge. Knowledge transfer has always been both horizontal (between generations
of masters and students) and vertical (from scholars through educated graduates to the wider
society). Universities’ mission was to educate the next generation of leaders and societal elite, and
to contribute to the advancement of knowledge through research. Universities were also cradles of

intellectual and cultural exchange, where ideas and perspectives could be debated.

This basic function of higher education has remained unchanged, although both the content and
forms of dissemination of knowledge have changed over time. At the same time, much has changed
in the organization and functioning of higher education institutions and their environments,

including organizational structures and forms, funding schemes and mechanismes, relationship with

10 In different countries and education systems, there might be specific requirements, or cultural and traditional circumstances, based on which

» ” u

more specific definitions of various types of institutions are introduced to describe “universities”, “universities of applied sciences”, “alternative
providers”, etc. However, in this article the term ,universities” is used interchangeably with “higher education institutions”.

100




stakeholders, and the development and evolution of different models. Higher education institutions
are likely to face new challenges in the present and the foreseeable future, including:
+ Unparalleled quantitative increases in the number of higher education institutions — from
approximately 60,000 worldwide in 2006 to almost 90,000 in 2018 (HESA, 2022).
+ Exponential growth in the number of students — from 13 million in 1960 (World Statistical
Outlook on Higher Education, 1998) to 235 million in 2020 (UNESCO Higher Education Global
Data Report, 2022).
« Growing diversity of higher education institutions types and raise of alternative providers (i.e.
online providers, corporate universities).
+ Increasing competition for students, academic staff, and funding due to mobility and
globalization processes (Mense et al, 2018).
« New teaching and learning approaches and methods (i.e. online, project-based learning,
competency-based education, work-based learning) (Hoidn & Karkkainen, 2014).
« Rise of non-traditional modes of delivery and certification of achieved learning (i.e., micro-
credentials) (Wheelahan & Moodie, 2022).
« Changes of modes of institutional governance towards more efficient use of available resources

(Boer & Huisman, 2021).

However, the most significant changes are not happening within the higher education sector itself,
but in its direct environment. Societal expectations of higher education institutions are evolving
more rapidly than ever before, and are articulated more and more directly and explicitly. In just
the last 10-15 years, expectations of universities have expanded beyond traditional research and
education and now include:

« Contributing towards the green economy, sustainable development, and social responsibility

(Chankseliani & McCowan, 2021).

« Adaptation towards labor market needs and graduates’ employability (Okolie et al,, 2019).

« Raising entrepreneurial talents and innovation (Kottmann et al,, 2021).

« Internationalization (Huang et al., 2022).

« Decreasing, or even negative premium on higher education (KPMG International, 2020).

The above list can be further expanded and to include numerous external factors that are already
shaping the higher education industry, like rankings, demography, scarcity of resources and funding,
rapid development of technology, and other social trends. All those factors lead to one conclusion:
that the days when universities could be ivory towers are long gone. In order to remain relevant, they
need to evolve and become irreplaceable support for societies, economies, and states in successfully
overcoming future challenges.
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VUCA environment and VUCA response

All trends, circumstances, and factors shaping the reality of higher education institutions can be
summarized with one term: “VUCA world”. VUCA is a term describing the reality and environment
of more and more industries and organizations, regardless of their nature, ownership, geographical
location, or cultural origins (Schick et al,, 2017). According to Bennett & Lemoine (2014) the acronym
stands for :
+ Volatility: relatively unstable change, where information is available and the situation is
understandable, but change is frequent and sometimes unpredictable.
« Uncertainty: a lack of knowledge as to whether an event will have meaningful ramifications;
cause and effect are understood, but it is unknown if an event will create significant change.
« Complexity: Many interconnected parts forming an elaborate network of information and
procedures; often multiform and convoluted, but not necessarily involving change.
« Ambiguity: a lack of knowledge as to “the basic rules of the game”; cause and effect are not

understood and there is no precedent for making predictions as to what to expect.

Analyzing the environment of modern higher education institutions, VUCA-type challenges can
be easily identified. In particular, those relevant to the universities’ ability to support future-proof
economy are:

+ Rapid changes in the global and local labor markets raise questions as to the relevance of
traditional study programs, as seemingly inadequate for labor market expectations.

