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Post-secondary education has been 
challenged in many ways in the last years. 
Several major companies, such as Google, 
Apple, Home Depot and Bank of America, no 
longer require degrees for many positions 
as they did in the past1. Part of that is due 
to the impression that academic quality has 
declined and that a significant number of 
students finish their tertiary studies with 
a serious lack of basic general skills. The 
hurried transition to online classes, done 
quickly due to COVID-19, added to concerns 
about quality. 

Among experts in higher education, there 
is a widespread impression that there has 
been a general lowering in post-secondary 
education quality around the world. 
Academic types of research show that new 
graduates often lack basic knowledge and 
general skills2. Around the world, some 
institutions have developed evaluations 
based on value-added, often, comparing 
first and last year student performance 
using the same test to estimate learning 
gains. A survey from 1985 aimed to study 
the effect of education on thinking skills 35 
years ago. Students from high schools and 
colleges were asked to build an argument 
orally regarding daily topics. After grading 
the quality of responses on a 1-5 scale, 
1st-year high school students scored 1.6, 
compared to 2.1 from the 4th-year ones. 
Considering college students, 1st and 
4th-year students had the same score: 2.83. 
Most recently, a study with 7,500 students 
from 20 Ontario postsecondary institutions, 
developed by the Higher Education Quality 
Council of Ontario, found that a quarter of 
graduating students from that province has 
limited literacy and numeracy skills4. Canada, 
a country that is seen as having one of the 
best post-secondary systems in the world, 
also has significant problems in this regard. 

There are several possible explanations for 
the decline in academic quality. A common 
explanation has been the sharp rise in 
the number of for-profit post-secondary 

education institutions. Not all of them 
function at the quality levels required by 
the public institutions. In Brazil, one of the 
biggest post-secondary education systems 
worldwide, data from the government 
shows that 48 percent of the undergraduate 
programs with poor outcomes (less than 
3 on a scale from 1 to 5) are offered by for-
profit institutions5.  

What could be done in terms of public 
policies to address this matter? The first one 
is to strengthen accreditation mechanisms 
to ensure that institutions operating with 
poor academic quality will improve their 
instructions. In the United States, Education 
Corporation of America (ECA), a for-profit 
education company based in Alabama, 
finished its activities in December 2018 
after losing its accreditation, abandoning 
20,000 students. According to a 2018 report, 
94 percent of credits earned in for-profit 
private schools are not transferable to 
public community colleges; 83 percent are 
not transferable even to other for-profit 
institutions6. 

Other ways to address the academic quality 
issue were pointed out by the Commission 
of Reform of Ontario7. The commission 
suggests “encouraging experimentations 
with alternate career paths, including 
formalizing teaching-only or research-only 
streams. We consider this to be a viable 
option for top-performing teachers and 
top-performing researchers”. It could not 
only contribute to increasing academic 
quality but also offer different pathways 
than four-year bachelor’s degrees, delivering 
students with skills possibly more linked 
to the job market. Lastly, the document 
mentions linking “further provincial funding 
allocations to quality objectives, which will 
encourage post-secondary institutions to be 
more responsive. In addition, the province 
should alter the funding model to also 
reward degrees awarded, rather than just 
enrolment levels.”

Although such solutions may seem 
applicable worldwide—an outcome 
that is highly unlikely—the reality is that 
post-secondary institutions protect their 
autonomy and resist strong government 
oversight. Movement toward transparent 
and meaningful quality control has been 
slow and will remain thus, in part because 
of the challenge of finding and applying 
appropriate metrics. The pressures 
created by the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
particularly the wide adoption of online 
learning, have raised many questions about 
the effectiveness of new instructional 
methods and the quality of the educational 
experience.  To date, however, there is little 
sign that institutions, governments and the 
public at large are serious about pulling 
back the curtains on higher education and 
examining the effectiveness of instruction 
and the impact on students and, therefore, 
future employees.  
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