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Introduction

• Objectives include: 

– the determination of improvement in generic 
skills during higher education; 

– the practicality of implementing standardised 
tests across a range of institutions. 

• An interim report on this research was 
presented at the HEIR conference in Dublin
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Background and context

• Qualifications frameworks assume that levels of 
performance should be comparable for similar 
qualifications types. 

• Apparent non-existence of shared criteria for 
degree classifications in Irish and UK higher 
education has been publicly questioned. 

• The OECD Assessment of Higher Education 
Learning Outcomes project appears to be 
motivated by similar concerns.
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Relevance to track theme

• Capacities to measure change in learning 
owing to higher education (i.e. outcomes) 
and to understand its causes are involved
in capacity to improve teaching, 
assessment, learning opportunities and the 
learning environment.
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Methodology

• Three hour test in three parts:
– Critical Reasoning Test (CRT by ACER); 
– Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA by CAE); 
– Scholastic Level Examination (SLE by Wonderlic). 

• Test was voluntary, online, proctored
• Demographic and other data was collected
• Research applied standard ethical principles 
• Multivariate analysis employed the GLM and the 
MICE (Multivariate Imputation by Chained 
Equations )method from the ‘R’ system for 
statistical computation and graphics. 



6

Numbers Who Took Tests

SLE CRT  CLA 
Performance 
Task  

CLA Analytic 
Writing Task  

CLA Score  

Mean 
score 

N Mean 
score 

N Mean 
score 

N Mean 
score 

N Mean 
score 

N 

Cohort 0 
(First 
Year) 

921 191 46 300 925 118 999 9
9 

959 217 

Cohort 1 
(Final 
year) 

930 260 50 356 1026 160 1155 1
2
9 

1084 289  

 

Note that some students were enrolled on ordinary 

bachelor degree programmes but most were enrolled on 

honours bachelor programmes—see the technical report 

cited earlier for more detailed characterization
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The observed cross-sectional 
change
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Key indications

• There is a statistically significant improvement in generic skills between first 
and final year. 

• The improvement is smaller for increased age at start. 
• The CLA improvement is comparable with US findings but the absolute 

performance is lower which may be due to cultural/contextual assumptions 
underpinning the CLA tasks. 

• Overall secondary school performance is correlated with performance but 
gender is not. 

• Having English as a first language appears to be associated with higher 
performance in the tests used. 

• There is remarkably little correlation of final-year performance with 
programme level (honours vs. ordinary bachelor) when other factors are 
taken into account.

• Full (and very detailed) technical report is available at 
http://www.hetac.ie/docs/Assessing_the_impact_of_HE_on_Learners_Gener
ic_Skills_04042011.pdf
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Implications for research and 
practice

• Two methods were explored along with methods for identifying associated 
factors. 

• Institutions can use the findings when thinking about developing instruments 
for benchmarking learner achievement. 

• The sensitivity to English as a first language and (possibly) to cultural context 
require further study. 

• Extending this approach to discipline-specific testing would be worthwhile. 
• Recruitment (and motivation) of students is challenging in this kind of test. 

Allowing academic credit for participation in such achievement tests might 
help.

• Performing this test in longitudinal mode would yield a much richer data set 
and simplify the analysis considerably

• The use of a control group would help differentiate the maturation effect 
from the effect of the education programmes
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Conclusion

• Assessing the transformative effect of education 
on students is key to quality assurance. 

• It requires reliable and valid information about 
educational level. 

• Standardised tests with suitable control data 
allow comparative studies across different 
institutions. 

• This research provides some insights into the 
results, opportunities and challenges of this 
approach.


