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Outcomes of Student Learning and the Learning Evaluation Approach in Sweden
-Reconsideration of Evaluation Approach from the Perspective of a Student Survey-

Hiroko Take (Kyoto University, JSPS Research Fellow)

fnfreduciion

Circumstances surrounding Higher Education Institutions ®#I{EIs) have been transformed by the progress of
globalization and the rapid shift in social context. The international rivalry of higher education markets and the
progress of globalization of labour niarkets deliver intsrnationally compatible degrees and curricula to HEIs.
Under these circumstances, each nation must guickly adjust the formation of frameworks for learning outcomes to
demonstrate what students should know and be able to do through higher education. Each formation phase and
background differs, depending on individual nations’ needs. Sweden constructed a high grade quality assurance
framework for setting and measuring learming outcomes m 2011. The cwrrent quality assurance program consists
of program evaluation and accreditation, and the program evaluation focuses on learming outcomes. Program
evaluations are now operating at HEIs across the nation under the new quality assurance program. Hence, there
are scarce data and materials with which to examine the current status of program evaluations focusing on learning
outcomes of students.

The author already discussed quality assurance, focusing on learning outcomes of student in 2011. That study
discussed the issue of the internal efficiency of Higher Education after providing a detailed description about the
background behind the introduction of quality assurance. This paper details the definition of learning outcomes,
and then examines the characteristics of its perspective and approach in Sweden. It also focuses attention on how
HEIs provide educational environments and upgrade students’ knowledge and skills based on the definition of
learning outcomes in reference to the vesult of a student survey (2007). The paper is structured as follows:

In the first part of this paper, I will determine the meaning of learning outcomes based on the competence theory,
AHELQ {the Assessment of Higher Education Learning Outcomes), Key Competency and Graduate Attributes. I will
then define learning outcomes in Sweden and discuss how quality assurance and learning outcomes are formulated.
Based on the definition of learning cutcomes, this definition will reveal how Sweden upgrades its human resources
through higher education. Moreover, this paper will examine the actual condition of students’ skills and learning
goals in reference to the result of a student survey. The final part of this paper concludes with an evaluation of the

current situation of students’ learning and the challenge of an evaluation approach focusing on learning outcomes.

1. The Dafinition of Learning Oulcomes
What are the expected learning outcomes at H{EIs? As presented above, the concept of learning outcomes and the
subsequent evaluation approach can vary due to the lack of a specific definition of those terms (Yoshihara 2007,
Kawashima 2008). As for the concept of international learning outcomes, for example, there are the AHELO by the
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Develepment (OECD), Key Competency by OECD’s Definition and
Selection of Competencies Project {I3eSeCo) Project, and GraduateA ttributes, which have been proposed in Japan.

The AHELO was developed as tools used to measure students’ learning outcomes in 2009. It aims to measure
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students’ abilities and skills at the timme of graduation from HEIs and evaluate their performances. The exam
measures students’ generic skills and outcomes in the field of engineering and economics. A guestionnaire survey is
also conducted to acquire information about students and the education environment at each HEI. Generic skills
are composed of four elements; theoretical thinking, amnalytical thinking, problem resolution and written
communication skills (ability to write appropriate and effective sentences on reports, memos and documents).

The DeSeCo Project is designed to implement an international survey concerming the competencies of young

adults, setting the concept of key competency. Key competency consists of three areas;

1. The interactive use of tools {language or technologies),

2. Interaction within heterogeneous groups,

3. Autonomous action

Using tools interactively means the ability to take advantage of physical tools like those that involve information
technologies and IT, and socio cultural tools like languages in effective interaction with others. Interacting in
heterogeneous groups means skills in meeting and engaging with various people from diverse backgrounds around
the world. Acting autonomously mesans skills that individuals develop in their own lives concerning a sense of
responaibility in viewing themselves within a wide sacial context. The core of this comcept is to cultivate
perspectives that build on relationships with society, enhance their sustained development and autonomously
consider the connection between society and the individual.