« The shift from teacher-centric transmission of knowledge to developing transversal skills and
competencies requires changes in delivery methods and pedagogies to enable and facilitate
students learning.

« Global mobility enables swift movement of people, increasing competition among universities
for students, staff, funding opportunities, etc.

« Alternative and online providers offer more accessible and individualized education.

+ Rapid technological development makes the research and innovation mission of universities
more challenging and risky.

« Growing pressure on quick results and academic achievements coupled with the availability of
technologies like artificial intelligence (Bates et al.,, 2020) increase the possibility of academic
misconduct and fraud.

« Growing need for lifelong learning among already highly qualified professionals and increasing
demand for upskilling and reskilling of labor forces raises expectations of diverse learning

opportunities.

102




+ Decreasing premium on university degrees and examples of successful entrepreneurs or
influencers without higher education raises questions regarding the positive correlation
between general life success, prosperity, and higher education among potential university

candidates.

VUCA environments, while caused by country-wide or global trends, are very challenging for
organizations and individuals. This is due in part to the need for accurate and timely responses to
those challenges to come from within individual organizations. Analysis of the impact of the VUCA
environment on higher education ordinarily concludes with a very accurate diagnosis (Waller et
al,, 2019): “each institution must design its own future and how to best adjust and adapt to their

individual circumstances. Not all institutions can respond in the identical way.”

The necessity for tailoring individual and institutional responses for global challenges is caused by
the great variety and diversity of universities, and their individual situation and context. Therefore,
even within single higher education systems, it is impossible to design one-size-fits-all solution to

meet the challenges of the VUCA world.

In order to remain relevant and support future economies and societies, higher education should
re-evaluate their strategic and operational approaches. Inspiration can be taken based on practices
and examples of other industries facing similar challenges. Research analysis based on practical
experience provides several possible frameworks and tailored solutions (Dhillon & Nguyen, 2020).
One framework seems most fitting for the higher education environment. The VUCA action
framework described by Codreanu (2016) proposes the following response to VUCA world

challenges):

VUCA VUCA action o
Description

challenge framework response

Volatility Vision Vision is about identifying the key priorities that
matter most and which, if approached, “start to shift,

dislodge and remake other patterns.”

Uncertainty Understanding Openness; accountability; setting boundaries through
clear expectations and objectives; willingness to tackle

tough issues.
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VUCA VUCA action
Description

challenge framework response

Complexity Clarity Clarity is the opposite of simplicity and certainty. It
is more about direction, rather than about the end

point, and it incurs “great flexibility about the detail”.

Ambiguity Agility Agility is about withstanding difficulties by changing

in a flexible and swift manner

Source: (Codreanu, 2016)

Overall, the VUCA environment requires higher education institutions to become more proactive
rather than reactive. This includes creating new product-market arenas not yet recognized or

actively exploited by others (Covin & Miles, 1999).

Universities in the VUCA world

Higher education institutions can develop their unique strategic response to modern challenges

based on Codreanu’s (2016) VUCA Action Framework.

From volatility to vision

There are many definitions of “vision”, and descriptions of its role in modern organizations and
institutions. It can vary from a technocratic statement of a “fundamental, ambitious sense of
purpose, one to be pursued over many years” (Kantabutra & Avery, 2010) to a very inspirational set
of aspirations, hopes and goals aimed at changing an unacceptable status quo (Conger & Kanungo,
1987). The main role of a vision statement is to clarify the purpose and highlight the uniqueness of

an organization (Berson et al,, 2001).

In order to develop an appropriate vision for a higher education institution, it is necessary to consider
a set of circumstances and factors that are unique for every university. There are many different
approaches to determining the key strategic decisions shaping the future of a higher education

institution (Fumasoli et al.,, 2020). Potential questions to ask are included in Box 1.




Box 1. Six questions to consider in relation to the strategic direction of a higher education institution
+ s our outreach and impact global, national, or regional?
«  Who are our stakeholders and how can they support us?
+ s our approach to education research-oriented or vocational?
+ Are our programs specialized and focused or general and broad?
«  What is our unique added value that can be a source of our competitive advantage?

