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After a first experience dealing with the accreditation of 24 medical programs
during 2000 and 2001, the fact that evaluation criteria for thirteen types of engineering
programs were produced posed a new challenge to the agency?. It seemed then a proper
time to revise procedures in order to adjust them to this new Situation in which 246
different programs located in seventy institutions had to address accreditation.

It was clear from the beginning that changes in methodology and procedures should
take into consideration those lessons gained from the agency’s experience but should also
adapt to the new field taking into account its institutional diversity and complexity.
Moreover, it was plain that new developments concerning methodology could help in
conceptualising a more in-depth assessment of educational processes. Time and experience
have led us to believe that both methodology and empirical or practical considerations may
have a more widespread or universal use and be adapted to other types of programs.

This paper acknowledges these issues. The first section discusses how the new
object (engineering programs) was approached and its implications in terms of
comprehensiveness. Also, issues concerning the tension between institutional and program
evaluation and its feedback are presented. The second section describes how criteria were
organised in order to establish a clearer framework and hierarchy. The third section
addresses the assessment of the educational process whereas a new complementary
instrument for outcome assessment was introduced as a way of stressing the analysis of
outputs, which had not been satisfactory in previous experience.

1. A new object

The new object was distinctive, at least, because of the following reasons. On the
first place, it consists of a numerous set of programs. Second, the object is al'so of a broader
scope because, in most cases, different program profiles are developed within the same
institution. This diversity had to be coped with considering that the core of accreditation
procedures was engineering education in general, with different types of graduates. In

! Comision Nacional de Evaluacion y Acreditacion Universitaria. National Commission for Evaluation and Accreditation.
2 CONEAU isnot in charge of devising accreditation criteria, which is done by the University Council.



opposition to other school traditions, different engineering programs coexist within
institutions in a relative coherent and balanced manner®.

These distinctive features lead to an articulation of the self — assessment process so
that it takes place simultaneously in each program within the same school. Given financial
and time restraints’, together with anon - overwhelming — with — assessment’s policy, it
was clear from the onset that this approach had operational and practical consequences as
different programs within a certain academic unit were to be addressed at the same time.

The ingtitutional dimension is especialy relevant when addressing the ways in
which resources are allocated to different programs. Academic management can be
throroughly understood when it is considered as the management of all the programs
offered by the school. There are aso operational reasons: it would be redundant to come
once and again over the institutional aspects of every program. Finally, the whole picture
could be missed.

However, it is important to stress out that although practical issues drove the
agency’ s policy, important questions were raised on the advantages of this approach. Up to
what extent is this new approach relevant to genuine quality improvement? Although
accreditation always includes an accountability component, procedures should help
institutions to cope with assessments in order to introduce real improvement, in opposition
to what in literature has been called “cosmetic enhancement”>. What are the boundaries and
possible feedbacks between the pure- program - accreditation approach and a more
comprehensive institutional analysis? For instance, when assessing programs’ curriculum,
the institutional perspective allows to perform an in-depth analysis on how common
trajectories are managed and its impact on staff, students and resources.

This approach, which stresses the importance of quality evaluation for improvement
rather than evaluation for quality control®, led to the conclusion that the product of the
overall process must be more than a checking list of weaknesses and strengths. It should be

%When referring to arather balanced coexistence we are comparing to other types of schools where the most
relevant program, for instance, is that of medicine in spite that others may exist and probably be of very good
quality. In engineering schools, al types have very similar social meaning.

“ Due to the agency’ s commitments and since accreditation is widely spread and demanded by universities, it
was decided to handle as many programs as possible given a certain period of time (for instance, all of
engineering programs during one and a half years). This approach not only enables to up-scale processes but
is aso an useful tool as it provides the ministry of education, universities and the public with core and
systematic information on programs” quality as well as improvement developments taking place in each
ingtitution.

