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Abstract

In Chile, as well as in most of Latin America, public policies for higher education have recently adopted a focus
on quality assurance and accreditation systems. Uncertainty, however, still exists in terms of the quality
assurance consistency in the current Chilean accreditation system, especially in terms of the relation between
public policy quality indicators for higher education and their relation to accreditation outcomes. Therefore, the
aim of this study was to make a first explorative attempt to investigate the relationships between these indicators
and the results of undergraduate programme accreditation. We hypothesised that public policy quality indicators
of first year of study dropout, employment at graduation, and ratio of real to formal graduation time frame
would be strongly correlated to undergraduate programme accreditation as well as largely explaining its
accreditation-year variance. By means of correlation and multiple regression analyses we found small-sized
associations, being first year dropout the only significant predictor of programme accreditation, explaining a
9.4% of its variance. These results raise questions regarding the consistency between the aims of public policy
for higher education and the current accreditation system. This study should be of value to policy-makers,
managers, and curriculum developers in terms of this initial analysis of the consistency between quality
indicators and the accreditation system. Further research is necessary to make a systematic and in-depth
assessment of the impact of quality assurance mechanisms to provide better rationale for making important
decisions such as when defining the characteristics of the accrediting institutions as well as for establishing

effective ways to achieve the proposed public policy objectives.
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Introduction

The past decade has seen the rapid development of research and interventions towards quality assurance (QA)
systems in several higher education (HE) contexts, such as in European (Capano 2014; Enders and
Westerheijden 2014; Gornitzka and Stensaker 2014; Lucas 2014), Asian (Hou et al. 2014; Jarvis 2014; Lo 2014;
Wang 2014) and North American settings (Weinrib and Jones 2014). By contrast, in Chile as well as in all Latin
American HE contexts, there is much less information about QA systems and their predictors and outcomes,
where current research has been mostly focused on institutional accreditation and its correlated variables
(Cancino and Schmal 2014; Martinez et al. 2015). As such, this paper aims to make a first explorative attempt to
investigate the relationship between public policy quality indicators and undergraduate programme accreditation
decisions. The paper first gives a brief overview of theoretical frameworks on HE accreditation, followed by the
evolution of the Chilean HE accreditation system and its current quality indicators. The second section deals
with the purpose and research questions, followed by the methods that outline variables considered, sources and
data collection and analysis procedures. Results are then presented in terms of descriptive statistics, correlational
and regression analyses. The remaining part of the paper proceeds considering the results, their implications,

along with the study’s limitations and recommendations for future research.

Background

Defining the concept of quality is not an easy task and several definitions are found in the literature (Dias
Sobrinho 2007; Zuiiiga 2007). Jerez (2013) points out, that discussing about quality and processes involved is
directly related to the responsibility of different organisations in terms of their effects and impacts. Therefore,
quality may be understood as a set of attributes, organised in different dimensions, reflecting the envisioned
qualities and positive outcomes that a higher education institution declares to take responsibility of and promote
over society, the environment and the generation of knowledge.

On the other hand, QA frameworks are described to be mainly derived from two models: the French model,
which is based on being quality assured by external regulatory bodies, and the English model that is centred on
institutions’ self-assessment (Van Vught and Westerheijden 1994). Currently, it is common to observe a mixture
of these two frameworks. For instance, Van Vught and Westerheijden (1994) analysed the QA frameworks

implemented in USA, Canada and Western Europe, finding four common elements: (1) The existence of a QA



regulatory body, which is autonomous from the current government politics; (2) Institutional self-assessment, to
generate a report informing outcomes and experiences, and to provide faculty a sense of ownership so to
faciliate the implementation of change; (3) Peer-review from external experts; (4) and the positive correlation
between QA results and public funding received.

Additionally, the way in which institutions understand and implement their QA strategies have been
clasified in three mejor models; quality control, quality assurance, and quality promotion (OECD 2009). These
areas are related to how institutions respond in terms of the emphasis and approach towards quality, the level

and moment of intervention, the regulatory body involved, and on how institutions engage in the QA process

(Fig. 1).