+  Which challenges of our environment are we able to respond to?

However, it is also important to take into consideration the practical use and realization of the
vision. Therefore, the vision should be optimistic, desirable, challenging, clear, brief, and achievable
(Ruvio et al,, 2010). This means that higher education institutions should build their vision with its
practical implementation in mind. A vision that is overly optimistic, too easy, or unachievable with

the institution’s resources or timeframe, might not fulfill its main role and purpose.

Developing a university’s vision for the VUCA world might also be a part of a larger strategic renewal,
resulting in creating a unigue business model. This term became very popular in the world of start-
ups and innovation because of its practical operationalization in the form of the business model
canvas (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2009). In its essence, a business model is a conceptual model of logic
behind creating and delivering value to customers of any organization. It reflects management’s
understanding of customers’ needs, preferable delivery methods, and how organizations can meet
those needs and get rewarded for the delivered value (Teece, 2010). The idea of a business model is
present in the world of higher education in reference to commercialization of research (Mets, 2010).

Therefore, it can be adapted and expanded to other areas of universities’ operations.

Defininga vision for any institution is the responsibility of its top leadership, with active participation
and support of its stakeholders. Therefore, the role of leaders capable of navigating in the complex
and uncertain world of modern and future higher education becomes more and more essential.
This also includes the ability to make use of available data, as well as making difficult decisions, and

can result in more effective responses to the VUCA challenges.

From uncertainty to understanding

Students themselves are one of the most significant changes in higher education institutions. As
mentioned earlier, the student body is becoming more and more diverse. Due to the increasing
importance of lifelong learning in career progression, and the need for upskilling and reskilling of

labor, the demand for the education provided by universities is becoming more significant among
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active professionals. Understanding the different needs of diverse groups and types of students can

become a key success factor for universities to effectively support the future-proof economy.

First of all, it is necessary to distinguish two main categories of students: those with no prior higher
education experience (usually 18-20 years old) and those who are already professionally active
and are seeking further personal and professional development opportunities. These two groups
have significantly different needs and expectations towards almost every aspect of their university
experience. This includes not only the content of their program, but also its mode of delivery, and

communication and learning styles. See Table 1 for more.:

Table 1: Preferences and approaches of different generations

| Babyboomers ___GenX ___ Millennials | GenZ |

clear mobility

Personal interests

challenges and

. Flexibility and o
Usually in one . Multitasking and
mobility
company with  Work-life balance _ self-directing
Preferred career Seeking

Stability and

paths _ work-life balance
impact
o Real world and
Digital o | .

Technology Early adopters S Digital natives  virtual reality are

immigrants .
interwoven

Face to face E-mails )

Preferred Face to face Direct messages

E-mails Text messages
communication Phone calls _ _ Social media
Text messages Social media
Dominant Personal Smartphone Smartphone
Television
technology computer Tablet Wearables

Source: Own compilation (Barhate & Dirani, 2022; Benitez-Mdrquez et al, 2022; Haynes, 2011; Mahmoud et al., 2021; Prensky, 2001;
Purdue University, 2019).

It follows that these different generational approaches to communication, career, professional life,
and personal development would also affect expectations towards universities and learning styles.
Higher education institutions need to understand the differences between generations to address
them most effectively. This means tailoring their educational offer for different target audiences.
Educational programs for Gen Z would be designed differently than lifelong learning opportunities
for older generations who are already professionally active. Channels of promoting of the educational

offerings and daily communications with enrolled students would also differ.
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Moreover, following the emerging trends and technologies relevant in our changing world, and
providing dedicated learning opportunities fit for various target audiences would better prepare
the graduates of the future. The relevance of graduates’ education in their professional success
could result in them seeking further learning from their alma mater. There is already a mismatch of
demand for lifelong learning opportunities and supply provided by higher education institutions

(Carrington Crisp & EFMD Global, 2022).

From complexity to clarity

Complexity of the modern and future world is a challenge not only for higher education institutions
but also for their key stakeholders: prospective and current students, faculty, business world
partners, or society. Making responsible decisions regarding the choice of education is more and
more difficult in the world of global competition. Therefore, in this ambiguous and complex
environment, effective collaboration and communication are key to successful navigation and
avoidance of possible pitfalls. Higher education institutions have an ethical obligation to provide
accurate and precise information regarding their programs and their quality. This should enable
their stakeholders in making informed and responsible decisions, which would have paramount

impact on their future lives.

