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Outline

´Five main topics:
´Massification and its limits
´Learning outcomes of students
´The changing skills demand
´The shift from qualifications to skills
´Redesigning the education mission of universities
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1.
Massification and its limits
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Massive increase in tertiary attainment rate
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High levels of tertiary attainment lead to crowding 
out the mid-skilled on the labour market (polarization)
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Employability patterns change

7

Employment opportunities by typical education requirements of occupations, historical and 
projected, in OECD-EU countries

Shares of employment growth

Source: OECD calculations based on CEDEFOP (2017), EU-CEDEFOP database: Employment trends
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Risks of over-qualification
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PIAAC, 2012-15
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Over-qualification leads to skill erosion
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Mean numeracy score among adults with ISCED 5A or 6, by selected qualification 
match or mismatch among workers (PIAAC, 2012 or 2015)
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Field of study mismatch is significant10
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Concluding comments

´ After WWII, education followed a path of ever-increasing 
participation and attainment. 

´ To a high extent, the business model of European 
universities is based on growth through increasing student 
numbers.

´ Now that 50% of the 25-34 year-olds have a tertiary degree, 
and perverse effects are visible, the question is to what level 
societies need to foster higher education participation.

´ Universities should abandon growth in student numbers as a 
measure of success. 
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2.
Learning outcomes of students12
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Assessing the learning outcomes of students

´ There is no PISA for higher education, so little comparative 
data on learning outcomes of students

´ Universities successfully aborted an OECD initiative to 
develop a ‘PISA for higher education’, called AHELO

´ As rankings are heavily biased towards research, and 
stakeholders increasingly ask for transparency on the skills of 
graduates, we have to rely on fragmented data which still 
are very revealing
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A higher education degree is not a guarantee for an advanced 
level of numeracy skills14
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The Spanish economy is not rewarding 
numeracy skills
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Future students: the supply of top-level 
students is not looking bright
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Despite massification, between ’90s and 2010s the level of 
foundation skills in the population has slightly decreased…
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…also very clearly among the higher educated
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Evolution of human capital between 1990s 
and 2010s in OECD countries
´ Measured by qualifications

´ Share of tertiary graduates among 25-34 year-olds has doubled

´ Measured by skills
´ Share of highly literate adults in 16-64 year-old population has 

decreased with 3 percentage points
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And what about so-called 21st C skills, such as 
critical thinking?
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Are univs developing critical thinking skills?
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Universities vs UAS – Finland
CLA+ score – Finland sample
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And social and emotional skills?
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3.
Changing skills demand25
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Foundation skills (literacy, numeracy) matter, 
even more because of digitalisation
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But employers ask for many more skills27
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And the kind of skills demanded in the 
workplace is changing
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Transversal competencies in job adds29
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Task content of tertiary educated workers is 
becoming less specialized
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Future-proof skill profiles31
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The growing importance of ‘soft skills’
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Conclusions with regard to changing skills 
demand

´ A skills perspective is taking the place of a qualification or 
diploma perspective

´ Make sure that qualifications (including credits) are a good 
reflection of skills (signalling function)

´ Make sure that the relevant skills are developed
´ Develop skills profiles that integrate depth and breadth
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4.
The shift from qualifications to skills
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Qualifications becoming irrelevant?
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Skill-based assessments in hiring practices

Source: S. Gallagher (2018), Educational credentials come of age. A 
Survey on the Use and Value of Educational Credentials in Hiring
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Concluding comments

´ The devaluation of the power of qualifications is real and 
should be recognized and addressed.

´ Degrees and qualifications gradually lose their signalling 
power of skills that matter in life.

´ A shift in assessment is taking place from universities to the 
workplace.

´ Skills such as critical thinking, social and emotional skills and 
non-routine capabilities should get much more explicit 
prominence in curriculum development and not only in 
rhetoric.
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5.
Redesigning the education mission 
of universities
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Changing paradigms of higher education
Late 20th-century paradigm
´ Human capital development for 

economic growth, prosperity, and 
social progress

´ Massification by opening access
´ Credentialism for a qualifications-

oriented labour market
´ Social mobility through 

meritocracy
´ A front-loaded educational life 

course (concentrating all 
education investments in the first 
quarter of a lifetime)

´ Discipline-focused education for a 
rather stable occupational 
structure.

Early 21st-century paradigm
´ Massification is under pressure and 

credentialism is on the decline.

´ Concerns about the impact of 
university education on social 
inequality and about meritocracy 
itself. 

´ The front-loaded model of the 
educational life-course contrasts with 
increasingly diverse biographies. 

´ Discipline-centric education no longer 
matches the occupational structure 
or scientific progress.

´ Challenged to deliver on new skill 
demand
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The conventional model of higher education is 
facing growing skepticism. With rising tuition 
costs, ballooning debt, and concerns about 
preparedness for the workforce, many are 
doubting the value of higher education.
Alternative credentials and online offerings are 
gaining currency.
Viable solutions to these challenges will require 
abandoning some of our long-held assumptions 
about how institutions of higher education 
should operate. But our core educational 
values—that each learner deserves individual 
attention and encouragement, and that 
education should nourish the entire person and 
not simply provide short-term skills—must be 
preserved. 
We describe an alternate model for 
baccalaureate education that offers key levers 
for addressing these challenges. We list the 
features of this hypothetical “New Educational 
Institution,” or NEI, below. NEI is intended to be a 
new class of institution that is different from 
traditional R1 or R2 research universities.
The focus of NEI will be on majors such as 
computer science and business, and eventually, 
broader areas of engineering and design.

42
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Features of the New Educational Institution

´ Rebalancing education and research
´ Rethinking curriculum development and delivery
´ Holistic curricula
´ The degree as an assembly of microcredentials
´ Team teaching and course sequence
´ Pedagogy
´ Cooperative education
´ Extracurricular activities
´ Etc.
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Other example: Olin College44
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Thank you !

dirk@dirkvandammeedu.net
twitter @VanDammeEDU
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The social contract has not materialised
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Completing a tertiary degree by parental 
educational background
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Concluding comments

´ Even if talents are not equally distributed, and even if 
preceding education trajectories heavily impact on 
opportunities, universities still have a long way to go to 
making the promises of equality of opportunity, meritocracy 
and social mobility a reality
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