In Japan, the Central Education Committee developed a definition of graduate attributes. This committee expects
to formulate a baccalaureate degree program and HEIs will formulate the required knowledge, skills and

qualification on graduating needed to complete that program. Graduate attributes are structured as follows;

1. Knowledge and understanding (to understand basic knowledge in one’s majorfield of study, and to understand

knowledge about multiculturalism),

2. Generic skills {to acquire skills in intellectual activity, work life and aocial life, such as communication skills,

quantitative skills, logical thinking etc.),

3. Attitude and orientation (to have a sense of self-managing, teamwork, social responsibility as a citizen),

4. Comprehensive learning experience and creative thinking (tobe able to take the initiative when faced with a
new challenge). This requires having a broad understanding of academic knowledge in relakion to society and
broad skills and attitudes that allow for autonomous action in various social situations concerning individuals.
Similarities can be found in international learning outcomes; understanding generic and specific knowledge in the

individual’s own field of study, the ability to utilize theoretical thinking and problem solving, and the ability to

communicate and build relationship with others.
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2. The Definition of Learning Ouicomes in Sweden
The Higher Education Act demonstrates the required knowledge and skills in which students should;

1.Make independent and critical assessments,

2. Identafy, formulate and solve problems autonomously,

3. Deal with changes in a working environment,

4. Gather information at a scholarly level,

5. Stay abreast of developments in education and knowledge, and

6. Commumicate their knowledge to others.

The Higher Education Ordinance describes more detailed knowledge and skills required for each degree program,
categorizing these three areas; knowledge and understanding, competence and skills, and judgment and approach.
Each program sets goal based on the learning outcomes described in the ordinance. For inatance, the learning

outcomes for a Bachelor of Arts and Engineering axe as follows:

Table 1. Learning Outcomes for Bachelor of Arts

Knowledge and - demonstrate knowledge and understanding in the main field of
Understanding study, including knowledge of the disciplinary foundation of the
field

- understanding of applicable methodologies in the field

- specialized study in some aspect of the field as well as awareness of
current research issuas

Competence and Skill - demonstrate the ability to search for, gather, evaluate and cxitically

interpret relevant information for a formulated problem and also
critically discuss different phenomena, issues and situations

= demonstrate the ability to identify, formulate and solve problems
autonomously and to complete tasks within predetermined time
frames

- demonstrate the ability to preeent and discuss information,
problems and solutions in speech, writing, and through dialogue
with different audiences

- demonstrate the skills required to work autonomously in the main
feld of study




REHFHAR

Judgment and Approach - demonstrate the ability to make assessments in the main field of
study; informed by relevant disciplinary, social and ethical issues

- demonstrate insight into the role of knowledge in society and the
responsibility of the individual for how it is used

- demonstrate the ability to identify the need for further knowledge

and learning

Source: Hogskolefirordningen (1993 14)

Table 2. Learning Qutcomes for Bachelor of Engineering

Knowledge and - demonstrate knowledge of the disciplinary foundation of the

Understanding engineering field chosen and proven experience in this field as well
as awareness of current research and development work

- demonstrate broad knowledge in the engineering field and relevant

knowledge of mathematics andth e natural sciences

Competence and Skill - demonstrate the ability to identify, formulate and deal with issues
autonamously, and ereatively and to analyse technological solutions

- demonstrate the ability to plan and using appropriate methods,
undertaking tasks within predetermined parameters

- demonstrate the ability to use knowledge critically and to
systematically model, stimulate, predict and evaluate a series of
events on the basis of relevant information

- demonstrate the ability to design and manage products, processes
and systems while takinginto account the circumstances and needs
of individuals and the targets for economically, socially and
ecologically sustainable developments set by the community

- demonstrate the capacity for teamwork and collaboration with
various constellations

- demonstrate the ability to present and discuss information,
problems and solutions in speech, writing, and dialogue with

different audiences

Judgment and Approach - demonstrate the ability to make assessments in the main field of
study, informed by relevant disciplinary, social and ethical issues

- demonstrate insight into the possibilities and limitations of
tecbnology, its role in society and the responsibility of the individual
for how it is used in social and economic settings