Clear and precise communication should help build realistic expectations of stakeholders towards
the higher education institution. This in turn fosters trust and ensures mutually beneficial future
relations. Naturally, the communication must be in line with the university’s vision, and tailored
to their target audiences. To foster credibility and trust, institutions can emphasize their unique
and distinctive features, supported by credible confirmations through specialized external quality
assurance and accreditation services. Prospective and current students should be clearly informed
as to what knowledge, skills, and competencies they will develop by completing a degree program or
learning activity, including potential future career paths and possibilities. When setting the future
vision and strategic direction of the university, faculty should be involved as much as possible, and
at least informed, enabling them to shape their professional development accordingly. Industry
partners should be involved in the design and delivery of study programs and other learning
opportunities to ensure their alignment with labor market needs and expectations. This could
result in applied research or other collaborative projects or initiatives. Such university-industry
cooperation and partnership can take a variety of forms, but should in any case be formed based on

open and clear mutual relations through effective and efficient communication measures
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From Ambiguity to Agility

Decision-making in a volatile and ambiguous environment is particularly difficult for large and
highly complex organizations like higher education institutions. Moreover, the fast pace of changes
in the modern world makes long term planning additionally challenging. On the other hand,
universities often have quite significant organizational inertia, due to factors that are not always
easy or possible to influence. For example, there are limited possibilities to quickly change study
programs. Results of these changes are only fully visible after students’ completion 2, 3 or even 5 years
from enrollment. This makes implementation of planned improvements a long and burdensome
process, which sometimes results in the perception of purposeful delay of inevitable changes. On
the other hand, the expectations of labor market actors and other stakeholders usually include
imprecise requirements of tangible results that are rapidly visible. Sometimes these expectations
are contradictory or mutually exclusive, particularly when it comes to subject-specific content;
they can include a very wide and extensive list of transversal skills necessary for future professional

success (Dondi et al., 2021).

To foster compromise, universities can introduce innovation and creativity culture amongall internal
university stakeholders in an effort to generate new ideas and solutions and enable institutions to

face upcoming challenges.

The first source of organizational agility in the area of education is provided by the growing
importance of micro-credentials or alternative credentials. This phenomenon is very diverse and not
yet fully defined. It offers significant opportunities for higher education institutions to provide fit-
for-purpose education in a more flexible and agile manner (Kato et al,, 2020). The strategic change
that micro-credentials could bring is already visible. However, doubts remain of their fitness for
university-type education (McGreal & Olcott, 2022). In some educational systems there are already
attempts to regulate micro-credentials by defining them and setting requirements for inclusion
into national systems of quality assurance and qualification recognition, which should enable their
stackability into larger degrees (Council of the European Union, 2022). Introducing the concept of
microcredentials into regular university practice could result in more labor-market oriented fit-for-

purpose learning opportunities for different target audiences.

Furthermore, universities have a great potential to support students’ personal and professional
personal growth and development by acquiring transversal skills. This could be achieved by
introducing more opportunities for interdisciplinary cooperation using problem or project-based

learning methodologies. This could be achieved by organizing courses or extracurricular activities
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that place students from different programs into groups to solve real-life problems with the support
of a dedicated tutor. Interdisciplinary approaches enable students to work on challenges beyond
their subject = and learn to work in diverse, and possibly international, groups. This would also
be a great opportunity for the inclusion of industry partners, which would provide students with

additional learning and networking opportunities.

Finally, universities should foster innovation in education among their faculty, in particular those
engaged in classic programs, courses, and research, which might seem outdated or impractical.
Providing support for a future-proof economy does not always mean following disruptive trends
or technologies. Many new, high-tech industries require expertise from diverse areas of knowledge.
Higher education institutions should create space to explore these seemingly unusual applications
of classical topics. Examples include: the use of history and literature studies in scriptwriting for
the gaming industry, cognitive studies for shaping interactions between users and products in UX

design, or cultural studies for successful marketing campaigns.