[Please insert figure 1 here]

For the case of Latin America, in general, the implementation of these models has considered
governmental, public and decentralized bodies, and specifically in Chile and Mexico it has involved private
accreditation bodies (Lemaitre and Zenteno 2012). Moreover, rather than a permanent QA culture there is a
reactive response to the mandatory requirement of accreditation so to increase institutional public funding. This
leads towards a culture of obedience and to reach minimum standards (Lemaitre and Zenteno 2012).

In Chile, as well as in most of Latin America, public policies for HE, which started in the 1980s with a first
phase emphasising on incrementing enrolment rates, have now shifted towards a second phase focusing on QA
and accreditation systems (UDUAL 1999). Uncertainty, however, still exists in terms of the QA consistency in
the current Chilean accreditation system, especially in terms of the relation between quality indicators for HE
promoted by Chilean public policy (detailed below) over the past years and their relation to accreditation

outcomes.

The evolution of Chilean HE accreditation system: From incrementing enrolment rates to the promotion

of quality.

Starting in 1980, new educational reforms were introduced in Latin America due to the limited coverage and
restricted access to higher education (UDUAL 1999). At that time, HE reforms introduced in Chile were mainly
oriented towards three objectives (Brunner 1986): (1) Opening-up the system by promoting the establishment of

new and private institutions; (2) diversifying HE by creating a three-hierarchical level of institutions composed



by Universities (Leading to bachelor and professional degrees), Professional Institutes (Short programmes not
necessarily including a bachelor degree) and Technical Centres (Limited to shorter vocational courses leading to
technical certificates); and (3) to ‘force’ universities to diversify their funding sources and partially transfer the
cost of state-funded universities to students.

Consequently, the past 30 years have seen a rapid increase in the number of institutions and a
significant increment in enrolment rates and coverage of HE (Brunner 1993; Cancino and Schmal 2014).
Nevertheless, the initially planned strategy to overcome inequalities has not succeeded in terms of including all
socio-economic sectors in enrolment opportunities, retention, and educational achievement (UDUAL 1999). A
consequence of the above has been the establishment of a particularly heterogeneous system in terms of focus,
quality and funding opportunities (Brunner and Briones 1992), being predominantly a private market-concern
where public institutions have experienced an overall enrolment decline (Brunner 1993; Lemaitre 2004).

In 1990, new reforms and policies pertaining HE were introduced, amongst which private universities
and professional institutes should undergo accreditation processes (Squella 1990). These policies have been
aimed at enhancing the quality, equity, decentralisation and internationalisation of Chilean HE (OECD 2009).

In this scenario, institutional and programme accreditation have been seen as valid and reliable sources
to provide the state (public policy) and society (accountability) with means to regulate, guide and lead HE
(Cancino and Schmal 2014). The ‘Comision Nacional de Acreditacion’ (CNA, original for National
Accreditation Commission) is the public regulatory body aimed at verifying and promoting the quality of
Chilean HE through monitoring, inspecting, and making final decisions on institutional, undergraduate and
postgraduate programme accreditation periods, which are expressed as year time-frames, ranging from the CNA
evaluation results until a new inspection is due to take place (National Accreditation Commission 2015a).

The accreditation process for both institutions and programmes is voluntary (except for pedagogy and
medicine bachelor degrees) and it begins with a self-evaluation report that should follow the guidelines provided
by CNA. For programme accreditation, these guidelines are composed by twelve criteria organised in three
macro dimensions: (1) Purpose and institutionality; (2) Operational conditions; and (3) Results and self-
regulation (National Accreditation Commission 2015b). The former two are mainly qualitative subjective
criteria, while the latter includes the reporting of indicators such as first year enrolment, places available,
enrolment and employment data, students-body characteristics, first year and overall dropout rate, graduation
rate by cohort, and real graduation time frame. This is then followed by an external peer-review visit, which

verifies on-site and evaluates the accuracy of the institution or programme’s self-evaluation and issues a report.