® Thereis a concern that in many cases evaluation processes are experienced as ways of “masking” real
problems, as Newton points out, citing De Vries (1997, p. 96) : “Consequently, surface issues are brought to
the fore and the covert remain intact. The result isthat cosmetic enhancement is often effected and the losers
are the students and the education processitself”. Newton, J. “Views from Below: academics coping with
quality”, Quality in Higher Education, Vol. 8, No.1, 2002.

® Thisisaclear choice of the agency since the evaluation of graduate studies started in 1997. See Villanueva,
E. “Improvement and public accountability in accreditation of graduate studiesin Argentina’, CONEAU
working paper, mimeo, 2001.



a complete, profound and comprehensive “diagnosis’ related to the capacities of the
institutions and the quality of the teaching/learning processes taking place so that they can
be the basis for the devel opment of medium and long term improvement strategies.

I nstitutional evaluation and program accr editation

Although in the international experience “the choice between program versus
institutional approaches of quality assessment” ’, are usually referred as alternative in this
case institutional evaluation and program accreditation are considered complementary for it
allows amore profound and rich analysis on the quality of the teaching/learning processes.

If evaluation processes tend to follow one of the pathsit is because, at both levels,
key processes take place and they interact. Anyway, both perspectives fail to give account
of the whole picture: institutional accreditation has shortcomings when addressing the
differences in quality of programs that belong to the same institution. Program — focused
accreditation will clearly address curriculum issues but will be feeble in identifying
management problems at the institutional level that may, in turn, have different impactsin
each of the programs. If this was the case, the basis for future improvement strategies may
be missing part of the picture.

The institutional perspective allows for complete diagnosis of programs™ quality
since problems may be related to the unit or to the program itself. Moreover, the
implementation of improvement strategies finds all actors involved in the process, each one
from his place and perspective. Also, it is clearly stated what issues have to be addressed at
the level of the institution, what has to be tackled within the program and what has to be
considered in common grounds.

Then, the ingtitutional dimension alows for transversal view of each of the
programs that are understood as curricular and operative expressions of an academic unit,
which -in a more or less explicit way-, has a history, a context, a project, policies and an
academic culture that will be the basis of any dynamic of future change.

Thus, the accreditation process follows two consecutive steps, being the first one,
the analysis of the “educational capacity of the unit” and the second, of the “academic
quality” of each program. The “education capacity” is centred in two nuclei (focal points)
of analysis. The first refersto a general study of all types of programs offered, all actors
involved and resources alocated: teachers, students, infrastructure, equipment, budget,
libraries, rules and norms. The second refers to academic management and policies and
examines the ways in which the unit manages those resources for different purposes. Also,
aquality evaluation of the aspects that are centrally managed, such as: admission policies
and instruments, common academic activities (basic studies, for example), credit
recognition and institutional policies in general. This analysis is carried out in the context
of all university functions® so that the ways in which they interact, relate one another and
how they impact on teaching are made clear. A second phase of the evaluation process is

" Westerheijden, D. F. “Where are the quantum jumps in quality assurance?’ Higher Education 38: 238, 1999.
8 University functions comprehend teaching, scholarship, research, extension and transference.



focused on the specificities of each program and its curriculum and is described in the next
section.

2. Criteria organisation and process evaluation

Criteria is usually organised around four or five stratified components’: faculty,
students, curriculum, infrastructure, etc. The problem with the logic behind this
organisation is that it results in a kind of analysis that may “dismantle” the learning
process. It is—using a mechanic metaphor- like reading a catalogue for car pieces: it isvery
practical for verifying the existence of pieces but useless for showing the machine in
movement.