Conclusion

Higher education institutions are unquestionably entering a time of disruptive and turbulent
changes. The new reality can be described as a VUCA world, where a volatile, uncertain, complex,
and ambiguous environment shapes the conditions of every university. The response to such
complex and rapidly changing conditions is primarily the responsibility of individual higher
education institutions, as system-wide solutions are unlikely to be flexible enough. Therefore,
each higher education institution should take more and more responsibility for its future success
and relevance in support of economic and social development. This article provided one of many
frameworks outlining possible approaches for institutional response. Future research might provide
more examples of effective solutions for the challenges of the VUCA environment by addressing

institutional adaptations and shifts in strategic orientation, operational excellence, and agility.
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Accreditation’s Role in United States Higher Education

Jan Friis, Senior Vice President for Government Affairs Council for Higher Education Accreditation

Abstract

A cornerstone of higher education quality in the United States (U.S.) isand has been the accreditation
of institutions and programs by independent, nongovernmental accrediting organizations. This
paper will describe the history and purpose of accreditation; how accreditation operates in the U.S,
the roles of the federal government, states and accrediting organizations in quality assurance; and
the challenges accreditation faces in the 21* Century. While this will not be a comprehensive view
of accreditation, it provides information that may be applicable for other countries as they consider
the ways in which quality assurance can advance the quality of higher education and continuous

improvement thereof.

Accreditation in the U.S.

The formal accreditation of higher education institutions has been in existence for more than 125
years. Accreditation organizations were formed by members of the academic community to provide
an external review of the quality of institutions, to assure that they were meeting standards set by the
accrediting organization for educational and institutional quality. From the beginning, accreditors
also focused on the continuous improvement of quality, so that institutions met the evolving needs
of students and society. These accrediting organizations fell into four general categories:
1. Regional accrediting organizations, which accredit institutions within specific geographic
regions. These are the oldest category of accreditors.
2. Career-related accrediting organizations, which focus on institutions and programs that
provide technical training, often in specific fields.
3. Faith-related accrediting organizations, which focus on institutions that are affiliated with a
specific religion or provide training for religious vocations.

4. Programmatic accrediting organizations, which focus on programs of study in specific fields.

The first regional accrediting organization was established in 1885 in New England. Others followed,
until there were seven regional accrediting organizations established. For many years, these regional
accrediting organizations focused on accrediting institutions in specific geographical regions of the
U.S.. In 2020, the U.S. Department of Education (USDE) dropped the geographic-scope designation,
permitting accreditors to work with institutions throughout the country, and in some cases

overseas).
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Other accrediting organizations were established to serve faith-related institutions, career-related
institutions, and specific programs of study. In 2023, there were more than 70 “recognized” U.S.
accrediting organizations reviewed by the Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA), the
USDE, or both.

Accreditation as a means for the academy to ensure its own quality

From the beginning, US. higher education aimed to ensure that quality was overseen by the
academy, rather than the government due to the belief that higher education itself was the expert
on defining and reviewing quality as well as providing guidance on ways to improve academic and

institutional quality and performance.

Higher education accreditation, in addition to reviewing institutions and program, also has the
purpose of being an advocate for and protector of:

+ Institutional mission.

+ Institutional autonomy.

+ Academic freedom.

+ Peer review.

The importance of each of these foci will be discussed later in this paper.

The recognition of accrediting organizations

“Recognition” is the term used for the review and affirmation of the quality of institutional and
programmatic accreditors. The academy established this recognition function asa way of “accrediting
the accreditors.” These included several predecessor groups to CHEA, including:

« The Federation of Regional Accrediting Commissions of Higher Education (FRACHE).

+ The National Commission on Accrediting (NCA).

« The Council on Postsecondary Accreditation (COPA).

« The Commission on Recognition of Postsecondary Accreditation (CORPA).

The Council for Higher Education Accreditation

The CHEA was established in 1996 following a referendum of college and university presidents after

COPA and CORPA were disbanded in the early 1990s.