- demonstrate the ability to identify the need for further knowledge

and undertake on-going development ofbis or her skills
Source: Hogakolefirordningen (1993:100)

Learning outcomes imply not only understanding knowledge about one’s academic field but also about social and
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ethical connections with the academic field, which means that students are required to develop a consciousness in
taking advantage of knowledge and skills in social living situations. Learning outcomes should take on social and
ethical meanings. The ethical perspective involves gender segregation, social and ethmic discrimination, and a
sense of democracy. Since this is emphasized in schools through a compulsory education, ethical perspectives are
the core concepts of education systems from basic education to higher education in Sweden.

The next section describes the framework and system of quality assurance, focusing on learning outcomes and

how learning outcomes are evaluated.

3. Learning Outcomes and Qualily Asswrance

Higher education reform 1993 led HEIs to promote improvements in the gquality of higher education. HEIs were
allowed to work autonomously and to set their own criterion for selecting students. In 2007, Sweden joined the
Bologna Process, and standardized the education system; three years for a bachelor degree, two years for a master’s
degree and three years for a doctoral degree. Relevant government ministries and agencies were reorganized io
reduce tasks for quality assurance and internationalization. Héogskoleverket {the Agency for Higher Education),
Internationella Programkontoret (International Program Office), and VHS (Verketforhogskoleservice, The Agency
for Higher Education Services!) were consolidated, and the new two agencies, Universitetskanslersambetet (the
Swedish Higher Education Authority) and Univiersitets och hogskolerddet (the Swedish Council for Higher
Education) were established in January, 2013. The Swedish Higher Education Authority took over the function of
quality assurance.

Former quality assurance was based on five points, which were:

1. Acereditation,

2. Thematic studies,

3. Evaluation of education,

4. Evaluation of research and studies, and

5. An award of excellence in an educatiocnal environment.

It was supposed to be implemented from 2009 to 2012. However, the program was derailed due to lack of funding
and human resources and the enormity of tasks assigned to HEIs and evaluation groups?. The current guality
assurance 0f2011-2014 was then enacted, focusing on learning outcomes that measure worldwide sociali mpacts on
quality improvement. It is simpler than the former one, and consists of two elements: program evaluation and
accreditation. lLearning outcomes are assessed based on students’ achievements. Assessors evaluate a student’s
thesis as an indication of his or her achievement within a particular course. In comparison with the former one, the
newer quality assurance process is not process oriented (Nilsson and Wahlén, 2000), having shifted to outcome
oriented (Hégskoleverket, 20114).

Based on the results of the evaluations, including learning outcomes, Universitetskanslersimbetet rates
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programs at higher education institutions on a three-point scale: Very High Quality, High Quality, and Low Quality.
Evaluation occurs at three levels, which begina in the HEIs, followed by external assessors, and finally
Universitetskanslersimbetet. HEIs conduct a self-evaluation assessment based on the general guidelines for
self-evaluation in Universitetskanslersimbetet’s Quality Evaluation System. External Assessors conduct a site visit
and evaluate students’ theees as learning outcomes in reports submitted by HEIs. This evaluation focuses on
students achieving learning outcomes as mandated by the Higher Education Ordinance and that the education
program is formulated based on the demand within the labour markets. The results of this evaluation will be
addressed on the website of Universitetskanslersimbetet. For example, the program for a B.A. in busmess
administration at Uppsala University was evaluated as “Low Quality”. Two out of six elements received low marks
for “knowledge and understanding about the main field of study” and “deep methodological knowledge”. The
element “knowledge and understanding about the main field of study” stated only that a student’s achievement
(thesis) for evaluation was a lack of knowledge about understanding the main field of study, and insight concerning
current research and studies”.

A positive evaluation, Very High Quality, would earn the HEIs a grant. If the evaluation resulted in a Lack of
Quality designation, the institution would be required to undergo a second monitoring. If the evaluation report is
still not approved, however, the right to award degrees would be stripped from the institution. Funding allocation
based on the results of evaluations will begin in 2013. Approximately 2% of the total amount will be allocated as
additional fimding based on evaluation.?