Finally, a consensus decision on the accreditation period awarded is made taking into account the self-
evaluation report, peer-reviewers report, an additional economic account and final comments from the
institution or programme after the peer-reviewers visit (National Accreditation Commission 2015a). In this
context, a successful accreditation is considered when the institution or programme increases or maintains the
maximum number of awarded accreditation years

Despite its non-compulsory nature and its subjectivity, it is believed that the accreditation process has
had a positive impact within HE institutions, which now seems more responsible and efficient to follow
government processes and institutional management decisions (IESALC-Unesco 2006). Indeed, after
accreditation or because of it, most programmes have declared graduation profiles or expected learning
outcomes, and are shifting from an intuitive-based towards an evidence-based approach when making decisions,
aspects which had not been taken into account before the accreditation phase started (OECD 2008).

Indicators reflecting learning processes and its open results have been of relevance since the
establishment of CNA. This has lead to the creation of the ‘Servicio de Informacién de Educacién Superior’
(SIES, original for Higher Education Information Service) (OECD 2013), which works providing information
for institutions as well as for prospective and current students aiming to guide the decision-making of all
stakeholders. Since then, SIES has emphasised the relevance of three quality indicators, these being (1) first year
dropout, (2) real to formal graduation time frame, and (3) expected employment and income, all of which should
be central concerns for the state, institutions and for students, who should be provided with these data to make
informed decisions in a particularly complex context of diversified academic offer (Servicio de Informacion de
la Educacion Superior 2014).

These specific indicators were established based on recommendations from the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (OECD 2009) and are currently part of the decision-making
of institution and programme accreditation. Additionally, in agreement with SIES, the programme
‘Mejoramiento de la calidad y la equidad en la educacion terciaria’ (MECESUP, original for Quality and Equity
Improvement Programme in Higher Education), created by the Chilean Ministry of Education with support from
a loan by the World Bank, has also incorporated these indicators as part of the expected results of projects aimed
at supporting the QA and regulatory structure of HE institutions (OECD 2009).

Moreover, these indicators have been in the centre of HE debate, not only in terms of Chilean QA
public policy but also at an international management and research level. In terms of student’s dropout, it has

been considered as a student progress indicator (Jones-White et al. 2010; Rodriguez-Gémez et al. 2014) and as



an institutional quality indicator (Schmitz 1993). Graduation time has been referred to as a student success
indicator (Jones-White et al. 2010; Ohland et al. 2011), an institutional quality indicator (Schmitz 1993), and a
performance-based accountability indicator for institutions (Shin 2010).With regards to employment and
income, previous authors have considered these as performance indicators of Universities (Boden and Nedeva
2010; Holmes 2013) and as indicators of the relationship between Institutions and the labour market (Tomlinson
2012).

For instance, previous research has focused on these indicators and on the effects that several variables
have over them, such as the quality of tutoring (Arco-Tirado et al. 2011), students’ socioeconomic background
and financial aid (Aina 2013; Arias Ortiz and Dehon 2013), learning outcomes (Duque et al. 2013),
accreditation results (Martinez et al. 2015), programme level of structure (Hovdhaugen 2011), institutional
selectivity and expenditures (Webber and Ehrenberg 2010), self-employment support (Greene and Saridakis
2008), gender (Menon et al. 2012), age (Woodfield 2011), and massification of HE (Chan and Lin 2015; Mok
2016) amongst others.

So far, and mainly because of the emphasis that SIES has placed on these indicators as well as due to
the incorporation of them into the accreditation criteria, they are being measured transversely and correspond to
the few publicly accessible data. Additionally, as MECESUP resources are being invested in projects aimed at
improving these indicators (aligned with public policies that seek quality assurance), it would be reasonable to
expect a strong association between them and the outcomes of the accreditation process. Therefore, and taking
into account the historical evolution of Chilean HE public policy, it is of high relevance to consider the results
of the current QA system in terms of the accreditation of institutions and programmes, so that policy makers,
managers, and curriculum developers are able to make evidence-based decisions that would ultimately benefit

the quality of Chilean HE.