CHEA's purpose is to assure accreditation’s quality and focus on academic quality and institutional

improvement. This review, while at the behest of the academy, is independent of the institution,
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program, oraccreditingorganization. CHEA isanonprofit,and the only nongovernmental association
in the United States focused exclusively on higher education accreditation and the recognition
of accrediting organizations. At the end of 2022, approximately 1,900 members, colleges, and
universities accredited by recognized U.S. accrediting organizations under CHEA. These institutions
are of all sizes and are spread throughout the United States, but are all degree-granting institutions,

as specified in CHEA's bylaws.

CHEA is governed by a 20-member board made up of college and university presidents, institutional
representatives, and members of the public. Board members set policies and oversee operations
for CHEA, and approve or disapprove recommendations to begin, continue, or discontinue the
recognition of various accrediting organizations. These recommendations are made by the CHEA
Committee on Recognition, composed of volunteers from institutions and accrediting organizations.
CHEA began formal recognition of accrediting organizations in 1999, and currently recognizes
60+ institutional and program accrediting organizations. It is important to note that CHEA is not
connected to and does note receive any funds from the federal government. CHEA isan independent

organization with separate recognition decisions from those of the USDE.

United States Department of Education

The US. government became increasingly involved in accreditation following the decision to
underwrite higher education for Korean War veterans. This was first evidenced by legislation
called the G.I. Bill, which went into effect in the early 1950s. Regulations were set for accrediting
organizations to act as gatekeepers for government funds. A one-page list of areas for accreditors
to review was provided to affirm that the institutions and programs were legitimate and provided

quality higher education.

Federal involvement increased following the passage of the Higher Education Act in 1965 and the
establishment of the USDE in 1980; higher education was formerly overseen by other Cabinet-level

departments.

The U.S. Government began formal recognition of accrediting organizations following the passage of
the Higher Education Actin 1965. The government, in expandingits rolein higher education funding,
felt it was necessary to set standards to measure the effectiveness of accrediting organizations in

their role as gatekeepers for government funds.
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An accreditation unit housed within the USDE reviews accrediting organizations and provides
reports to the National Advisory Committee on Institutional Quality and Integrity (NACIQI). This
committee is appointed by the Department and by Congress, and is made up of representatives
from higher education, accreditation, and the public. NACIQI reviews reports on accrediting
organizations and provides recommendations on their recognition to the Secretary of Education.

However, the Department is not bound to follow their recommendations.

Over time, USDE has added more requirements for accreditors. In practical terms, USDE reaches
institutions through accreditors via its regulations. Government requirements have now grown from
a one-page directive to ten pages of statutes, 30 pages of regulations, and 37 pages in a guidebook,

as well as additional guidance from the U.S. Department of Education.

The Academy

The idea behind U.S. accreditation was clear from the beginning: institutions wanted to maintain
control over higher education and academic quality control, rather than have the government set
quality standards. This was achieved by having independent accrediting organizations — not the
government — oversee academic quality, institutional performance and improvement, and student

outcomes.

The rationale for having accreditation directed by the academy is that those working in and for higher
education are the experts on how higher education operates and mightimprove. Government, while
expert at overseeing its own regulations, is not well-equipped to maintain a staff with expertise in all

areas of higher education. Meanwhile, those individuals work in and for higher education.

There are currently more than 3,000 degree-granting higher education institutions in the United
States, and more than 20,000 accredited programs of study. Each of the regional accrediting
organizations certifies hundreds of colleges and universities. These accreditors rely on volunteers
from the academy to serve as peer reviewers. In this way, institutions review other institutions and
programs review other programs, with funding from the academy itself. Simply put, there is no way
that the government could handle the volume of work — much of it voluntary — that goes into the

review and accreditation of US. higher education institutions and programs.

Accrediting organizations are overseen by the U.S. government with a focus on their fitness as

gatekeepers for government funding, and by CHEA, as an independent organization.
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Advocating For and Protecting Features of Higher Education

CHEA's work reflects the academy’s desire that certain features of U.S. higher education be protected

and maintained, including:

Table 1. Feature of U.S. Higher Education

Various institutions have varying missions. A one-size-fits-
all approach to institutions’ mission would not work in
a nation characterized by a diverse student population
and diversity of institutions actively working to meet the
Institutional Mission educational needs of students and society. This aims to
ensure that there is a “ubiquity of access,” meaning that
the largest number of students and potential students
have access to higher education that will meet their

individual needs.