The purpose of learning outcomes is not to evaluate students’ abilities but whether they accomplished the goals
set for the course. HEIs, however, complain that this approach focuses on the thesis. This is because the result of the
evaluation will be different depending on the particular thesis4, which might be difficult to evaluate if students are
only able to cultivate their ethical perspective by only developing an evaluation.?

Yamada (2012} examined the difference of evaluation approaches based on previous research from Banta or
Shavelson, and concluded there are two different approaches: direct evaluation measuring learning outcomes from
exams, reports, or a thesis, and indirect evaluation measuring education process and students’ satisfaction level
from students’ ar graduates’ surveys. According to her, program evaluation based on students’ theses as learning
outcome is considered a direct evaluation approach. Yamada pointed that direct evaluation is not enough to
comprehend how students have internalized their education, what kind of experience, values and thought they
encounter and how much professors were involved in their education even though “it would be easy, when evaluating
learning achievement as an outcome of higher education, to get the impression that outcome is properly measured”
(p. 157). She then inferved that “it becomes possible to measure detailed achievement of students’ progress in
higher education by combining both direct and indirect evaluation” {p. 157).

The next section examines what kind of experiments, values and thoughts students encounter, and how professors

are involved in their education depending on the result of a student survey of 2007.

4 Students’ Learning Outcomes from the Result of & Student Survey of 2007
In 2002, the first national students’ survey, called Studentspegeln (Students’ Mirror) was implemented. It aims
to figure out students’ learning situations and processes, and enhance the quality of higher education based on the
viewpoint of students. The questions focused on students’ experience, development and education as a good citizen.

The national survey for doctoral students was implemented in 2003, for master students m 2006, and then again for
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bachelor students for 2007. The national students’ survey of 2007 was the most current one. This section will
examine how and what students achieve in their learning outcomes based on the report of Studentspegeln 2007. It
should be noted that current students do not experience the same learning situations as those that led to the results
of 2007. This, however, is an informative result in considering students’ attitudes about learning and the
educational environment at HEIs based on a national survey.

Followingis the overview of the survey. The questionnaires were sentto 11,118 students who attended classes at

least two semesters; the collection rate was 57%. The questionnaire was composed of six elements:

1. Education and values,

2. Analytical thinking,

3. Collaboration between students,

4. Commumication skills,

5. Reading and writing skills, and

6. Teacher involvement.

4.1 Education and Values

This section is to discover if students acquire a general education, consider their own values, understand gender,
cultural and ethical differences, and get involved in social activity in their local society. Sixty per cent of students
evaluated themselves as having acquired a general education.

Some students, on the other hand, gave themselves low marks for understanding social and cultural differences
between gender, cultural ethical differences and involvement in local society. These concepts are integrated in basic
schools as compulsory education, so they have besn historically emphasized. Against the backdrop of this
educational background, 80% of students understood “a little” or “not much” ofthese values. The results only make
sense if these values are not incorporated into classes, or if students gave low marks for these items even though
they are included in classes. Either way, the result indicates the importance of involving students in more ofthese
values in spite of the fact it has been emphasized through compulsory education in basic schools to higher education.
Education practice, also, should be designed in a way that not only transfers knowledge and understanding, but also

direct experience concerning these values.
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Students gave high marks for analytical thinking , with owar half svaluating themselves as having acquired this
akility. This involves a student's ahility to analyss foundntions of thought and conespt; use theories and concepis
that they have learned in the comiext of prackical sitoaiions; svaluate verious information, discussions and
approaches, and ayslemizs sxiating theughts, information and experience in arder to discover new interpratations,

Thea item, “use theorise and eoneagia thet they have lsarned in the context of practics] tuations” is oead ta
disnover if etudants are rapable of analywing varisus cancopte and thoughts in actual lifei appraximataly 70%
answerad that they were able to make use of these theotics in @ractical day-to-day eituationa It ia hecanse
analytical thinking has been emphasized in basic schoola, that stodenta have laarmed so acquire this akill in a
step-by-etep approach Thia educationsl background easuled in studenta acquiring ahigh level of undarvtanding
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4.8 Collzbarsiron between Stadenis