Purpose and research questions

In light of the continuous developments of Chilean HE towards an accreditation system that assures quality and
considering the relevance towards the three public policy quality indicators over the past years, the aim of this
study was to explore the relationship between these indicators and the results of undergraduate programme

accreditation. We hypothesised that the quality indicators of (1) first year of study dropout, (2) employment at



graduation, and (3) ratio of real to formal graduation time frame would be strongly correlated to undergraduate
programme accreditation as well as largely explaining its accreditation-year variance. We decided to focus on
undergraduate programme accreditation mainly because the indicators are publicly accessible on a programme-
basis rather than on an institutional-basis, and also because of the widespread variety of programmes and the
relevance that this variable represents for students’ decisions when transitioning from secondary to HE. By

means of correlation and multiple regression analyses, the following research questions were addressed:

1. What is the correlation between the proposed HE public policy quality indicators and undergraduate
programme accreditation?
2. Is undergraduate programme accreditation influenced by the proposed HE public policy quality

indicators?

Methods

Sources and data collection procedures

The study was conducted between October-December 2015. Data were collected from three open longitudinal
national datasets containing information on undergraduate programmes from different Chilean HE institutions
(Universities, Professional Institutes and Technical Centres). All datasets collected corresponded to 2015, as
these were the most updated data at the time the study took place.

The first source corresponded to data from ‘Mi-Futuro’ (original for My-Future) (Ministry of Education
of Chile 2015), which is a Ministry of Education dependant initiative with the aims of providing high school
students valid information concerning employment, future income, and tuition fees, amongst other data from
different undergraduate programmes within the spectrum of Chilean HE institutions. It offers support and
guidance to students who are finishing secondary education, so they can make an informed decision when
choosing where to begin their HE studies. The information reported corresponds to an average of the last three
cohorts of each programme, thus our data came from the period between 2012-2015. This dataset was
considered to be a valid and reliable source as it contained information collected from institutions such as the

above-mentioned CNA, SIES, and a number of University information centres. We collected data on first year



of study dropout, employment at graduation and real graduation time frame (i.e., the actual number of semesters
from enrolment until graduation).

The second source corresponded to CNA itself (National Accreditation Commission 2015a), from
which we collected data on institutional and undergraduate programme accreditation period.

In order to corroborate from a third source that the undergraduate programmes reported in Mi-Futuro
and CNA were currently active and had students enrolled, we crosschecked the information with data from the
National Education Council (National Education Council 2015). The latter is an autonomous institution related
to the Ministry of Education that, amongst other roles, delivers public information on the implementation and
activity of HE, promoting educational reflection and research. We therefore collected data on the last active year
of each programme and the number of students enrolled. Consequently, a programme was considered active if it
was included in the 2015 dataset and if it had at least one enrolled student. Additionally, we collected the formal
graduation time frame of each programme (i.e., the expected time frame from enrolment until graduation
declared by each programme).

We received exemption from approval by the Ethics Committee of the University of Chile since all

data came from secondary sources freely available in the public domain.

Variables

Five variables were included for analyses. The first three corresponded to the public policy quality indicators of
(1) first year of study dropout, (2) employment at graduation and (3) ratio of real to formal graduation time
frame. The fourth and fifth corresponded to (4) institutional and (5) undergraduate programme accreditation
periods.

First year of study dropout and employment at graduation were reported, respectively, as the
percentage of students dropping out in first year and as the percentage of students being employed after one year
of graduation. To derive the ratio of real to formal graduation time frame, we computed one measure by
dividing the real graduation length on the formal length. The use of this measure made possible to standardise
the variable of graduation time frame amongst different programmes.

Both accreditation periods were expressed in number of years. The minimum accreditation period
given by CNA corresponds to zero, which means no accreditation is given to the institution or undergraduate

programme, and the maximum corresponds to seven years. This means that, the higher the accreditation period



given, the higher should be the quality of the institution or undergraduate programme being evaluated.
Consequently, the evaluation and years of accreditation given by CNA-related agencies were considered as a

proxy measure of the quality level of programmes and institutions.