The ability of each institution to determine its own
academic offerings and to employ innovative approaches
to education and institutional operations is an important
facet of assuring higher education quality in the United
Institutional autonomy States. No two institutions are entirely alike in the students
they serve or the education they offer. Institutional
autonomy means that colleges and universities can make
changes or expand offerings to best meet the needs of

students and society.
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Academic freedom is a cornerstone of US. higher
education. Protecting academic freedom is an important
feature of accreditation in the United States. Without the
. freedom to make academic inquiries or espouse a range
Academic freedom _ o ) _
of ideas, institutions cannot advance the quality of their
educational offerings. The aim is to ensure that educators
teach to the highest academic quality standards and are

not forced to conform to non-academic pressures.

Peer review — the review and judgment of institutions by
their peers — is an integral feature of U.S. higher education,
and a key feature to quality assessment. Peer review is
integral to fields like medicine, where experts review
Peer review the work of other experts and affirm findings or suggest
changes. This approach is key to advancing academic and
institutional quality and improvement, which in turn
enables institutions and programs to meet the evolving

needs of students.

Additionally, accreditors and institutions work to advance the transparency and accountability of
institutions and programs. Students, potential students, parents, and the public have a right to
information about how well an institution or program is performing and how its students fare after
completing their course of study. In recent years, greater transparency has become a key feature of
accredited institutions and programs and of the accrediting organizations themselves, to support
the public to understand the basis for accrediting decisions. Transparency and acccountability are

being challenged by some in government, as well as by some think tanks.
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The Impact of CHEA and USDE recognition on student success

USDE’s regulations governing the recognition of accrediting organizations have grown dramatically
since they were first established. They continue to expand, with an emphasis on ensuring compliance
from accreditors, as well as by the institutions and programs they accredit. The laws governing
accreditation have also expanded, particularly the Higher Education Act, which was first passed in
1965. This law is periodically reauthorized. The last reauthorization in 2008 changed government

policy toward accreditation significantly, making it more focused on compliance with regulations.

Government funds for students have grown substantially since they were first introduced in the
1950s. Two primary examples of government funding for students are:
1. Pell Grants: grants of several thousand dollars to students who qualify, for use at accredited
higher education institutions.
2. Student Loans: direct loans to students to be used at accredited institutions or programs of

study. Such loans must be repaid following completion of the student’s education.

While student aid increases the ability of students to attend accredited colleges and universities,
it does not mean that all students have access to all colleges. Many colleges and universities in
the United States are selective, meaning that potential students must meet standards set by those
institutions themselves. However, student aid can make a greater number of institutions affordable
to more students, thus increasing access. Student aid in no way guarantees student success. Success
in a program of study is up to each individual student and the education choices and effort they

make. Aid increases access, but does not make educational achievement easier or more likely.

It is also important to note that because the U.S. is a democracy, the political party in power can
and does change. This means a change in political philosophy is often reflected in new laws and
regulations. On the other hand, CHEA's standards and procedures for the recognition of accrediting
organizations are not driven by political considerations, but by a desire that they be more effective
and less burdensome. CHEA most recently updated its recognition standards and procedures in
2021. CHEA recognition is more likely than USDE recognition to have an impact on accreditors’ work
to advance academic excellence because CHEA focuses on academic quality and improvement,

while the USDE is focused on accreditors’ role as gatekeepers for federal funds.
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The Triad

Accrediting organizations and the USDE are joined by the 50 states in their oversight of higher
education. States play a key role in the authorization of higher education institutions, including
licensing institutions as business entities (which is different from accrediting the institutions) and
authorizing them to grant degrees in-state.

1. Together, accreditors, the USDE, and the states are referred to as the “Triad,” with:

2. The USDE focused on accreditors’ role as gatekeepers for federal funds.

3. States focused on legal authorization of institutions to operate and grant degrees.

4. Accrediting organizations focused on academic and institutional quality and improvement.
It is a strength that each of these entities has a different focus, enabling each to concentrate on its

area of expertise.

Challenges for accreditation in the U.S.