This item aime to discover if sndents have had significant eonversations with sther students, have worked tasks
in collaborations with other students during the class, have worked mn tasks eollaborating with ather studemnia
oulgisle of clasees, and have collaboerated, in general, with othera, Group discusaions are regarded ae one of the mosi
impertant sdurntion envirenments, with students baing requirved to particpate in daseas. Tt is alas sesemtial foe
wiudemtsa to make presentations and write roports whils working with athers. A lrosder eduesdion cutrome ia
pxpected by working with athers and subseqmently discovering new ideas and waya of deing things in a esllshorative
environment, plos thia approach in conwidered good preparation for a foture cccnpatiomnal caveer (Hagekalevarkat,
2007). This aspect of education is also incorperated imte a student's education starting at the level of basic achonls.
Eighty por cent responded enthe student survey that they enllabarated with nthars, indicating thet madents
cultivate coparstivanase by doing reports and preseatations with other etudenta However, at that time,
dmbh.lsvarkt noted that rasults for that survey question were wurse than those from the formar ome
(H3gaholovarkst, 2007). For exam pls, 45 % of stndents meas ured as having had a significant convarsation with
other studars in 2002; while only 27% answared they had in the in 2007 survey. This would appe ar to have been
the ree ult of a re ductinn in curricula in many covosss (Hagekolsverkst, 2007).
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4.4 Commupicadion Silk

Interacting in convereation with teachers ar t\itore is also important in education. Such conversation s are a
maans ¢f more than th ¢ everyday communication that ocrurs in clase, but includes enhanced communication baesd
on aca demmic intarestae hared between etudents and teachers, Communicatiom with teachers is sncouraged as &
maane for students $0 autanamously peek out further knowledge and guin eonfidence in thermeelves and their
taachare It holps in 6nding o ut if taschare have providad athidents a place w here thsy can have a livel y diacusaion
with a taacher, and to evaluats the edncational savironment as to whether there is effective cxmmunication going oo
hetween teachera and wtudents that helpe enhance students’ inteTloctual interests (Higakoloverioot, 2047}
Accarding to this survey question's results, half of etudants particdpated in amomamons discuasiana, and were
moreinvolved in classes. Ifowever, students, overall, cimmunicats lees with seachnra pintside of dassa Thi rty per
cent of stndemta participated in aasignment discnamions with teachers or tntors during classes. Only 10% discnssod
ideas from toxtbooks with teachors outside of classss, and engaged in social or academic activity while collaborating
with teachers. Thia is a strong indication that seachars encournge mudents to be involved in classss and have more
democratic relatinnahips with mtudents, which is an eloment of educakion that has beon emphasized in the
educa tianal eystem.
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4.6 Rewding sivd Wedking Stk

This eurvay qmeetiom was meant t0 discsvar how much studants warbed at prodecing written reparta,
precentatians and caad booka  Studemts e»uld have wri ttan papere and puttagethar preren ta tions by waing verious
articles, mpdia and the Internet. Aconiing to the results, studentswrots an average of one %0 fHur repurts , and
read five to aix booka Meanwhils, 58% of studen t did very kittle, if ang “handwritten repares descrihing various
thoughta™ and nearly 4% gave themsolves low marks for “systemixing existing thomghts, mftrmation and
axperiance in arder %o discover a new interpratation” in an item involving (2) anofpiies? thinking Students tanded $o
write or produce gresartatians amearning only one oFinian @mataad of ¥ eferring to varicus opinions and. thooghts.
The se results indicated that etudants were peovidad more opparttnitics to Prod nce @resantations than hand in
writtenreparts within thair educationsl environment. A taacher training program, especially, hes the most number
of submitted written roports and presentations (Higskoloverkat, 2007).