Data analysis

We conducted all data analysis using the SPSS® software package version 20.0, with the alpha level set at
<0.05. Data from the three-abovementioned sources were merged into one dataset following three steps. First,
we merged the dataset of Mi-Futuro and CNA, and listwise deleted missing values for the variables of first year
of study dropout, employment at graduation, real graduation time frame and institutional and programme
accreditation. Second, from the data of the National Education Council we added the variable of formal
graduation time frame and listwise deleted missing values. Finally, we reached the final sample of Chilean
undergraduate programmes after crosschecking the data from the previous phases with the aforementioned
National Education Council information and excluding all inactive programmes (i.e., not being active during
2015 or not having students enrolled).

After checking for the assumptions of the general linear model of normal distribution of data, linearity
of relationships between variables, independent errors, homoscedasticity, and no multicollinearity (Field 2013),
we computed descriptive statistics (Means and Standard Deviations) and basic correlation coefficients between
all variables in order to answer the first research question. Based on the strength of the correlation coefficients
and on the theoretical importance of each predictor variables, a three stage hierarchical multiple regression was
planned to test whether undergraduate programme accreditation was influenced by the three variables
representing public policy quality indicators, so to answer the second research question. A hierarchical
regression method was used to add the three indicators in different blocks and to inform whether these additions
improved the model for predicting years of programme accreditation. Moreover, confidence intervals and
significance tests of the model parameters were all estimated by using bootstrap robust methods, which provided
an accurate estimate of the true population’s b-values for each quality indicator.

As a rule of thumb for sample size in regressions analyses, there should be at least 15 cases of data per
predictor (Miles and Shevlin 2001). However, we wanted to make sure that our sample size met the effect sizes

and power that we aimed to detect, therefore we conducted an a priori power analysis using the G*Power



software version 3.1.9.2. With the three predictors and intending an effect size of 0.1, alpha level of 0.05 and
power of 0.8, the resulting sample size was of 107 cases.

Additionally, by meeting the abovementioned assumptions we were able to test the accuracy of our
model to different samples and to therefore assess the generalisability of our findings. This cross-validation was
based on the value of the adjusted R?, which informs how much variance in the undergraduate programme
accreditation period would be accounted for if the model had been derived from the population from which the
sample of programmes was obtained. An equal or very close value of the adjusted R? to the value of R2,

indicates a very good cross-validity of the model (Field 2013).

Results

Descriptive statistics

A total of 1,589 undergraduate programmes were retrieved from Mi-Futuro dataset. Of those, 1,019 were kept
after screening for missing values on the variables of first year of study dropout, employment at graduation and
real graduation time frame. After merging these data with the CNA dataset, the sample was reduced to 764 by
excluding programmes that had not been evaluated for accreditation purposes. Afterwards, 12 programmes were
considered inactive and were discarded, as they had no students enrolled in the last academic year. Therefore the
final sample of undergraduate programmes included in our analyses was of 752, which corresponded to 64
different institutions: 48 universities, 12 professions institutes and 4 technical centres. This final sample was
well above the resulting number from the power analysis.

As can be seen in table 1, means and standard deviations for programme and institutional accreditation
were similar, with a respective 4.76 (1.60) and 4.78 (1.63) mean accreditation years out of the maximum period
of seven years. Students dropping out on the first year reached 21%, while 81% of them reported being
employed on their first year as graduates. Moreover, concerning graduation time frame, it took students 1.37

more semesters to complete their studies than the formal duration planned by each programme.

[Please insert table 1 here]
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Correlation Analyses

We inspected the bivariate correlations between first year of study dropout, employment at graduation, ratio of
real to formal graduation time frame and institutional and undergraduate programme accreditation periods
(Table 1). All correlations were significant and were in the expected direction, showing that as accreditation
periods increased (for both programmes and institutions) students’ dropout and ratio of graduation time frame
decreased, and employment at graduation increased.

Institutional and programme accreditation showed a positive but small-sized correlation (.41). Hence as
institutions result in successful accreditation evaluations, an important number of undergraduate programmes
may not show the same outcomes, therefore justifying the use of both accreditation approaches in the Chilean
higher education system.