While accreditation in the U.S. continues to serve students, prospective students, parents, and the

public, it is not without challenges. Six key challenges are outlined below.

Academic Freedom

Academic freedom - and even the concept of academic freedom - is under attack in parts of
the United States. The freedom of academics to design course agendas or to speak out on certain
issues has been challenged by state legislatures and institutional boards of trustees. A curtailment
of academic freedom could stop an institution from meeting the academic freedom standards of its
accreditor. Accreditors themselves have been attacked for raising academic freedom questions. One
state mandated that public institutions change accreditors each accreditation cycle as an apparent

pushback for raising academic freedom inquiries.

Cost of higher education

The cost of attending higher education institutions has grown substantially and in excess of the rate
of inflation, limiting access to many institutions. If access to an institution is severely curtailed by its
high cost, the student body will in turn become less diverse. Meanwhile, accrediting organizations

indicate that they view diversity as an integral part of a quality higher education experience.




Funding for higher education

Like the cost of attending a higher education institution, the cost of operating an institution has
grown. At the same time, state funding for higher education has decreased in recent years. This can
lead to financial insecurity. The inability to guarantee a consistent, non-variable level of funding is a
leading reason that institutions lose accreditation. This is a challenge for institutions and accreditors

alike.

Transfer of Credit

The ability to transfer credits earned at one institution to another is of importance to students not
only for financial reasons but also for the time saved by not having to retake courses of study. The
challenge of transferring credits increases if the institutions in question are of different types (e.g.,
community college credits to a public or private university). Transfer of credits is a growing issue for

the USDE, with the government increasingly resisting the idea of “paying for the same course twice.”

Pressure to regulate

In the U.S., some politicians and public interest organizations argue that unless higher education is
required to meet its obligations, institutions will not provide quality education. They believe that
the government, not academia, should determine and set quality standards. They also believe that all
information about accreditation review — which by its very nature involves sensitive information and
preliminary findings — should be made public as a way to increase transparency. Some question the
value of accreditation’s emphasis on peer review. These changes would require a major restructuring

of current accreditation practices.

Diversity, equity, and inclusion

Accrediting organizations have echoed society in seeking progress within institutions and programs
to increase diversity, equity, and inclusion, across student bodies, faculty, and administration.
Institutions, in turn, are challenged to increase diversity, equity, and inclusion while maintaining
high educational quality standards. Balancing calls for diversity with the challenges of maintaining

and improving academics is a concern for institutions and for accrediting organizations.
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Conclusion

While accreditation in the United States undeniably faces challenges in the years ahead, it continues
and will continue to be a vital component to maintaining higher education quality and an emphasis
on improvement. The size and complexity of institutional and programmatic accreditation in the
U.S. - involving thousands of people, thousands of institutions, and tens of thousands of programs,
and millions of dollars — is beyond the current capacity of the USDE. This is a challenge that
accreditation has been meeting for more than one hundred years, to the benefit of students and

society.

What features of U.S. accreditation’s support for higher education may be of value for quality
assurance leaders around the world to consider? These might include:
« The value of institutional mission, and having a diversity of institutional and programmatic
offerings available to an increasingly diverse student population.
« The importance of institutional autonomy, where institutions themselves determine how to
best meet the needs of students and potential students.
+ Theimpact of academic freedom on the quality of an institution’s higher education offerings.

« How peer review strengthens institutions of all sizes and missions.

Accreditation is the leading advocate for each of these aspects of higher education. The quality of
higher education in the United States today is a reflection of the commitment of accreditation to

assuring that quality and improving it for the future.

The independent review of accrediting organizations by CHEA is an important component of
accreditation. CHEA's focus on academic quality and improvement is separate and distinct from
the U.S. Department of Education, which focuses primarily on regulatory compliance and the
fitness of accreditors to serve as gatekeepers for federal funding. By establishing CHEA in 1996 and
funding it ever since, the academy has demonstrated that it highly values CHEA's independent peer

review.

It is likely that the future will bring additional U.S. government involvement as to what is sufficient
with respect to student learning outcomes, with additional directives to follow. At the same time,
accreditation and the independent review of institutions and programs by their peers and colleagues

likely will remain a key feature of higher education quality in the United States.
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