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Preface

There are more students than ever before in higher education – a sector in which both 
governments and individuals invest signifi cant shares of their resources. Higher education 
institutions need to assure quality education to remain at the forefront of scientifi c and social 
advances. Current university rankings may do more harm than good because they largely ignore 
a key measure of quality, namely what goes on in the seminar rooms and lecture theatres. The 
OECD’s new initiative to assess the feasibility of an Assessment of Higher Education Learning 
Outcomes will maintain a clear focus on teaching and learning and will identify a wide range 
of factors which infl uence higher education. This ground-breaking work will aim to assess 
learning outcomes on an international scale by establishing the validity of measures which 
cross cultures and languages.  

Barbara Ischinger
Director for Education
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Some 135 million students are enrolled in an estimated 
17 000 higher education institutions (HEIs) worldwide, 
twice the number a decade ago. Almost three million of 
them join degree programmes outside their own countries. 
Institutions themselves are very different in their style, 
mission and aspiration. Faced with such diversity, a student 
hardly knows where to turn when choosing a university: 
Will I learn what I want to learn? Will my diploma prepare 
me for a career? Will it be recognised if I transfer to a 
different university or move to another country? University 
administrators are concerned too: Is our university up to 
standard? How can we improve? Do we really have to cut 
this degree programme because it doesn’t contribute to 
securing us a higher place in the ranks?  

Any assessment of learning outcomes should ensure both 
diversity and high standards. It should complement other 
indicators in informing students as to what a university can 
offer, help faculty to identify weak points and strengthen 
them, and reassure employers that the candidate they hire 
possesses the skills necessary for the job. What is needed to 
achieve this goal is an assessment that compares learning 
outcomes in a universally sound manner, regardless of 
culture, language, differing educational systems and 
university missions. 

Building the University of the Future
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What is AHELO?

The Assessment of Higher Education Learning Outcomes 
(AHELO) will potentially be the largest, most comprehensive 
assessment of universities yet devised. The aim is to measure 
various types of learning outcomes and to examine as wide 
a range as possible of criteria to assess their infl uence on 
those outcomes. 

To achieve that goal, a feasibility study of AHELO has been 
launched to determine how far such an assessment can be 
taken. Although there exist a number of methodologies to 
assess learning outcomes, and AHELO will build on them, 
others will have to be developed, and those in use will have 
to be adapted to an international context. 
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What AHELO is not

AHELO is not a league table 
University league tables, or rankings, fail to do justice to 
the main task of a university: teaching and learning. Strong 
research programmes, “star” faculty, the reputations of 
older, pre-1920’s universities, and the assumption that all 
universities strive to attain “world class” status, are seen 
as tokens of a quality education. In fact, they are signs that 
something has gone wrong. 

An unhealthy air of competition surrounds rankings. 
Universities change educational missions and cut 
programmes in a desperate effort to climb the ranks and 
join the top 10, 50 or 100 universities. A slip in the ranks 
means a loss of potential students. 

The problem is not that the criteria are faulty – they are 
valuable indicators – but that they eclipse better indicators 
of learning outcomes. For example, the Shanghai Jiao Tong 
gives a 40% weighting to research, which includes the 
number of faculty publications and citation rates in 

professional journals, and another 40% to high-profi le faculty, 
those who have won a Nobel Prize or other academic honor. 
Neither of these weightings refl ects the general quality 
of teaching or learning. Nor are they universal. Another 
popular ranking, the Times Higher Education Supplement 
(THES) gives preference to peer review with a 40% weighting, 
despite the fact that no indicators are provided for the 
review, leaving peers with nothing more to go on than 
hearsay, reputation or personal experience. And with a 1% 
response rate, the opinions are hardly representative.

Rankings place the most prestigious universities – the 
Oxbridges and Ivy Leaguers – in their top ten. This is 
unsurprising, as these universities have strong research 
programmes, are generously funded, and attract star faculty. 
But their long-standing reputations owe little or nothing to 
objective assessments of teaching quality.

This lack of solid evidence betrays a dangerous subjectivity. 
The creators of the Shanghai ranking caution against using 
its tables in an overall assessment of a university, but, 
lacking anything better, that is exactly what the media, 
students and employers do. 