Concerning programme accreditation and the three public policy quality indicators, the strongest
correlation was with first year dropout that showed a small negative correlation (-.31). This was followed by
both, employment at graduation and ratio of real to formal graduation time frame, which showed respectively
very small positive (.09) and negative correlations (-.09). Furthermore, first year dropout showed, respectively,
negative and positive small-sized correlations with employment at graduation (-.33) and ratio of real to formal
graduation time frame (.31). Finally, employment at graduation showed a very small negative correlation with
ratio of real to formal graduation time frame (-.10).

Consequently, and due to the small and very small-sized correlations (Creswell 2012) between
undergraduate programme accreditation and the three quality indicators declared by the Chilean higher
education public policy, it was important to further examine the influence of these indicators over the variance

of undergraduate programmes accreditation.

Regression Analyses

To investigate the influence of the three quality indicators on undergraduate programme accreditation, we
conducted a three-block hierarchical regression analysis (Table 2). In the first block we examined the unique
effect of first year dropout on programme accreditation, since this variable showed the strongest correlation with

the latter. In the second block we incorporated the effect of ratio of real to formal graduation time frame and,
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finally, in the third block we incorporated the effect of employment at graduation, which had reported the

weakest correlation score with programme accreditation.

[Please insert table 2 here]

As shown in table 2, the three blocks explained 9.4% of the variability in undergraduate programme
accreditation. What is interesting in this data is that the change in R? was non-significant and therefore the
variability in programme accreditation did not increase when ratio of real to formal graduation time frame and
employment at graduation were included in block 2 and 3. Thus, first year of study dropout seems to be the only
contributor to the 9.4% variation, and other external criteria should explain the remaining 90.6% of variance in
undergraduate programme accreditation.

Additionally, the adjusted R?> was close to the value of R?, with a small difference of 0.01, 0.02 and 0.03
respectively for each block, indicating that the cross-validity of the model was very good (Field 2013). These
shrinkages mean that if the model were derived from the population rather than from our sample, it would
account for approximately 0.1%, 0.2% and 0.3% less variance in programme accreditation. As for the goodness
of fit of the model to the data, all three blocks report significant F-ratios, with block 1 reporting the better fit. As
variables in block 2 and 3 were included, the ability to predict programme accreditation decreased.

As for the model parameters, we can see from block 3 that first year of dropout was a significant
negative predictor and it was the only variable that explained variation of undergraduate programme
accreditation, even when controlling for the effects of ratio of real to formal graduation time frame and
employment at graduation. Both latter variables were found to be non-significant and did not contribute to
predicting programme accreditation. Therefore, lower scores of first year dropout predicted more accreditation
years given by CNA-dependant agencies to different undergraduate programmes, however, change in the ratio
of real to formal graduation time frame and employment at graduation did not predict any changes in the

outcome of undergraduate programme accreditation.

Discussions

The present study was designed to explore the associations between public policy quality indicators for Chilean

HE and the results from undergraduate programmes accreditation. The quality indicators of first year dropout,
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employment at graduation and real to formal graduation time frame were hypothesised to show a strong
association and to largely explain the variance in the outcomes of the accreditation process for undergraduate
programmes.

With respect to the first research question, it was found that the three quality indicators and both
programme and institution accreditation results were significant and in the expected direction. The observed
correlations, however, represented small and very small effect sizes (Table 1). These findings suggest that the
accreditation status of programmes and institutions does not necessarily imply an achievement of the proposed
quality indicators. Amongst the small correlations reported, first year dropout showed the highest association
with accreditation results, which could be attributed to the large amount of funds destined by public policy to
increase retention rates (Ministry of Education of Chile 2014). These results are in agreement with those
obtained by Martinez et al. (2015), where dropout rates were the only quality indicator that showed a significant
association with the results from undergraduate programme accreditation . Moreover, the three quality indicators
showed weak correlations amongst them. These findings raise questions on the relevance that the accreditation
process gives to the three public policy quality indicators.