KFEWTFR

Pigure 5. 8tudents’ Evaluation for Reading and Weiting Skills
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Figuxe 6. Studsnts’ Bvaluation for the Quantity of Re ading and Writing
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4.6 Thaebary’ [ovoivemadt

Thia item is to figure om: how much guppart in given i students by taachers, In the item “necsssary support was
provided by taschars fine your laarring” 60% of stndents receivad necsenary mpport frorm teachors and apyropmisge
fao dhack emearning th aiv learming, Whean preparing for raports, pressntations or elusess, studsnis svaluated if thaie

Caachare provided anough euppart.

Taachars ary requirved to get inwelwad in stodents’ arning in erdar to coltivate the stodents” athieal perspectionn in
refarence to the result of “te achare su pport studants outaids of tudies® and “teachere ancourage etudeats $o make



comtacts wi th other stud en ta from differen t cultural and ethical backgrounds” Gtudants gave a lo w marhs for these
queeticma, with 80% answaring “mot vOry much® or "a little”. This invalved another aspect in ahowing the
relatianahip between teachers and students in cefaremce to the result of (§) Cammunication &kills Ouly 10% of
giudents anewered that thsy couneslled with teachers concerning their future plans, which indirmtee t hat their
relatiomahip is not an interactive ons but unrequited. Teachsra, tharsiors, ars required te not only be imvolved in
comveying acedamic knowlsdge hut alao tn encourage and cultivate stndents” ethical valoes,

Figure 7. Thachary’Invol vamant
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Casdasging

Studart,/ lrarning owdcumes are tegardsd ag important in terma of quality qasurance im tighar sducation
Learning outeomes are classified indo three catogorics Inowledge and undar¥anding, compatencs and skills, and
judgment and appruach, Gthdeats are required to guin knowledge about their own field of study, autcnamona
lemmning attitudas, critical thinking , groblem solving akilla, discusaion ekills, and comm mmiestion ekills and cultiva ve
ethical perepectives.

The Higher Education Qrdinance clearly etates the learmng guprmas that are the etendard fram which to
evaluate gbudente’ achisvermente in program operation evaluation, The eval uation procses or a gproach is based on
etudante’ achisvemants, thetis, and aasassare that give yea/mo answere: if their thasis is ramplotsw or not. HETa
that recaive a Ingh m rk of “Vary High Quality” ar agiren an ad ditianal grent.

Amrding %0 the resul ts of a etudamt qurtay done in 2007, studsnts evalnated themsalves on their abili ty to
cultivase genaral knowledge and amalytical thinking. They took actively participatad in discussions, eresantatimma,
writing reparts and collabarating with othar etudemtn. Those kinds of aethods have been emphamized in the
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educational environments of basic schools. Students have gradually cultivated communication skills and
cooperativeness with others since the lower grades. On the other hand, students gave themselves low marks for
communication and involvement with teachers. This suggests a level of more involvement and encouragement is
needed in order to cultivate students’ ethical perspectives and learning achievements.

In consideration of an evaluation approach based on learning outcomes and the results of a student survey, this
approach measured students’ achievements in a unified way. The current approach focusing on a thesis is difficult
for evaluation as to whether students acquire the outcomes which are clarified in the Higher Education Ordinance;
especially how ethical perspectives relate to individual values, leading to an unfavourable result. Evaluating only
the thesis is not enough to figure out how much individuals’ values have been cultivated. As Yamada insists, it is
difficult to assess students’ knowledge, values and experiences by direct evaluation. Also, this type of program

evaluation requires additional funding, and an evaluation approach only focusing on thesis should be reconsidered.
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Footnoses:

1The agency was in charge of mainly admission process from students from home and abroad.

2From an interview with an evaluation manager at Hogskoleverket done on September 4t 2012,

3There is some criticism about the linkage between evaluation results and fumding allocation. This is because HIEs
with fewer programs will get fewer resources, resulting in qualitative differences between HIEs, and thus conditions
will further deteriorate (Prop. 2009/10:139).

1From an Interview with a quality promotion officer at Uppsala University done on September 3%, 2012.

sFrom Interviews with a quality promotion officer executed at Uppsala University (September 3+, 2012), Lund
University (September 6%, 2012) and Linnaeus University (September 7%, 2012).
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