Rankings may be harmful not because of what they 
measure, but because of what they leave out. 
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The Role of the OECD

Over the last few decades, demographic and technological 
changes have placed extraordinary stresses on HEIs 
struggling to hold their own in a fi ercely competitive 
marketplace. Too often, learning outcomes suffer. 

In June 2006, education ministers attending the OECD 
Ministerial Conference in Athens concluded that OECD 
countries need to make higher education not only more 
available but of better quality for all students, and that 
current methods of assessing quality were not fully 
adequate.  An alternative had to be found.  

After fi fteen months of research, the AHELO project was 
presented to OECD Education Ministers at a 

meeting in Tokyo in January 2008. Ministers approved the 
initiative, and work began in May 2008. OECD member 
countries were invited to participate. By September 2008, 
enough countries had joined to permit substantive work to 
begin.

The OECD was asked to lead the feasibility study because of 
its experience in large-scale international assessments such 
as the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) and the Programme for the International Assessment 
of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), and because it possesses the 
institutional framework necessary to oversee international 
comparative work. 
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The next Step
The feasibility study will be completed in 2011. In light 
of the fi ndings, OECD member countries will at that time 
decide whether to proceed with a full-scale AHELO.
The feasibility study is expected to reveal much that is 
unrelated to learning outcomes. What these fi ndings will 
be, no one can say. Quite possibly they will clarify the 
relationship between higher education and society at large. 
With the advent of part-time degree programs, continuing 
education and e-learning, higher education is moving 
outside the marbled halls of academia and into our homes 
to become an integral part of our daily lives. Let us assure 
that this trend continues. 

Join AHELO
The AHELO Stakeholders Consultative Group (SCG) was 
established to widen the circle of those involved in the 
feasibility study, dispel misconceptions concerning the 
purpose of AHELO and discuss the unfolding of the AHELO 
feasibility study. The SCG is not a research team but an 
informal group of organisations with a stake or interest 
in higher education quality. Members bring their practical 
experience to bear on the theoretical aspects of the 
feasibility study, signalling the hidden biases in promising 
methodologies or the irrelevance of certain data. They 
refl ect on the potential impact of such an initiative, and 
suggest approaches by which students and faculty can be 
encouraged to commit to the assessment. 

If your institution is interested in taking part in the AHELO 
feasibility study, or you would like to be added to our 
mailing list for more information, please send an email to 
ahelo@oecd.org
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OECD and the Directorate 
for Education
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) is a unique forum where the 
governments of 30 market democracies work together to 
address the economic, social and governance challenges of 
globalisation, as well as to exploit its opportunities. The 
OECD is engaged in key policy issues concerning education.

The OECD Directorate for Education helps member countries 
achieve high-quality learning for all that contributes to 
personal development, sustainable economic growth 
and social cohesion. It develops strategies for promoting 
lifelong learning in coherence with other socio-economic 
policies in both member and non-member economies. 
It focuses on how to evaluate and improve outcomes of 
education, to promote quality teaching and to build social 
cohesion through education. The OECD Directorate for 

OECD Council

Education 
Policy

Committee

IMHE 
Governing 

Board

PISA
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CERI
Governing 

Board

Education includes some special programmes, such as 
PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment), 
CERI (Centre for Educational Research and Innovation) and 
the Programme on Institutional Management in Higher 
Education (IMHE). The Assessment of Higher Education 
Learning Outcomes (AHELO) feasibility study is managed 
by IMHE.
www.oecd.org/edu
edu.contact@oecd.org
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The OECD Programme on Institutional Management in 
Higher Education (IMHE) is a membership organisation 
within the OECD Directorate for Education. It brings together 
institutions of higher education as well as government 
departments, agencies and other non-profi t organisations, 
to discuss and debate issues within higher education 
management. To fi nd out more and to submit your online 
application, please visit the IMHE website at: 
www.oecd.org/edu/imhe/join

Note: For details on OECD enlargement and enhanced engagement, 
as well as co-operation programmes with other countries, 
please visit “About OECD” at www.oecd.org.

OECD member countries (see page 4)

Enhanced engagement countries
Brazil
China
India
Indonesia
South Africa

Candidates for accession
Chile
Estonia
Israel
Russian Federation
Slovenia

FOR A BETTER WORLD ECONOMY
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

What is IMHE and how to join?
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