Additionally and despite being positive, the correlation between institutional and programme
accreditation was small-sized. This finding was unexpected and suggests that an institution with a successful
accreditation result might not be transferring these skills and good practices into their different programmes.
Furthermore, a consequence of the expanding numbers of educational institutions is that a given programme
might be offered across different campuses, which might have different faculty, facilities, and even different
curricula (Guzman and Bustos 2016). Therefore, this apparent inconsistency in the Chilean QA system
highlights the needs to continue using both institutional and programme accreditation methods.

The second question in this research referred to the influence that quality indicators have on the results
of programme accreditation. Contrary to expectations, this study found that the three quality indicators only
explained a 9.4% of the variance in programme accreditation results. Indeed, only first year dropout was found
to be a significant predictor, questioning the relevance that real to formal graduation time frame and
employment at graduation have in the accreditation decision-making process. Would it be the case that
accreditation results are giving more weight to other variables? This is consistent with data obtained by Cancino
& Schmal (2014), who recently reported a strong association, in Chilean HE, between years of institutional
accreditation and variables such as accredited postgraduate programmes, public funded research projects, full

time faculty and staff awarded with doctoral degrees.
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An implication of the above is that the attributes of the Chilean QA system are more related to intrinsic
institutional characteristics rather than to their effects on students’ learning or outcomes. It seems that current
accreditation results make sense in the extent that programmes are internally consistent with their actions and
are not necessarily determined by the effects of these actions. In other words, the overall concept of quality in
HE is currently being focused on the operational conditions of programmes and institutions rather than on their
effects. Although these processes are important for QA, they start losing their meaning or value if they are not
related to the effects they have beyond the university context, that is, their public impact.

Our findings, while preliminary, suggest that further research and evidence is required before
introducing new reforms to the accreditation system. The three quality indicators have been considered over the
past years as central for the development of MECESUP funded projects, which have benefited a number of
higher education institutions with resources to strengthen their outcomes in terms of these indicators.
Nevertheless, they appear to have low impact on accreditation outcomes.

Current public funded projects, however, are increasingly giving more relevance and showing more
alignment with the criteria defined by HE policy (Ministry of Education of Chile 2014), thus linking the action
of public policy with QA systems. This shows signs of a transitioning QA system, which is relying on various
indicators and instruments to assure the quality of HE without necessarily following an evidence-based standard.
A key policy priority should be therefore to plan for the QA system and HE public policy to work under the
same quality indicators, if not, it will be difficult to move forward and implement evidence-based changes
aimed to improve the quality of Chilean HE. This would make possible for both institutional and programme
accreditation results to be a reliable determinant to guide the public policy decision-making process.
Additionally, this would also allow comparability and benchmarking, for instance, between research and
teaching institutions based on the same indicators. As such, one of the challenges ahead is the implementation of
a mixed model of accreditation, which incorporates both- criteria and their specific standards, so as to guide the
achievement of those criteria.

The good practice of Chilean public policy to allocate funds for innovation and faculty development in
HE through the MECESUP initiative should not be discontinued, however, it needs some adjustments, as these
funds currently support local appraisal of institutions and do not arise from a general diagnosis of the Chilean
HE system. Greater efforts are needed to ensure that public policy allocates funds directly intended to guide
institutions on the implementation of practices that have greater effects on the previously defined quality

indicators. The findings of this research provide initial insights for the latter, as the decrease in first year dropout
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was the only significant predictor of programme accreditation results, and this coincides with the recent efforts
and resources assigned by public policy to tackle dropout rates (Ministry of Education of Chile 2014).

The scope of this study was limited in terms of the sample, which was constrained by the publicly
available data on the quality indicators and by the limited number of programmes that have subjected
themselves to the voluntarily accreditation process, which make these findings less generalizable to the entire
system. .An additional uncontrolled factor was the absence of explicit variables to explain the committee
members’ decision on year of programme accreditation, such as committee members’ characteristics or the
assessments of self-evaluations reports and on-site visits, thus limiting a deeper understanding of the

phenomenon.