Something similar happens with criteria when the logic of stratified components is
used in evaluation procedures: it becomes difficult to integrate and organise them in a
hierarchy. Components are “strata’ and their integration at the end of the process may be
not systematic or may depend heavily on the model of institution that the evaluator has in
mind. Moreover, the use of successive strata not only fails in describing processes but also
does not give a hierarchy for understanding those processes. The confrontation of elements
with criteria results in a configuration of binary results (although different levels of
satisfaction can be established, any scale ends up in “fulfilled/not fulfilled”) and the
methodology is not offering a tool for showing the level of impact that any of the verified
element has over the nuclear learning processes The weight depends on peer judgement
and, in consequence, those opinions are comparable only as long as peers have similar
backgrounds, conceptions, experience and expertise. As a result, the relative impact of
different aspectsis left to the subjective judgement of the evaluator.™
Moreover, this approach fails to give light on the ways in which potentialities and
conditions of the institutions are used by the actors. Even though the evaluation
encompasses both the analysis of conditions and analysis of results —as it will be discussed
later on-, it is central to focus on processes.

The central issue to tackle when assessing a program is about to know if it is
successful in student training and why or why it is not. This is the central issue to be
tackled. It is possible, then, to distinguish between the criteriathat are related to focal issues
concerning the quality of a program and those that can be projected into those focal issues
so that the resulting articulation produces evaluative meanings. We will give an example
related to the quality of the infrastructure. Let us refer, as an example, to the quality of
infrastructure. A classroom may be luminous because of its broad windows, or because it
has enough sources of artificia light or, due to both reasons. But: ¢are they used for day

® Asexamples, Criteriaof the American Board for Engineering Technology —~ABET -, the Self Evaluation
Guides for medical schoolsin CONEAU, criteriafor accreditation of medical programs of the Central
American System of Higher Education Evaluation and Accreditation (SICEVAES), Guide for program
accreditation and Manual for Peers of CNAP-Chile, the Manual for evaluation of agricultural engineering
programs of Brazil and many others.

19 The procedures used for medical school accreditation introduced stages for group review and “ consistency”
work which were very useful to tackle this problem, but not sufficient.



time classes? ¢for evening classes? ¢jn which proportion? Another example refers to
faculty: academic qualifications get a real meaning for the quality of the program only
when they are considered together with other components (for example, curriculum). Good
faculty qualificationsis a positive quality indicator in itself, but gives light on the quality of
the program when considered in relation to teaching activities. The meaning is completed
when both aspects are projected upon the outcomes of the students involved in those
activities.

It is clear then that there are two levels of analysis: the institutional corresponding to
the academic unit responsible for the program and the curricular level directly linked to the
program itself. With respect to the latter (that centres on the quality of the program itself
once the impact of the institutional dimension has been analysed) the evaluation focuses on
the analysis of the academic quality of the program also in two nuclei: the “ curriculum
development” and the “ curriculum management” .

First, al resources applied to the development of the program are displayed upon the
curriculum and examined in its main features, practices and outcomes: faculty, students,
infrastructure and equipment, budget, libraries. All these aspects are analysed in terms of
the curriculum: the quality of the faculty qualifications in relation to each activity the
teachers carry out in the plan, in relation to the kind of equipment they have and the ways
laboratories are used for teaching activities. The library and its relationship with books,
publications and reviews teachers require, the student outcomes in relation to faculty
qualifications, the number of students in each activity in relation to the main features of the
teacher team in charge of it -number of teachers, qualifications, research activities carried
out, among others.

This approach provides guidelines for an exhaustive and complete analysis of the
kind described above and alows the building-up of an image that becomes a
“tridimensional model” on the curriculum map. Then, we pass on the second phase: the
curriculum management, where all the issues arised in the previous anaysis are seen from
the perspective of their management, that is, those responsible for the supervision of the
teaching/learning  process, follow up of academic activities and internal evaluation
methodol ogies

3) Assessment of the learning process. an emphasis on outcomes analysis

Outcome analysis may be one of the most relevant challenges posed to accreditation
agencies because the production of valid knowledge, more or less exhaustive and complete,
on what is actually happening with students along their academic trajectoriesis relevant not
only for accreditation purposes but also because it provides more specific information when
devising quality - improvement strategies. In this direction, some agencies have classified
indicators as those that may give direct evidence of student learning, those that do it in an
indirect way and those that give no evidence at all**.