Conclusion

The results of this investigation show weak associations between the quality indicators of first year dropout, real
to formal graduation times frame, employment at graduation and the results of undergraduate programme
accreditation, being first year dropout the only significant predictor of programme accreditation. This is the first
study to explore the associations between these variables and to generate evidence to inform the planned QA
reforms in HE that are being currently discussed. Taken together and despite its exploratory nature, the present
study should prove to be particularly valuable to policy makers, managers, and curriculum developers as it
raises important questions in term of the consistency between public policy quality indicators and the current

accreditation system..

As such, the findings of this study have a number of implications. In first place, considering the small
correlation found between institutional and programme accreditation, it is recommended that Chilean HE
continues with both processes, despite the current international trend that focuses accreditation at an institutional
level only, arguing that both are strongly correlated and as such, institutional accreditation should inform and be
a reflection of the quality of the imparted programmes, which would additionally result in cost savings for the

institution (Westerheijden et al. 2014).

In second place, the weak predictive role of first year dropout and the non-significant predictive role of
real to formal graduation time frame and employment at graduation reflect the subjectivity of the programme
accreditation process. Therefore, it would be beneficial for the HE system if the criteria by which CNA awards

accreditation years were made clearly explicit and accessible to all stakeholders.
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In third place, these findings might be explained due to differences across disciplines and across labour
markets. For instance, if employment decreases in certain discipline because of low demands from the market, it
does not necessarily imply low quality of programmes. Therefore, it would be reasonable to weight these

indicators considering the nature of disciplines and their social value.

In terms of directions for future research, further work is necessary to make a systematic assessment of
the impact of the current QA mechanisms. As Lemaitre (2004) suggests, this would provide better background
for making important decisions such as when defining the characteristics of the accrediting institutions and
agencies as well as for establishing the most effective ways to achieve the proposed public policy objectives. A
natural progression of this exploratory study is to deepen the analysis and, for instance, analyse the accreditation
results by disciplines or clustering in terms of different accrediting agencies to investigate their impact on the
results of programme accreditation. Additionally, and considering that Chile has led the development of Latin
American QA systems (OECD 2013), improvements in Chilean HE might as well inspire future developments

in other contexts.
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Figure 1 Higher Education quality assurance models (Adapted from OECD 2009)
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Table 1 Correlations and Descriptive Statistics of public policy quality indicators and institutional and
undergraduate programme accreditation.

1 2 3 4 5
1. Undergraduate programme
accreditation
2. First year dropout =31
3. Employment at graduation .09* =33
4. Ratio of real to formal graduation time _09** 315 _10%*
frame ’ ’ '
5. Institutional accreditation 42xE =34 Jde**® A1k
M 4.76 0.21 0.81 1.37 4.78
SD 1.60 0.11 0.15 0.20 1.63

Note: N=752. *p <.05. **p < .01
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Table 2 Hierarchical multiple regression analysis predicting undergraduate programme accreditation.

Predictor b (CT’s) SE B R? R, AR? F
Block 1 .094 .093 0047%*% TR Q1 ***
First year attrition - 5-28fs-;*3 7) 0.55 -31
Block 2 .094 .092 .000 38.95%**
First year dropout - 5_‘7‘15’5_;*3 8) 0.56 -31
Ratio grad time 0. 508?2) 58) 0.29 .01
Block 3 .094 .091 .000 26.01%**
First year attrition - 5_326’%;*40) 0.60 -31
Ratio grad time (0. 508?%) 58) 0.29 .01
glzlgjl(;i?:)f e (-04;3%,1(?.54) 0.38  -02

Note: Ratio grad time, Ratio of real to formal graduation time frame; b, unstandardized beta; CI’s, 95% bias
corrected and accelerated confidence intervals; SE, standard error of the estimate; B, standardized beta; RZg;,
Adjusted R, AR?, change in R’; F, ANOVA test. Confidence intervals and standard errors based on 1000 bootstrap
samples. *** p< 0.001; ** p<0.01; * p< 0.05
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