! For instance, the New England Association of Schools and Colleges’ classification mentioned in the Self
Study Guide.



In general, criteria stress processes and conditions (namely, inputs) and
accreditation procedures are based in methods that give scarce or amost no evidence
(whether direct or indirect) about learning outcomes. In a way, input anaysis is more
advantageous than outcome analysis because once the lack of certain conditions (usually
prescribed by criteria) is identified, adequate strategies may be developed in order to
overcome it. Usually, recommendations issued by accreditation agencies tend to guarantee
a quality learning process but institutions may achieve different results given the same or
equivalent conditions or programs may have better outcome results even if they lack what
is accepted as best conditions. Also, a feeble management of good quality resources or
capabilities may result in unexpected outcomes.

Then the question is whether it is possible to encompass input and process analysis
with the analysis of the outcomes of a given process. Nevertheless, it is important to point
out that a focus on outcome assessment does not allow a thorough analysis that may help
peers when making their reports and recommendations. In the international experience,
outcome assessment has been approached in different ways. For example, the simplest
perspective has focused on termination rates (those students that have completed their
program within the estimated time). *

A more ambitious perspective focuses on competencies that students must have
developed when completing programs. Anyway, when this perspective is materialised
through a test™, derived conclusions may be partial because they do not consider, on the
one side, other possible outcomes. On the other, and more fundamentally, leaving aside
the conditions of the learning process does definitely not lead to a diagnosis and only
determines what the symptoms are™.

In order to emphasise the analysis of the outcomes of the learning process it was
necessary to consider a more comprehensive meaning of “outcome’ that allowed the use of
a result of a test (in terms of central competencies and knowledge actually managed by
students for their future professional life) as well as students performance during their
school life, including dropouts. And, in a broader sense, products in terms of staff and
other academic outcomes achieved by teachers and academics, even researchers through
publications or technological results.™

As aresult, instruments - both aimed at self - assessment and peer review processes-
were enriched with the aforementioned aspects related to academic work within an
institution, students performance through the analysis of the exams and tests applied by
students within their program and, as an innovation, awidely applied test to students was

121t is not an easy task especially because many students follow their courses on a part — time basis, may
change their choice, stop for a certain period of time or simply because this indicator does not consider
different levels of performance in students or any other specific indicator. El-Khawas, Elaine, “Accreditation’s
Role in quality assurance in the United States’, Higher Education Management, November 1998, pp 51-52.

3 CONEAU Working Paper: Viale, Carmen. “Prueba de estudiantes previa ala titulacion”, November 2001.
* CONEAU Working Paper: Pérez Rasetti, Carlos, “Propuesta metodoldgica para la acreditacion de carreras
deingenieria’, March 2002.

> CONEAU Working Paper: Caillon, Adriana. “Comentarios al documento Propuestas Metodol gicas”,
March 2002.



introduced. The test ACCEDE™® aims at establishing which are the academic outcomes of
those students that have accomplished approximately 80% of the program”s curriculum.

The ACCEDE

The ACCEDE was certainly an innovation to the accreditation process and, as such,
a great challenge. The international experience rapidly showed that although there have
been several projectsin the area of outcome assessment, experiences are of different nature
and purpose and none redlly fitted the agency’s purpose®’, whose aim was to consider its
results together with input and process indicators. The policy was to introduce outcome
assessment (which is, as stated before, considered in a broad sense) as complementary to
the analysis of the quality of a learning process. As long as the agency leads with both
accountability and quality enhancement purposes, it is critical that accreditation reports
offer thorough, complete, even complex, analysis on the learning process 2,

Although it aims at measuring competencies and knowledge gained by students, the
ACCEDE should be not confused with a licensing exam™®. Moreover, the result of the test
as an isolated indicator would lead to absolute results of the process (you can not accredit a
program that fails the exam) and it would inevitably lead to rankings. This would certainly
endanger the atmosphere in which assessment and accreditation procedures have been
constructed whereas rankings are considered an unacceptable simplification as institutions
must be considered in their diversity and complexity®.

The ACCEDE was devised so that i) its results are incorporated to the accreditation
procedure when performing self - assessment; ii) it is administered when schools are
undergoing self — assessment and iii) it assesses students and not graduates that are taking a
professional license?.

The test was specially devised visa vis the criteria for the evaluation of engineering
programs (that establish those basic contents and competencies that students must acquire)
in order to know up to what extent and in which ways students have achieved that basic

1 Named ACCEDE, refers to competencies and knowel edge actually managed by students.
7 Some Latinamerican countries have introduced this type of tests (Brazil with the Exame Naciona de
Cursos 0 “Provao”; Mexico with the EGEL —Examen Genera para e Egreso de la Licenciatura- and
Colombia, Examen de Estado de Calidad de la Educacién Superior de los Estudiantes de Pregrado de
Medicina). Their experience was a val uable background for the outlining of the ACCEDE.
18 For example in Brazil, the main indicator used when assessing the quality of a given program is the result

of the test, which is applied every year. In Colombia, the test for medical students has a similar purpose.

9 such as the licensing exams of national or state councils as the National Council of Examiners for
Engineering and Surveing or American Medical Association (USA).

20« there seems to be a consensus among national systems that there should not be any Michelin Guide
approach to reports, i.e. that higher education institutions should not be ranked along single dimensions and
listed by numbers’. Christian Thime. “The European Systems of Quality Assurance — Dimensions of
harmonisation and differentiation”. Higher Education Management. November 1998, Vol. 10, No. 3, pp. 17.
%! The ACCEDE was first used by CONEAU in August 2002. All institutions involved in self — assessment
for enginering accreditation participated. These comprises 46 academic units whith 132 engineering
programs. Out of atotal of 3213 students with approximately 80% of the curricula completed, 1550 (ie 48,2 %) applied
for the test. Percentages rise to 51,2 % when considering those students thata started university after 1990 and to 61,4 %
when considering those that started after 1996.



knowledge. Moreover, the institutions do not get “one” result but many “data’ referred to
basic contents and competencies® and review criteria statistically processed. %

Those involved in self — assessment work can analyse results, relate them to other
results of the evauation and pose hypothesis about the possible causes for certain
outcomes. Achievements and failures should serve as the basis for a thorough anaysis of
the curriculum development. They have to be related to the study of the curriculum, to the
analysis of each academic activity, faculty qualifications, other exams and tests taken by
the teachers, projects developed by students, records, etc. In this way, ACCEDE’s results
are far from being conclusive with respect to the whole accreditation process because its
meaning and validity depend on the interpretation made during the self study since its
statistical meaning is relative to the universe considered (the group of students of each
program who participated in the test) and also because each piece of information ** can be
explained in many different ways.

2 Competencies linked to specific knowledge for different types of programmes, enphasising basic technologies. Criteria
refer to: knowledge and problem solving, use of units and magnitudes, use of information, numerical or analytical
calculus, skill for writing our areport.
% Statistical use of information is grounded on the group of students for each program through: admission
year, number of students that applied the test vs total students, records obtained by those students. The report
submited includes :

Number of students thata have attended the test linked with their performance in the programme and the year

they started school.

Knowledge and competencies assessed, for each problem.

- Review criteria with appointed outcomes, media and deviation.

% For example, a students did not properly gain the knowledge areas, b. there is no emphasis on those
subjects because the graduate profile is different. Thus, awide array of possible analysis can come up in order
to identify programs weaknesses and strenghts. In the first case, the program should justify the reasons why
their students have not gained knowledge and competencies, if there is alack of lab work or if this group of
students has had academic difficulties. In the second case, the program should discuss if the profile chosen is
completely justified or if the curriculum should be revised and adjusted.





